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Yesterday when I was reading the newspaper I came across an interesting article by Saduguru 

Jaggi Vasudev- a few lines from it 

“Traditions evolve according to different situations and contexts. For example, today many 

women travel around the globe and move long distances, not because of technological 

development. Technology has levelled the field to some extent. In the past, activities outside the 

home were considered more suitable for a man not for a woman.—Men and women are different 

but the problem with human beings is that every difference is turned into a discriminatory 

process.” 

Indian patriarchy is founded on the prejudice and male superiority, which guarantees superior 

status to male, and inferior to female. It values for male are hostilities, intelligence force and 

efficacy and for the female passivity, ignorance and docility. This is complemented by a second 

factor; sex role which decrees a highly code of conduct, gestures attitude for each sex. In terms 

of activity, sex role assign domestic service and attendance upon infants to female, whilst the rest 

of human, achievement, interest and ambition to male. The foes of feminism are of course, those 

who believe in traditional society. Supporters of out-dated society believe in the image of a 

female typecast which has been “culturally constructed.” Apart from this, traditionalists, dread 

being aggrieved by the uncoerced, open, natural, and impulsive behaviour of persons living their 

own lives. The only way to counter such a tradition is re-education of our society. 

Over a period of time India has experienced a humongous change and as we move towards a 

greater globalization, global media   and western influences are rapidly changing the face of 

Indian culture on all fronts be it social, political and on economic aspects. In this scenario change 

has been seen in the form of art, music, literature etc. it is necessary to point out that Indian 
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ancient Literature was dominated by male writers and the contribution to this field by women is 

hardly heard of.  A question that arises in my mind is with this rapid altering has the Indian 

patriarchy undergone any change- and has the voice of the Indian women English playwrights 

undergone a revolution especially with stalwarts like a Vijay Tendulkar, Girish Karnad, Mahesh 

Dattani, Ramu Ramanathan who reign the Indian English Theatre scene. With such a powerful 

male domination one is left speculating about the existence of the English Indian woman 

playwrights. The question that keeps coming in is are our women unskilled to write a play or 

lack the required talent to execute their ability to be seen and heard?  Another worry is why very 

few women have experimented with this genre.  This paper will study the struggle of some 

women playwrights in English who have made an effort to be heard. 

According to G.P. Deshpande, (2002:5) 

“Drama became, in a manner of speaking, the first art-form in modern India which was secular, 

it moved from divine imagination of the rishi---And the first democratic art-form in modern 

urban India.”  

It is not difficult to find much theatre heat and hiss these days, in India. When we look around us 

there is an impulse to discover, create, inquiry and to subvert has disappeared. Learning to 

imagine the unforeseen after all, to discover something new even in a familiar context, is what 

makes artists and audiences want to get together in the theatre in the first place. Within this 

space, the debate on the gender balance and the question of female aesthetics remains a non-

issue. One of the big reasons for this is the absence of a movement. True there are innumerable 

Indian Woman English Dramatists working in experimenting with different themes, but there 

work is dispersed and cannot contain a body of work. The post-independence Indian drama has 

through the five eras grown more diverse, rich and varied in content and semiotics and lures 

upon myths, history, folklore, politics and society for material. 

 To begin with, the plays written by some of these playwrights do not always provide a feminine 

aesthetic and sensibility. They are some who do take women issues and their concerns in a 

relevant manner but they are few and far between who have published their plays in the 

contemporary phase. In spite of some conspicuous shortcomings some women playwrights have 

contributed to the field of theatre. Mention can be made of Mrinalini Sarabhai, Bharati Sarabhai, 

K. B Thakur etc. Bharati Sarabhai’s ‘The Well of The People’ and ‘Two Women’ gives a new 

outlook to –ancient dogmas and customs. Swarnakumari Devi Ghosal’s ‘Princess Kalyani’ has a 

prologue and epilogue. In this play the playwright uses allegory to bring forth conflict between 
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the virtuous and the wicked forces. Another celebrated dancer Mrinalini Sarabhai’s ‘Captive 

Soil’ is a verse play presenting actions and reactions during the freedom movement. Indira Devi 

in collaboration with Dilip Kumar Roy has written The Beggar Princess a play fully devoted to 

Lord Krishna. Drawing Inspiration from history came the play ‘The Siege of Chitor’. It is a play 

which narrates Akbar’s attempt to capture the fort of Chitor. The tyranny of the British on the 

Indians has been well crafted in Shanta Rama Rau play ‘Passage to India’ a dramatized version 

E.M Forster’s novel ‘Passage to India’.  The list could go down a bit further with more cited 

examples-in 1963 Ms J. M Billimoria play ‘My Sons’ presented an image of five students from 

University of Mumbai, who, in spite of sharp variances in their religion and language lived like 

real brothers. Dina Mehta (1969) play ‘The Myth Makers’ won an award from Sultan 

Padamashee playwright competition. In 1970 Shree Devi Singh experimented with the poetic 

drama in her play ‘The Purple’. Another well-known English playwright from Bangalore Polie 

Sengupta stands out with the usage of strong, flawless, recognizable characters and 

circumstances. Her play ‘Mangalam’ was an award winning play and well received by the 

audience. A story which centres on the joint family set-up in a Tamil Brahmin middle-class 

home. The English script is occasionally splurged with Tamil words and phrases. She is also 

kown for ‘Inner Laws’ (1994), ‘A Pretty Business’ (1995), ‘so said Shakuni’ (2001). These 

women playwrights have dealt with grave issues pertaining to women and their social 

surroundings- it could be in rural or urban India. In spite of barriers set in their path be it gender 

difference, family responsibilities or no economic support yet these women have made a positive 

opening in the English Drama scene in India in spite of the dominating male supremacy.  

Tutun Mukerjee (2005-11) comments 

“Playwriting as a more public art demands more from the writer; for women the demands maybe 

doubled because they have also to deal with the assumption that they’re less capable of public 

artistic responsibility” 

This assumption can take a back step especially with all the new women playwrights coming up 

in English. These women have been looking at new issues with a different perception. The old 

cloak of mother-daughter- wife role has been abandoned and the new progressive, independent 

role has emerged. This is a positive break through. Yet- these women do foresee glitches. 

Though she may venture out of the box the woman playwright is in continuous attack and are 

helpless to criticism and male opinions. 
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For example- when a play written by a woman is going to be staged hoarding of the same will be 

displayed outside the auditorium. These hoarding come under inspection as one is not sure of the 

play- one is not sure if the play will have a different theme or will it be the same display of 

womanly emotion etc.  

 Another problem is a play that written by a woman need not always be a all woman’s 

team- here she may have to work closely with a male colleague and the difficulty is-how 

much will he understand her psyche of looking at things. 

 Another issues that the  woman playwright face is for aeon years the male playwright be 

it a Tendulkar, Dattani or a Karnad have worn the woman shoes of the woman psyche 

visualising her dreams- pain and anguish. The reverse psychology would be the feeling 

of uncomfortablness for the male actors to deliver women written dialogues. 

 Financiers think it is a risk to invest in women project and are comfortable supporting the 

male bastion. The insecurity of the play not running houseful. 

 Usage of language also creates a problem for the woman playwright. As Tuntun 

Mukerjeer (2005-12) say “The essential masculine structure of language  poses a 

problem of discovering and deforming linguistic patterns for woman playwrights” 

 Another issue is the confusion over the difference between ‘Feminist Theatre’ and 

‘Women’s Theatre’. One looks at it as two separate subjects. Feminist Theatre is a form 

of ‘cultural politics’ and women theatre is a’ category of art performance’. (Feminine 

theatre basic thrust is of ‘politicizing sexuality-Kruger-50. Women Theatre is more with 

change and feminine concerns and Indian women playwrights have been gradually 

accepted be it thin texts, point of view etc.)  

Though these are some of the problem cited women playwrights have made an effort to 

break through. Post-Independence Drama has become more vibrant, diverse  both in 

content and semiotics and to a large extent it has not left women’s experience 

unexplored and have tried to break the myth of the male dominated bastion. To highlight 

on some of these new playwrights   who have climbed up the ladder of success and have 

managed to symbolise themselves and write from their own point of view. 

 A powerful Indian woman English Dramatist, who came into the fame, was Manjula 

Padmanabhan. Her much applauded play ‘Harvest’ won the Onassis International Cultural 

competition prize for theatrical plays in 1997 in Greece. Manjula  was the first Indian English 

playwright to earn International recognition. Harvest deals with the exploitation of human body 
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in the 21st century. She is one of those playwrights who does not indulge in traditional subjects. 

She concentrates on the subjects of alienation and marginalisation. What makes her a different 

playwright is her projection of the solemn, forbidding and revolting world. Critics have said that 

her plays are intelligent but not suitable for the stage. ‘Lights Out’ another powerful play is 

based on an incident of gang-rape that occurred in the compound within a middle-class 

community in Santa Cruz, Mumbai 1982. The play unveils the presence of crime in the society 

where acts of sexual violence occur regularly and no one comes to the assistance of the victim. It 

showcases the mentality of a scared society who switch-off their lights on hearing the screams of 

the victim, frightened that their window panes would be shattered if watching. The title of the 

play is very expressive as it portrays the obscurity of terror and ignorance that required 

contemporary concerns. It is a multidimensional violence of daily life. It brings forth a tormented 

physical and mental pain. It is an area which takes us long to digest it within our system and to 

overcome it too. Manjula Padanaban five monologues were inspired by the Bombay and Gujarat 

riots. She throws light on the common man due to no fault of his suffers at the hands of its 

oppressors, be it in the form of rape, arson etc. these monologues showcases a world which has 

been torn by unwanted hate and violence be it on the Jews, castes, class etc. she writes on strong 

provoking subjects which leaves the audience foxed, shaken, insecure, nostalgic and resentful.  

Annie Zaidi is a young contemporary Indian- English playwright, who is known for her ‘So 

many socks’ was nominated for the best script for META awards. The play is about the sense of 

rejection where you can reject others but not your own identity. The story revolves around three 

generations of a Tibetan family living in exile in India. It speaks about three unique individual 

who are tied together by birth having the urge to go back home and at the same time they cannot 

connect with the family in front of them. Her full length script ‘Name Place Animal Thing’ was 

shortlisted for the Hindu Metro Plus playwright award. Her play ‘Jam’ won the BBC 

International radio award.  

A Young playwright is are modern and savvy is Deepika Arwind who is known for her ‘Nobody 

Sleeps Alone’. Her experimentation has been the usage of a live rhythmist. She feels live music 

lends more text than dialogue; she further goes on to say in an interview in the Mumbai theatre 

guide 

“It makes drama, just by virtue of being live, of reacting to the moment in the play, even though 

it is rehearsed. We've found a very interesting live percussionist who will bring not just music, 

but perhaps a whole new character to the play”.  
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She further goes on to say- “Writing for theatre, often happens, when you're on the inside. You 

begin to create work with the sensibilities you've inherited or developed, and the stories you 

want told for performance”.  

Swar Thounaojam, Playwright and Theatre Director known for her play “Finding the Voices” is 

in the hope to encourage and spread positive, hopeful, inspiring, happy and entertaining story in 

the midst of all the disturbing news about Manipur. 

Manjima Chatterjee who teaches at NSD  has written “The Mountain of Bones” is a distressing 

depiction of India’s new development model and the domination of the neo-liberal agenda’. The 

play follows events in the Old Woman’s Village and the Flooded Tree Area where ‘the houses 

are empty. The fields, empty. The markets, all empty.’ In all this, the damage done by the ‘war 

machine’ on the invisible Hungry Crowd lingers. Set as a modern day parable, the play draws 

from peasant values and folk humour to create a vivid political critique. A solid play which gives 

a sense of Manjima Chatterjee’s capability as a playwright.” 

2014 saw a new breed of women playwrights who threw physical reserves to the wind. Mallika 

Taneja new solo “ thoda Dhyan si’ was written and staged after the Shakti mill rape-where after 

the incidents the decency of the clothes she wore were questioned. Mallika actually stripped 

down to her undergarment and said ‘How can you show a rape scene with your clothes on. Many 

of these young woman playwrights have the boldness to go through the many quotidian rituals of 

womanhood, depilation, labour, mensuration and dressing up. 

The male power which accounted for men’s disrespect and scorn for women’s modes of 

existence has today been challenged maybe not hundred per cent but to some extent. 

As Tania Modleski warns “until there is an appreciable change in the power structure, it is 

unlikely that women’s fictional accounts of their lives in the living room, the parlour, the 

nursery, the kitchen will have force to induce masculine jouissance”( quoted in Keyssar !996,28) 

It is true that some of the older women playwrights may have taken up women centric issues 

which were important and the contemporary young writers have taken up issues which are 

different. Yet many of these English playwrights are scattered. The basic problem of finding is 

the absence of an undeveloped ideology. For women’s theatre to thrive one will have to 

consciously add to a genre, which will have its own basic feature values. The fear factor for an 

undeveloped ideology is that the art of theatre would be uncompromising. This fear is 

unjustified.  
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When we look at India the IWED shied away and surfaced before 19th century. Even if they did 

exist before that may be they did not find a voice on stage. They have never controlled the 

repertoire and their role has been written out of history. Though journals have articles on IWED, 

there is discernment.  

 Women theatre needs support and in India we do have the issue of patronage. Government 

support for theatre is largely patriarchal. Ground-breaking local producers and presenters have 

departed or shifted focus. Yet we do have a cluster of groups in India which out rightly promotes 

and supports women playwrights. 

Though the 19th century made way for English women playwright it also saw women directors 

come of age, to name a few Nadira Babbar, Arundhiti Raje,  Anuradha Kapoor, Amal 

allana,Maya Rao, Veenapani Chawla and Mahabanoo Mody Kotwal who directed the Vagina 

Monologues and  for the past 10 years this,  play has been trying to challenge those taboos which 

discusses issues such as a woman's sexuality and even rape. Due to the strong patriarchal system 

women had to boost and strengthen their voice in theatre. IPTA was formed. Later a surplus of 

theatre festivals celebrated women’s theatre. Some of the names being Prithvi theatre from 

Mumbai. Alarippu from Delhi, AKKA the national women theatre festival held in Mysore, NSD, 

ICCR, Natrang Prastistan all help in promoting women’s playwrighs and their works. This 

promotional platform given to them saw an explosion of plays written by women. These can be 

found in Seagull theatre journal, Bharat Rang theatre India etc. interestingly today IWEP have 

been able to question male centred view of life. In a way it has made an effort to deconstruct 

patriarchal metaphysis. 

To support the forum of women playwritings we have the ICWP who has taken upon themselves 

a mission to lend their shoulder to these women playwrights across the globe. They are involved 

in bringing forth international credentials to these playwrights. They delve in motivating 

production of their plays, translation, publications and international distributions of their works.   

They also offer means of communication and content among the sister community of the world’s 

women dramatists. They help in developing the tool of their craft in defining their own creative 

forms, and in setting their own critical canons. They also go to the extent of boosting academic 

and critical scrutiny and study of the history and the up-to-date work and anxieties of women 

playwrights. This organization also supports their efforts to gain ‘professional equality’, and to 

express their own personal, creative, societal and political dream without censorship, 

provocation, or ‘personal danger’ 
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IWEP evolved in-spite of their non-existence before Aristotle wrote his poetics or after Bharat’s 

Natya Shastra.    To sum up with time Indian English woman playwright will be able to be 

totally expressive their experiences and have definitely fallen out of the silent mode with their 

multiple points of views and narratives. Women have become more vocal and are aware of their 

rights and space. They have stressed on freedom of mind and body from suppression of men and 

have begun to expose exploitation and domination bore on them by the hands of man through 

their plays. They have even gone to the extent  to question the power of patriarchy and have 

ventured into subjects which have been censored for women. They have reached a phase where 

they have realised self-discovery and have been able to focus on themselves without depending 

upon their opposite sex. The journey has been long for many of the heard and unheard English 

woman playwrights but a time will come when they will be totally in level with the  Dattani’s, 

and Karnad’s of our times. 
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