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Chapter III 

Women, Class, Caste: Rudali and Listen Shefali 

 

     In his essay The Future Results of British Rule in India, published in the New York Daily 

Tribune, 8 August, 1853, Karl Marx defined India as ‘a country not only divided between 

Mahommedan and Hindoo, but between tribe and tribe, between caste and caste; a society 

whose framework was based on a sort of equilibrium, resulting from a general repulsion and 

constitutional exclusiveness between all its members’(Marx) and argued that modern Indian 

society may progress only under the aegis of ‘unity, imposed by the British 

sword’(Marx).But after its independence in 1947, India as a nation-state has progressed by 

acknowledging and confronting the fissures inherent in its socio-cultural, political and 

religious structures. Committed to its interventionist nature, theatre too has been an 

equalparticipant in the process of engaging with the social and cultural crevices. In this 

chapter, I explore Indian women’s theatre’s rendezvous with ‘class’ and ‘caste’ as two 

fundamental categories, which has been instrumental in the continuance of socio-cultural, 

economic, political, religious, ethnic and gender difference. 

     I deliberately choose two women authored texts, Kusum Kumar’s Listen Shefali 

(composed in 1975 in Varanasi, where Kumar participated in a Sahitya Academy workshop, 

and published in 1978) and Usha Ganguli’s Rudali (1992), an adaptation into dramatic form 

of Mahasweta Devi’s novella Rudali. For, both the plays explore the ‘protest’ motif against 

caste/ class based gender subordination in modern Indian society. While Listen Shefali 

locates a young dalit woman, Shefali, amidst the hypocrisies of a society where electoral 

politics and position in the caste/class structure form an invisible network of woman 

subordination, Rudali gives a brilliant account of Sanichari whose life exemplifies the 
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struggle of a lower class/caste woman against the social, cultural and economic oppressions. 

However, neither of the plays tries to evoke sympathy for women and therefore situates the 

characters in real material grounds, amidst the variety of relations, experiences, struggles, 

fulfillments and frustrations. Hence, both Kumar and Ganguli, though non-Dalit themselves, 

have substantially represented the Dalit issue, challenging the hetero-patriarchal and political 

nature of class-caste nexus and at the same time reasserting the exclusivity of Dalit women’s 

experiences and uniqueness of their engagement with patriarchy, politics and society at large. 

Therefore, the plays can be claimed by ‘Dalit theatre’ as well, though the emergence of Dalit 

literature in post-independence India was a direct result of distrust on the savarna writers 

who were critiqued for misrepresenting the Dalits. It was strongly believed that only the 

writers who had the living experience in Dalit caste-class subordination can convincingly 

portray Dalit life and experiences. Such belief was stimulated by two major movements in 

Maharashtra in the early 1970s – the Dalit Panthers, launched in July, 1972 and the Dalit 

Literary Movement (dating back to 11th Century, when the first Vachana poet, Chennaiah, a 

cobbler by profession and a 12th Century Dalit poet, Kalavve, challenged the upper caste 

intelligentsia). ‘These movements, surfaced among the lower castes in social and literary 

affairs in India… represent a new level of pride, militancy and sophisticated creativity’ 

(Jalote 33). Hence Dalit literature claimed to produce public consciousness in engaging with 

the issues of ‘persistent enslavement of ‘Harijans’ by the upper-castes in villages, the assaults 

on dalit women, police brutality and complicity with the upper-castes in facilitating land 

seizures, and other forms of social boycott, such as the denial of water from public wells, and 

the refusal of teachers to teach Harijan students’ (Bhatia 85). With the growing influence of 

such literary developments in the mid-1970s, the Pune based Dalit Rangbhumi (Dalit 

Theatre) ‘staged its first Dalit play in 1979’ (Jalote 34). However, Dalit oriented theatre is 

already seen in Avinash Dolus's The Village without a Face, where Mahars resist being 
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forced to live on scavenging and claim to have rights to education, practice their religion in 

temples and gain economic freedom. Erin B Mee identifies Datta Bhagat’s play Wata-

Palwata(1987) (translated into English by Matya Pandit asRoutes and Escape Routes), as the 

‘the first modern play to reach a large and diverse audience’ (Mee 4). Moreover, Avart 

(Whirlpool, 1978) directed by Satya Dev Dubey and Amol Palekar, is a play that makes use 

of the traditional Mahar art-forms such as the tamasha and dindi. Having its inception and 

growth in Maharashtra, the Dalit theatre travelled other parts of the country, viz. Delhi, U.P, 

Madhya Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Kerala and Goa, with similar 

popularity, where the questions of caste discrimination continued thronging the social circles.  

     However, limiting Dalit literature only to the works of Dalit-born writers would be a 

misnomer, because caste discrimination as a major theme recurs in the works of non-Dalit 

writers as well. Vijay Tendulkar’s Kanyadaan (1983) is a vehement protest against the Hindu 

marriage codes mentioned in Manusmriti, an ancient text which ‘summarizes socio-religious 

regulatory practices’ (Bhatia 86). The latter strictly prohibits inter-caste marriage, while the 

former revolves around a plot where the female protagonist chooses to marry a low born 

Dalit writer. In addition to thedissent against the socially codified marriage rights, Tendulkar 

is also eloquent in exposing the status of ‘upper caste women’ in the ancient Indian society, 

for they remain unspoken of in Manusmriti. For Aparna Dharwadker, using ‘caste as theme 

and a young Dalit writer as antihero, Kanyadaan inevitably evokes the twentieth century 

history of the struggle over the practice of untouchability, as well as the more immediate 

phases of the Dalit movement in Maharashtra and the nation as a whole’(289). This inter-

caste marriage motif, which was increasingly coming into regular practice in the mid and late 

1980’s, is further explored by Girish Karnad in Tale-Danda (1990), where an untouchable 

boy is married to a Brahmin woman. The play draws parallel between contemporary socio-

religious and political condition and a 12th Century A.D. development during the Bhakti 
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movement in Kalyani, where mystics, philosophers, social revolutionaries and poets rejected 

all forms of idolatry and uneven practices (of sex and caste among others) and upheld social, 

cultural and political equality. However, the play dramatizes the end of the movement when it 

collapses in bloodshed following the marriage. Apart from Tendulkar and Karnad, a host of 

plays engaging with the caste issues were produced, especially against the backdrop of the 

‘Mandir’, ‘Mandal’ debates in the early 1990s which triggered Hindu-Muslim riots and 

asserted the implementation of Mandal Commission recommendations. Notable among them 

is the adaptation of Mannu Bhandari’s novel Mahabhoj into a play where ‘a young fearless 

leader of the lower castes in a village is murdered by the gangsters of the local leaders of the 

party in power’ and Rahul Katyayana’s Singh Vijaya (1991) which revolves around the 

successful marriage between a Dalit Physics teacher in Allahabad University and a Brahmin 

girl. Politically, the play suggests the flourish of a modern democratic society built on caste 

parity in place of caste discrimination. However, it must be noted that almost all of the above 

mentioned plays deal with caste as a meta-issue and almost isolates it from the questions of 

gender. But Kumar’s Listen Shefali is unique in intertwining caste and gender as two equally 

essential co-ordinates of Shefali’s experiences. Though caste looms large in the play, Shefali 

is never free from her ‘woman consciousness’ and the play goes on to suggest that Shefali’s 

caste experience is unique in being a woman from the lower caste. 

     Kumar draws Shefali as an ‘angry young woman’, who has been a non-conformist 

throughout. Right from her childhood, Shefali has protested against the sanctioned generosity 

of the upper castes. Mediated through the politics of ‘privileging’ the lower caste ‘sub 

humans’ the so-called ‘welfare’ politics of the state which provides for the dalits on one hand 

and perpetuates the discrimination based on the caste system on the other, has corroded 

Shefali’s dignity to the extent of usurping her personal identity. Though caste consciousness, 

referred to as a ‘disease’ (Mukherjee, 195) by Bakul, Shefali’s wooer for marriage, is 
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discouraged both in the family and society at large, has motivated Shefali into rebelling 

against such subtle politics of self-effacement. 

SHEFALI: … Right from childhood, in the society, at every stage I found generosity 

surrounding me. We just had to accept it saying ‘yes sir!’… In school, food, clothing, 

books were given generously … in fact, given free … we just had to declare that we 

were Harijans. So, we three sisters wanted to remain ‘janharis’ in school… 

In school, they distributed books and sometimes wool and cloth for uniform. We three 

sisters never accepted such generosity … why should we say that we are Harijans? 

The ‘jahari’ girls, are they better than us? They bring broken pens and pencils and 

borrow from us to write … at such times they need our help … the more I think of 

this, the sadder I feel about it… 

The rebel in Shefali, later rejects the prospect of marrying Bakul, the son of Satyadev Dikshit, 

a politician turned social worker, to protest against being made a political tool for showcasing 

upper caste generosity. However, her refusal of such a ‘reformist’ solution to the 

‘unfortunate’ reality of being a dalit woman comes only at her discovery of a strategic 'love 

game' played against her by Bakul and his father. Unfolding in six scenes, the play is set in 

two intriguingly opposite frames, the ghats of Yamuna and Shefali’s home, which 

‘strategically links her (Shefali’s) household and the tensions therein, including her quarrels 

with her mother, to the caste prejudices that play out in the public sphere and become an 

important part of Shefali’s emotional and intellectual experience’ (Bhatia 91). This public-

private linkage is brought into more critical relief as the three distinct family units in the play 

are held in tension with each other: a fatherless conflicted family of Shefali where her sisters 

and her mother engage heterogeneously with ideas of self-respect, poverty, caste, reformation 

and the society at large; the upper caste family of Bakul, which thrives in compromise with 
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the political ambitions and a ‘self-identified family’ of Manan and Geru, where they share no 

filial connections but are strongly bound through mutual experiences of poverty and 

‘business’. Kumar’s choice of such a complex framework to present the theme of protest 

against politics of caste structure, leads her to deviate from the ‘realistic ‘psychodramas’ 

practiced by canonical male urban playwrights that take place in middle class settings and 

homes’ (91). 

     The fractured setting of the play, namely the ghat, Shefali’s house and the shiva temple, 

provides a background to the ‘protest’ which Aditya Agnihotri conceptualizes as projecting ‘a 

multiple experience, agitating, energizing, ennobling and yet delighting all at the same time’ 

(26). The strategy is to not merely challenge the status quo but also ‘‘agitate’ against it’, in 

order to achieve ‘social and political revolution’ (27).  In almost all her plays, Dilli Ooncha 

Sunti Hai, Om Kranti Kranti, Sanskar ko Namaskar, Ravan Lila and Pavan Chaturvedi ki 

Diary, Kumar has explored the themes of protest in social issues like the caste system, the 

exploitation of both the dalits and non-dalit working classes, and asserted the preservation  of 

‘dignity and selfhood’ (Mukherjee 119).However, Kumar’s theatrical engagements with such 

remonstrations were not isolated phenomena, for almost the whole of 1970s was fraught with 

protests both in the political and cultural fields and theatre activists responded alike. Tripurari 

Sharma may be mentioned here, for, her entire theatrical career has revolved around voicing 

resistance against socio-cultural discriminations. Through the productions of her group, 

Alirappu, she has engaged with ‘issues pertaining to domestic rights, legal rights and literacy’ 

(Bhatia 89). Negotiating similar issues were other major organizations like Jagori, Stree 

Mukti Sangathan, and Theatre Union (formed by Maya Krishna Rao, Anuradha Kapur and 

Rati Bartholomew in collaboration). Women’s issues were increasingly being discussed and 

protests against atrocities on women were brought forth in the public domain through theatre. 

Dina Mehta’s Brides are Not for Burning deal with dowry deaths as encountered by Indian 
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women irrespective of their class positions. Dafa 180,a Theatre Union production addresses 

the persistence of rape as sexual violence against women even after the new legislation of 

180 secured women’s rights against being physically harassed in police custody and prison. 

Themes of such social protests have continued to be broached by Mala Hashmi’s theatre 

group Janam, Shamsul Islam’s Nishant and AavhaanNatyaManch (89). However, Kumar’s 

theatre practice is unique in its own terms because according to Tutun Mukherjee, ‘she is one 

of the few women dramatists writing essentially for the stage’ (119), while most of her 

contemporaries preferred streets or other open spaces as the railway platforms, ghettos, bastis 

etc, where they could directly encounter the common public.  

     In Listen Shefali, caste distinction is not just thematically conceived but also 

dramaturgically meditated. The Yamuna ghat is symbolically divided into two with a bamboo 

partition, separating Maman and Shefali. Such social fissures have retained their moorage in 

almost all walks of modern Indian life, though they have undergone multiple social, cultural 

or political reformations. Kumar therefore has chosen a semi-urban milieu, where characters 

are caught in diverse sociological fractures. While faith in palmistry represents the ardor to 

remain arrested in the superstitious past, Maman’s deft use of the same art to meet the 

pecuniary needs opens a window to the nature of micro-economic professionalism.  

     According to Jalote, ‘In most Indian villages Untouchable living quarters, wells, and 

temples are still separate from those of the upper caste Hindus. Though an untouchable or a 

socially backward person who enters the modern sector of Indian society as teacher, 

government servant, or factory workers is free from earlier social disabilities, the subtle 

discrimination is still felt by the uneducated untouchables’ (38). But for Kumar, caste has an 

all-pervading presence, for it cuts across the boundaries of class, education, individual 

efficiency, faith, religion and politics. Shefali is an English educated woman who is reported 

to be once employed as the teacher of Satyadev Dikshit to teach him English. Shefali’s 
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competence in English, therefore opens up a new vista in understanding the complex relation 

between English education and dalit experience in Modern India. Proficiency in English 

promises the possibility of a range of economic opportunities and empowerment, but 

Kumar’s contention is that acquisition of such economic power does not guarantee an escape 

from caste experiences. Shefali’s employment as a teacher of an influential politician 

momentarily ‘upsets the balance of power, yet it is one that is quickly squashed when Shefali 

becomes, for the politician (and his son), a means for simply advancing his political career 

through her marriage to Bakul and thereby projecting himself as someone who serves the 

national interests through caste integration’ (Bhatia 94). Traditional politics placed marriage 

in relation to caste in the sense of strictly preserving the caste ‘purity’, in order to ensure the 

growth and continuance of well-bound community structures. Moreover, if a woman marries 

within her own caste, it ensures the continuity of the traditional occupations.  Upper castes 

are chiefly conscious of sustaining their 'purity' and their racial 'uniqueness', for, the material 

aspects of the society is more at stake for them. Hence, marriage has been no less than a 

political strategy both in the traditional and modern sense. Kumar’s use of the marriage motif 

in the play, where getting Shefali married to Bokul is drawn as a political move, therefore 

brings the entire Gandhian politics regarding inter-caste marriage on floor. In the introduction 

to The Doctor and the Saints (2014), the annotated critical edition of B. R. Ambedkar's 

Annihilation of Caste, Arundhati Roy argues that ‘Gandhi ‘deceived’ people’ (41) on the 

issue of caste. She quotes Mahatma Gandhi writing in Navajivan in 1921: 

Caste is another name for control. Caste puts a limit in enjoyment. Caste does not 

allow a person to transgress caste limits in pursuit of his enjoyment. That is the 

meaning of such caste restrictions as inter-dining and inter-marriage… These being 

my views I am opposed to all those who are out to destroy the Caste system. (41) 
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However, towards the end of his life, Gandhi tried to make amends saying that he ‘no longer 

objected to inter-dining and intermarriage between castes’ (41). But as Roy argues, ‘Gandhi 

never decisively and categorically renounced his belief in chaturvarna, the system of four 

varnas’ (42), though there has been some anecdotes from his ardent followers that Gandhi did 

attend a number of inter caste weddings. Hence the attempt to project Shefali and Bokul’s 

marriage as an inter-caste wedding secretly harbors the political motives of Dikshit, rather 

than playing against the caste system as a whole. Pertinent here is to mention Kumar’s deft 

use of Maman’s invocation of Gandhi as a background for the debates on such a marriage:  

Gandhi baba Gandhi baba aaja 

Gandhi baba Gandhi baba aaja (Kumar 197) 

Such invocation not only makes us read Maman as a Gandhian in his sympathy for the plight 

of the Dalits, but also lends a critique of the Gandhian ideology which believed in minor 

reforms and adjustments in place of dissolving the entire caste system as a whole. This, 

however, is ironically heightened by the dramaturgical presentation of the separation between 

the real material conditions of the Dalits and the Gandhian ideology, by dividing the stage 

into two halves with bamboo lines, one for Maman, who hails from the Upper Caste and the 

other which allows Shefali’s stay and voice. The separation also points towards Kumar’s 

critique of Gandhi’s attempt to set an outsider’s perspective on the Dalits and consider them 

to be mere ‘objects of pity and sympathy’ (Bhatia 93). 

     Bakul, however, voices the upper class bounty in giving the marriage proposal to Shefali:  

All will be doubly generous and considerate. It’s not a joke to be the wife of Bakul! 

To be the daughter-in-law of Sri Sri Satyameva Dikshit is even more remarkable. … 

(Kumar 195) 
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However, vexed with Shefali’s rejection of the proposal, Bakul blames her ego for her 

mistrust:                                    

Shefali, I think your situation was never a problem. You … just within yourself … 

right from your childhood to this day, thoughts and ideas have become entangled … 

and they have become increasingly complex … Tell me what is that you know? 

Except knowing yourself, what do you know of others or care to know? Sometimes I 

wonder if your veins are filled with bloated ego instead of blood … Where will you 

go with such an enormous ego? How will you ever understand anyone else.’ (196-7) 

Blaming Shefali for her own mistrust is symptomatic of the general political strategy of 

blaming the lower castes of being 'hyper-sensitive' to their socio-cultural marginality. Such 

'strategy', propagated through cultural artifact, is constitutive of counter-narratives to the 

discourse of caste(ism).Getting wedded to Bakul would again reinstate the notion of Upper 

caste charity, which Shefali has always vehemently resisted.  

I should have known… if nothing else, the favours you bestowed on me, I should 

have known about this … your kisses, your firm embrace, awash in the wilderness of 

love… all those were merely showers of your generosity… How could I guess that 

this was your way to show your generosity? Had I known earlier, I’d have thanked 

you suitably! … Don’t lie anymore Bakul! I know only to love…I used to love …you 

are doing accounting now … you and your people. I am a Harijan girl from a poor 

family… you love me…want to marry me…so I must be grateful… I must be 

thankful to you… Thank you very much. Thank you very much indeed! (197) 

Her resistance echoes the Ambedkerite confrontation of Gandhian politics in oversimplifying 

the means to resolution of prevalent caste discriminations. Though Ambedkar himself 

supported inter-dining and inter-caste marriages, he disagreed to believe that 'caste equality' 
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can sometimes be the resultant of such practices someday. For him, resolution of caste 

bigotry is possible only through the rejection of shastra, which he deems responsible for the 

faith in and continuance of caste system. In his posthumously published lecture Annihilation 

of Caste, Ambedkar strongly recommends the dissolution of Shastra to bring about caste 

equity: 

Criticising and ridiculing people for not inter-dining or inter-marrying or occasionally 

holding inter-caste dinners and celebrating inter-caste marriages, is a futile method of 

achieving the desired end. … To agitate for and to organise inter-caste dinners and 

inter-caste marriages is like forced feeding brought about by artificial means. Make 

every man and woman free from the thraldom of the Shastras, cleanse their minds of 

the pernicious notions founded on the Shastras, and he or she will inter-dine and inter-

marry, without your telling him or her to do so (Ambedkar "Inter-caste marriage")  

Umbrage against the Shastras and their practice corresponds with Ambedkar’s resistance to 

the Gandhian politics of patronizing and homogenizing the multiple Dalit groups under the 

name of ‘Harijans’. In his struggle to eradicate untouchability and at the same time to 

continue with the caste system as an 'essential element' in the Indian society, Gandhi sought 

to rebaptise the Untouchables by fusing four thousand separate castes into the easily 

discernible chaturvarna system. The name ‘Harijan’ (‘Children of God’ (Roy 129)) in itself 

carried the political motive of firmly associating the untouchables with Hinduism especially 

against the backdrop of increasing threats of mass conversion into other religions, from the 

Dalit intelligentsia. To supplement such a political move, Gandhi founded a newspaper, 

‘Harijan’ and started the Harijan Sevak Sangh and emphasized that the Sangh be constituted 

of Upper caste Hindus only. Ambedkar, who was critical of such political measures 

forwarded by Gandhi and Congress Party, considered these as ‘Congress’s plan to ‘kill 

Untouchables by kindness’’ (129). 
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     Kumar invokes the Ambedkarite line of critique in Shefali’s gripe against being bestowed 

with the ‘benefits’ of belonging to the lower caste. This, though in sync with the lower caste 

rejection of the reservation politics in modern India, cannot be considered essential to the 

understanding of the Dalits in general. Kumar is alert in presenting Shefali’s resistance as 

unique in its own terms. Shefali’s rejection of charity right from her school days and resolute 

assertion of selfhood is frequently berated by her mother. When Shefali refuses to marry 

Bakul, her mother convinces her younger sister togive her consent to the marriage proposal 

(from Bakul). Hence, dramatizing multiple Dalit identities, their existence and their attempts 

to metamorphose the social, material conditions, provided a strong critique of the ‘universal 

Dalit selfhood’, which in itself was a deviation from the canonical Dalit literature. 

     Shefali’s mother, apart from being a foil to her rebellious daughter, is also a ‘pragmatic’ 

woman for whom caste/ class considerations has always been the foremost. Kumar’s 

contention therefore is to suggest that in the modern Indian society, caste and class 

correspond with each other in forming the general social perspectives. According to Andre 

Bettile, it is at this intersection of caste and class where power plays an important role, in 

creating social stratifications. The voice of Shefali’s mother, is that of a working class lower 

caste woman, for whom charity sanctioned by the government, however political it may be, is 

welcome relief , and a marriage proposal from an 'Upper caste' politician is an opportunity to 

move beyond the caste/ class hindrances. Conditioned by her poverty, Shefali's mother seems 

inconsiderate about her daughter’s perceptions on marriage.  

That gentleman came to our house twice, only to settle your marriage. We’re poor 

people… what else do we need? For the last so many years you have been meeting his 

son … now marry him and be the respectable daughter-in-law of a well to do family. 

Once you go, we’ll stop Kiran’s education. She can work for sometime… you just set 

your life right, Shefali. They are asking for this marriage. (Kumar 209) 



132 
 

But Shefali’s high sense of self-worth propels her to frustrate the Dikshit father/son duo’s 

strategy of gaining political mileage from the marriage: 

SHEFALI: … I know why they want this marriage, at this moment … right now … 

both father and son, want to announce to the world that they have contributed towards 

the upliftment of a Harijan girl. They want recognition on this basis … for this they 

want to hear slogans of zindabad…. I will merely be a means for their self-

advertisements. (209) 

Shefali’s defiance against being constructed in the image of an essential dalit lower class 

woman corresponds with her assertion of being equal not only in terms of caste but also 

gender.  

SHEFALI: Who is asking for equality? I am equal … if I had to compromise for their 

favour and pity, you would have performed my marriage long ago. Mother, why 

shouldn’t I think that we are something more than just seekers of their pity?  (210) 

Shefali’s belief and practice of ‘equality’ throws into question the traditional ‘performance’ 

of marriage as an institution that brings together man and woman in an 'unequal' relationship 

which conspires to mar the  ‘I’ of the woman who is thence seen only in a derivative 

relationship to her husband. Kumar’s sense of dramatic composition invites more critical 

appreciation here because the debates between the mother and daughter which also 

exemplifies the debate between tradition and modernity, is followed by a brilliant episode of 

aarathi, where Shefali is caught between the steadfastness of faith and doubt. The 

performance of aarathi holds as a prerequisite an absolute submission, which Shefali has 

never known. But this does not account for momentary lapses which preserve the scope for 

the eclipse of the consciously meditated dispositions through 'performative' customs. Shefali 

finds a girl piously performing the rites of aarati for tulsi, the epitome of dedication and love 
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according to the Hindu mythology. She consciously argues that ‘such examples make me 

(her) uncomfortable’ (213)(bracketing mine), but she is irresistibly drawn towards joining the 

performance. Relevant here is to note Kumar’s stage directions –  

The girl sings aarathi. Shefali turns around and looks at her, and becomes calm. She 

goes to the girl, sits down looking at the girl in a confused state of mind. The girl 

extends the aarathi plate towards Shefali as she sings. Shefali keeps staring at the girl 

then takes the plate and slowly does aarathi. Shefali stares at the girl who continues 

singing, puts the plate down and folds her hands with reverence. (213) 

Such  jeu de theatre (stage direction), which projects the compulsion to surrender 

'performance' before regular practice,can also be read as an intelligent suggestion to the title 

of the play, ‘Listen Shefali!’, which implies that though Shefali would assert her voice,  she 

would conversely be encouraged to listen rather than speak. Shefali therefore would become 

the symbol of an individual's futile struggles against the pervading social indifference. And it 

is this recognition that adequately answers Shefali’s silence at the end of the play when her 

mother marries off Kiran to Bakul.  

one fails to understand why at the end of the play, the same Shefali – in spite of all her 

pain, guilt and anger – silently accepts and even blesses the surreptitious marriage of 

her younger sister, Kiran, with her lover, Bakul. It seems as if Shefali’s struggle is a 

small and limited struggle against her own personal exploitation. Rather than fight 

and protest against her exploiters and their stratagems, she escapes into a self-

destructive silence in the final, decisive moments. The play ends in darkness, 

hopelessness and defeat as Shefali is left all alone. (Subramanyam 87) 

But instead of exploring Kumar’s intention in presenting Shefali’s silence at the end, we may 

rather understand it as providing a more pragmatic perspective, because the silence here is 
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not unraveling stoic acceptance but a painful recognition of the fact that ‘caste’as an 

instrument of discrimination is sustained both by the upper and the lower castes. Kumar has 

been strategic enough in presenting a fatherless family of Shefali, for, with no father, Shefali 

and her sister arre apparently ‘free’ from masculine authoritarian voice that would essentially 

bind them to a singular perspective. But the mother’s anguished voice not only lends an 

alternative but also supplements the absent masculine voice. Therefore, Shefali and her 

mother perceive the world from two different perspectives. Shefali believes in essential 

equality between members of a society and therefore rejects all sorts of donations, assistances 

and political ‘gifts’. But for her mother, there is no inherent equality existing in the social 

scheme of things. A political system therefore has emerged that believes in sanctioning 

endowments in place of empowerment and opportunities –such as training, education, job or 

marriage – actas mere keys to redefine ‘equality’. Therefore Shefali’s mother, at Miss Sahib’s 

bequests, educated her daughters and earned a job for Shefali at the Dikshits. The marriage 

therefore provides her with anopportunity to free herself and her daughters from the confines 

of a strictly defined lower class, though ‘neo-liberals’ would argue that such endowments 

would only ‘underclass’ them. For, as Neo-liberals see it, the recent policies of striking 

equality by including individuals in social mainstreams through minimum endowment of 

capabilities and opportunities, ‘have played an important part in increasing inequality via 

their role in the creation of an "underclass"’ (Crompton 138). However, the ‘underclass’ is 

not to be seen as a mere stratification, because, as Rosemary Crompton says, ‘The notion of 

the ‘underclass’ proved to be a highly contentious concept, and it has been argued that the 

term has been developed not in order to describe an objective phenomenon or a set of social 

relationships but, rather, as a stigmatizing label which effectively ‘blames the victims’ for 

their misfortunes’ (138). However, the ‘underclass’ is not entirely a twentieth century concept 

developed in the wake of crude market orientations of the capitalist society, because Marx 



135 
 

mentioned a similar category from the nineteenth century, defining it as the ‘lumpen 

proletariat’. ‘In the most general terms, the concept describes those in persistent poverty, who 

are not able, for whatever reason, to gain a living within the dominant processes of 

production, distribution and exchange’ (139). Shefali’s silence and acceptance of Kiran and 

Bakul’s marriage by blessing the couple at the end, therefore may be interpreted as her 

recognition of their (Shefali’s family) ‘underclass’ status which needs to be negotiated first, 

and only then caste revolution may ensue. This, further marks Kumar’s departure from the 

dalit canon as well, for, she dislocates the established debates on caste subordination, and 

repositions it at the intersection of caste and class, an exposition of which is also found in 

Usha Ganguli’s Rudali. While Kumar is more concerned with the caste existence and class 

comes as a catalyst which enhances the social experiences of subordination, Ganguli makes 

class the fulcrum on which the intensity of caste experiences is hinged. However, in both the 

plays women’s experiences are central to the comprehension of class and caste. 

     Adapted from Mahasweta Devi’s novella of the same name, Usha Ganguli’s Rudali speaks 

of a metamorphosis in Sanichari’s (the protagonist) world from 'compulsory heterosexuality' 

to a woman oriented existence, which Adrienne Rich would call ‘lesbian continuum’. Though 

Ganguli shifts from Devi’s ultra-left concerns with class in projecting a more gendered 

condition, class not merely remains a major concern, but also brings caste into the same fold. 

In fact, Ganguli portrays Sanichari as a low caste, poor village woman, who is primarily 

concerned with her daily existence amongst abject poverty in the first four scenes of the play, 

but in the last six scenes, she builds Sanichari’s character in a more 'humanistic' light, who 

enjoys Bikhni's warm company and a better economic solvency. Hence, Ganguli divides the 

play into two equal halves – scenes i to iv, showing compulsory heterosexuality 

simultaneously internalized, resisted and subverted, and scenes vi to xii, a surer stay in the 

woman’s world, while scene v is the pivot which propels the thematic shift in the play.  
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     Both Mahasweta Devi and Usha Ganguli harp on the theme of protest in Rudali, but 

concurrently reject the texts being termed ‘feminist’. For Devi, class elides the gender 

concerns of her text for being a leftist activist herself she has never bothered about the gender 

difference among men and women when it comes to the struggle for survival. In an interview 

with the Seagull Theatre Quarterly in January 1994, Mahasweta Devi vehemently argues- 

For you it may be important that this story is written by a woman, another woman has 

adapted it into a play, and yet another adapted it into a film. But I think that a writer 

has written the story, a director has adapted it into a play and another directed the 

film. It is not very important to me whether it was done by woman or not. . . I write as 

a writer, not as a woman. . .  When I write I never think of myself as a woman. I have 

written a story called Chotty Munda and His Arrow which is about a tribal woman. 

Aranyer Adhikar is about male tribals. So what? These are stories of people’s 

struggles, their confrontation with the system. . . I look at the class, not at the gender 

problem. Take a story like Ganesh Mahima – it is about a woman. But I have written 

it from the class point of view. In Rudali you have a character like Dulan who knows 

how to use the system. In my stories men and women alike belong to different classes.  

(Katyal 5, 6) 

    Unlike Devi, Usha Ganguli is seriously concerned about women’s status, struggle and 

liberation, but like most of the women activists, creative writers and theatre practitioners in 

India, Ganguli too shies away from being labeled a feminist. Explaining her position, she 

says, ‘I feel that I differ from the way people tend to use the term feminism. This term has 

nowadays become a fashionable one, and I don’t believe in a particular brand of feminism. 

Therefore I don’t want the play [Rudali] to be labeled as feminist. On the other hand I believe 

in the liberation of women and their freedom, and I’m trying my best as a person, as a teacher 

and as a theatre worker, to work towards that.’(5) Deviating from the traditional feminist 
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approach, Ganguli therefore focuses on the exclusivity of women’s experiences, even when 

they are positioned in a particular class/ caste structure. Speaking about Rudali, Ganguli says, 

     Sanichari and Bikhni don’t appeal to me simply because they belong to a different class. 

There is something very human in them, and that breaks the class barrier. Everybody is able 

to communicate with them, their struggle breaks everybody’s struggle . . .I strongly believe 

that Rudali is a woman’s text. I believe that the Indian woman, whether it’s Sanichari or 

someone from the middle or upper class, is highly exploited in our society. Somehow in 

Rudali I see Sanichari protesting against society on the whole. Somebody told me that Rudali 

is a play about a village. I don’t agree. It is not about a particular village or a city or even 

about a particular character, but about all of us. Sanichari represents women in general. It is 

the humanistic element that makes it acceptable to all of us. (6) 

    Though Ganguli initially sounds critical in her appraisal of the play, the sweeping 

generalization intended at, in the phrase ‘all of us’ turns the scheme of things problematic 

because it bluntly frustrates both the architectural and the thematic balance of the play. 

However, according to Anjum Katyal, ‘The easy term ‘all of us’ with its humanist, 

universalizing, all-embracing connotations in fact disguises an opposite significance. It 

signifies something closer to ‘those like us’. In other words it is exclusive rather than 

inclusive, and presupposes a consonance of values, tastes, and ideas which in turn 

presupposes the specifics of class and social background’. (6) But whatever be the case, 

Rudali as a play merits the consideration of class/ caste/ gender nexus in its exposition of the 

three, both in their aesthetic and material conditions.  

     Produced for the first time in December, 1992, by Usha Ganguli’s Hindi theatre group, 

Rangakarmee in Calcutta, the play has received popular attention from the theatre going 

public irrespective of their linguistic diversity. In fact, Rudali has succeeded in establishing 
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that theatre has a language of its own. However, it must also be mentioned that the production 

history of the play marks a radical departure from the conventional theatre practice in 

Calcutta. Rangakarmee’s preference to ‘explore and expand the boundaries of the realistic/ 

naturalistic theatre’ (13), the growth of a new audience, which was a cross-section of all 

Hindi speaking people of Calcutta and beyond’ (14) and a long history of ‘left/ class 

consciousness’ in the state may adequately account for the acceptance of such a play which 

draws from a specific socio-cultural and political region of the country. Committed to 

proscenium theatre and aware of the urban audience, Ganguli has intelligently adapted 

Mahasweta Devi’s story line without suspending her original voice which preserves the 

fundamental difference of class and gender in the novella and the play. She uses adroit stage 

directions in order to slip into the story and out, thereby maintaining a healthy balance 

between the original and the adapted versions.  

    The stage direction, at the outset, is suggestive of Sanichari’s socio-economic condition: 

Before the stage lightens we hear the chakki – an aural-cum-visual metaphor for 

Sanichari’s existence in poverty and labour. The set is designed carefully to take 

forward the metaphor with a few well-placed props. On stage are Sanichari (grinding 

wheat), her dying son Budhua on a charpoy, her physically feeble but sharp-tounged 

old mother-in-law Somri wrapped in a quilt, and her little grandson Haroa lying under 

the charpoy playing with a toy. (Katyal 30) 

 Situating the class position, Ganguli directly plunges into the intra-family tensions with 

Somri cursing Sanichari for not having readied her food. She immediately introduces the 

name of Parbatia through a dialogue between Sanichari and her mother-in-law, exposing the 

on-going same-sex battle in the house hold and at once suggesting the socio-cultural situation 

which prefixes the gender roles. Sanichari is caught in the domestic chores, while Parbatia 
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‘enjoys’ her life in the market and hates staying at home, doing the daily works. Mahasweta 

Devi draws Budhua in the light of a sick but supportive son, while Ganguli projects him as a 

docile, noncommittal man having has a vague ‘non-productive’ presence in the family. But 

Budhua still continues to be the keel on whom the women characters of the house remain 

attached to. At the end of the first scene, Parbatia makes it clear that she will stay with the 

house till Budhua is alive – ‘The moment he dies, I’m leaving’(Mee,120), and immediately 

after the death of Budhua, she runs away. Therefore, the playwright-director hints at a woman 

intensive family structure where the male existence however vague it may seem is 

nonetheless recognized as a compulsory force in the ‘ordinary’ scheme of things. 

     Apart from the heterosexual arrangement in the social nucleus, Ganguli has also focused 

largely on the portrayal of women from three different age groups – united by their class 

positions, but unique in their struggles for survival. While Somri is parasitic in her old age, 

Sanichari finds herself arrested in misery, poverty and responsibility, but for Parbatia, 

‘callous selfishness’ (Katyal 33) has made her irresponsible and uphold her personal ‘liberty’ 

over everything. On interviewing Usha Ganguli, Anjum Katyal found the playwright insisting 

the fact that in drawing Parbatia she has followed the original text to its highest extent: 

‘When I visualize a character I don’t put any value judgment. When I spoke to Mahasweta 

Devi, she requested me not to portray Parbatia as someone bad, but as someone who was 

merely trying to survive. . . [My treatment of Parbatia] is all in the story. (33). But as we 

shuffle through the pages of the play, we find that in her attempts to make the character 

appear more 'real', Ganguli have grossly deviated from the novella; one such instance is when 

Parbatia steals the paltry household savings and runs away at the face of Budhua’s death. In 

Parbatia, therefore is ‘a strong anti-Sanichari character/ relationship to balance the strong 

Sanichari-Bikhni alignment that marks the rest of the play’(34).Hence, in presenting the 
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women characters as different from each other, and securing them individual niches Ganguli 

successfully refutes the feminist notions of essentialising inherent differences among women. 

     We come across strong caste/ class couple for the first time in the play when Budhua dies, 

and Sanichari calls for an upper caste Vaid, who betrays extreme adversity towards the lower 

class/ caste. Finding Budhua already dead, the Vaid turns impatient for his fee and begins 

condescending the lower castes. His inconsiderateness in allowing the Sanichari time for 

coping with the shock of losing her only son marks the extreme insensitivity of the upper 

class/ caste for their lower counterparts. The Vaid’s severe steadfastness in procuring money 

can be correlated with the Upper Caste’s strategy of scavenging on the poor and the lower 

castes. At the death of Sanichari’s husband, she was forced to perform two ceremonies. Since 

her husband died in the Tohri village, the Brahmins from the village asked for panda – the 

custom of making offerings to a particular section of the Brahmins when someone dies. She 

had to pay a rupee and a quarter along with sattu and sand. But after returning to Tahad 

village, Brahmins from the village asked her to perform the ritual again, arguing that Tohri 

Brahmins were unaware of their rituals. She had to feed curds and Chivda to all villagers and 

in the processtake loans from the village strongman, Ramavatar. Sanichari rightly doubts the 

upper caste-class associations for perpetrating lower-caste subordinations: 

Who knows … the thakurs and Brahmins are all in this together. They control 

everything. It took me five years to pay off my debt to the thakur. (Ganguli 140) 

But Sanichari arrives at such a consciousness much later. When in an instance, Haroa comes 

complaining about being mistreated by Lachman Singh’s son, she advices him to 

unquestioningly accept it as part of their material conditions of in the lower class. Ganguli 

therefore creates the opportunity to harp on the traditional master-slave narrative through this 

episode. But she does not stop to critique the ideological acceptance of the upper class/ caste 
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subordination in producing the 'normal' sociological structure that blames the poor man's fate 

as responsible for its perpetuation.  

HAROA: Lachman Singh’s son thrashes me with his shoe…. 

SANICHARI: That’s a poor man’s fate, Beta – the kicks of his master. Go on Beta, go to 

work. (127) 

The conversation also hints towards the hereditary nature of class/ caste oppressions. 

Lachman Singh was already unpopular for exploiting the poor and now his son follows him 

suit. In a Marxist appraisal of the situation, Sanichari might appear to be a victim of ‘false 

consciousness’ who believes on a social structure where upper class as 'masters' have the 

right to subjugate the lower into physical torments but we understand that her life amidst a 

strong orthodox social condition,  never provided the scope for any alternate perspective. 

     However, her perceptions undergo enough changes with Bikhni entering the frame. In a 

cinematically developed scene when Bikhni and Sanichari almost bump into each other, 

Sanichari experiences for the first time being ‘looked at’ with concern. 

BIKHNI: You look as if you’ve been out since morning, and I bet you haven’t eaten a 

thing all day. (137) 

    Ganguli builds up the plot in such a way that both Bikhni and Sanichari approach each 

other when almost free from all previous family associations. ‘At this point, she (Sanichari) is 

a woman shorn of all roles – no-one’s daughter, wife, mother, mother-in-law or grandmother. 

She is free of all other ties and relationships, as is Bikhni, who has been abandoned by her 

son, and has left home with no plans and nowhere to go.’ (Katyal 19). Both of them therefore 

are liberated from the confines of fixed gender roles that family enforces in a hetero-social 

framework. Both equally abandoned offer tender companionship to each other. Ganguli 
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probably suggests a 'lesbian' relation which is not reduced to the body but accounts for an 

emotional and social dependence. In an emotionally charged scene, Bikhni comb and groom 

Sanichari’s hair with utmost care and warmth. As they affectionately caress each other, an 

emotional turmoil brings out Sanichari's securely hidden grievances. She confides thus to 

Bikhni: 

…My son died, my daughter-in-law ran off…I brought up my grandson, looked after 

him till he was a young man, and then he went off with the no-good magic-men. . . 

My whole life has been spent working, working. . . No, I never had the time to weep. 

They all died, one by one. My in-laws, my brother-in-law and his wife, my husband, 

my son. I didn’t shed a single tear. They call me a daain – say it’s as if I was born just 

to devour others. (Ganguli 138-139) 

Behaving as one's most intimate would, Bikhni consoles and comforts Sanchari. In her 

attempts to provide child-like consolation to Sanichari, Bikhni betrays herself as Sanichari's 

partner who will not only show emotional care but also provide economic support.  

Which son of a bitch dares call you a daain? I’ll scratch his eyes out! Don’t worry,  

Sanichari, you’ll see, everything will turn out fine. I’ll get hold of some fertilizer from 

the government office and start growing vegetables once again, and I’ll sell them 

myself in the market. (139)  

In her innocent attempts to help her friend economically, Bikhni ‘unknowingly’ plays the 

traditional masculine role in a 'homo-sexual' couple. Pertinent here is to note that Ganguli has 

all throughout the play projected the market as ‘open’ for both the genders. In presenting the 

public space as non-exclusive for men, where women can actively participate in the economic 

cycle, Ganguli lends a different perspective to the evolution of the traditional Indian society. 
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The woman exclusive activity invoked in this scene is further explored in the play as 

Sanichari and Bikhni engage as Rudalis in the profession of crying at ‘rich house-holds’. 

Dulan explains them their job: 

Only the families of the poor mourn their dead. The rich house-holds have to hire 

mourners. Arre, if you mourn for them you’ll get money, grain, and the day after the 

kriya you’ll even get clothes and a good meal. (145) 

It is Dulan, who is the only male character properly developed in both the novella and the 

play. It is he who gives timely advices to Sanichari throughout her hapless existence before 

meeting Bikhni and after. Presenting a close bond between him, Sanichari and few fellow 

villagers of the same class, Ganguli suggests a community life between them. But, beyond 

this, Dulan is a crude bargainer. He advocates and practices 'professionalism' for survival: 

This is crying for money, crying as a business,. Just do it the way you would grind 

wheat or carry bricks for the sake of daily wage. . . Sanichari – I want my share of 

your earnings from my job I arrange for you. (145 - 146) 

While both Sanichari and Bikhni get seasoned as Rudalis, Dulan continues maneuvering and 

schematizing the socio-economic conditions of individuals only to serve personal purposes. 

Later in the penultimate scene of the play, in order to cater to the need of a group of Rudalis, 

Sanichari goes to the whore’s quarter to raise her group. Addressing Parbatia as ‘bahu’ even 

though she retains all past malice against her, portrays Sanichari's growth into a shrewd 

business woman. Sanichari therefore becomes part of such a class system where a ‘proletariat 

revolution’ may seem impossible but the market economy is also not inaccessible.  

     Ganguli sounds critical of the Upper Class/ Caste hypocrisies. The death sequences 

‘celebrated’ in the play is coupled with criticism of the Upper Class pretence on the one hand 
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and the lower class opportunism on the other. But the visit to Sanichari’s house by Nathuni 

Singh’s middle wife merits a special mention here, for it opens up new vistas of 

understanding the nuances of the upper class social structure. Thakurain is propelled to invite 

Sanichari and her team, because she wants to leave her mark amongst the others members of 

the Thakur family in performing the funeral rites for her father. In her attempt to justify her 

position, she betrays the reality of the Thakur household, wherein even the Thakurain is 

mistreated for being unable to bear a son.  

THAKURAIN: What authority would I have? Have I produced a son and heir for the 

family? I gave birth to a daughter, that was my big crime. When my mother-in-law 

died, thirty thousand rupees were spent on her kriya. Half of that money was given y 

my father, but even after that they treated me badly. I refuse to stay there any longer. 

I’ll go to my father’s house, and I’ll organize such a magnificent kriya for him that the 

whole community will talk of nothing else… (157) 

Usha Ganguli’s contention therefore may have been to show that though class/ caste 

experiences may condition the subordination of women, few aspects of gender domination 

such as the potential to bear a child (son), remains same across classes. However, both 

Kusum Kumar and Usha Ganguli have recognized the fact that lower class/ caste women may 

enjoy more social/ political/ economic liberty than the upper class women. Satya Dev 

Dikshit’s household in Listen Shefali remains silent about the absence of women and projects 

a motherless family. Shefali, we see, is somewhat liberated from the domestic chores and 

goes to the extent of taking up a teaching post at the Dikshits. Even in Rudali, Sanichari and 

Bikhni are free to take up their professions and they create exclusive economic groups of 

women. Though Bikhni dies before the end of the play, Sanichari, with her newly acquired 

business skill of manipulating the market for her personal needs, still continue the struggle. 

However, the play ends with Sanichari scratching the earth and discovering a coin. Samar 
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Chatterjee rightly suggests that here, ‘Earth symbolizes life, but money has become part of 

it.’ (Katyal 26)  

     Both Listen Shefali and Rudali, therefore, are unique in projecting the socio-cultural flux 

on which rest the considerations of class, caste and gender. Therefore, the women theatre 

practitioners in India deny projecting any essential conclusion while negotiating with 

women’s position amidst the class – caste alliance in modern Indian society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




