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Abstract  

  Vijay Tendulkar, a pioneering figure in Indian theatre, played a crucial role in 

transforming Indian drama from its traditional roots to a modern, hybridized form. This paper 

explores how Tendulkar’s works reflect the evolution of Indian drama by blending 

indigenous cultural elements with Western modernist influences. Traditional Indian drama, 

rooted in Sanskrit plays and epics like the Mahabharata and Ramayana, focused on moral 

dichotomies and societal norms. However, post-colonial Indian English drama, as 

exemplified by Tendulkar, shifted toward addressing contemporary socio-political issues, 

particularly those affecting the urban middle class. Tendulkar’s Silence! The Court is in 

Session serves as a case study, highlighting themes such as patriarchy, gender roles, and 
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social hypocrisy. Through the mock-trial concept, the play critiques societal injustice and the 

subjugation of women, symbolizing the broader struggles of modern Indian society. 

Tendulkar’s humanitarian approach challenges established norms, advocating for 

authenticity, sincerity, and a new moral order. His focus on psychological, existential, and 

feminist issues underscores the fragmentation of modern life. By analyzing Tendulkar’s 

unique lens, this paper demonstrates how Indian drama evolved into a platform for social 

critique and cultural hybridity.  

Keywords: Vijay Tendulkar, Silence! The Court is in Session, 

cultural hybridity, traditional drama, modernism, patriarchy, gender roles, social critique, 

humanitarian values, mock-trial, urban middle class, post-colonial, existentialism, feminism.  

Introduction  

Indian drama, as a revelatory genre, has long served as a mirror to society, vocalizing 

human emotions and exploring the hidden realities of individual lives, group dynamics, 

politics, and societal structures. Its origins can be traced back to the Vedic Aryans, who 

performed drama in simple yet profound ways. Ancient Indian epics like the Bhargava Gita, 

Mahabharata, and Ramayana were not merely religious or philosophical texts but also 

dramatic narratives that depicted the eternal struggle between good and evil, morality and 

immorality. These traditional forms of drama adhered to the principles of Sanskrit theatre, 

which emphasized moral dichotomies and societal norms. However, as time progressed, 

Indian drama evolved beyond its ancient roots, incorporating diverse cultural elements and 

adapting to the changing socio-political landscape. This transformation gave rise to a hybrid 

identity, particularly evident in contemporary Indian English drama, which blends Indigenous 

traditions with Western modernist influences (Bandyopadhyoy XIIV).  

The evolution of Indian drama is deeply intertwined with the cultural and historical 

trajectory of the nation. From its classical Sanskrit origins to its post-colonial manifestations, 

Indian drama has continually reinvented itself to address the pressing issues of its time. The 

post-colonial era, in particular, marked a significant shift as Indian English drama began to 

reflect the complexities of urban, middle-class life, grappling with themes such as 

industrialization, capitalism, and technological advancements. This period saw the emergence 

of playwrights who used drama as a tool for social critique, challenging established norms 

and advocating for change. Among these dramatists, Vijay Tendulkar stands out as a pivotal 

figure who bridged the gap between traditional and modern drama. His works exemplify the 

http://www.languageinindia.com/


================================================================ 

Language in India www.languageinindia.com ISSN 1930-2940 Vol. 25:2 February 2025 

S. Feroz Khan and Dr. M.H. Mohamed Rafiq 

From Traditional to Modern: The Transformation of Indian Drama through Vijay Tendulkar’s 

Silence! The Court is in Session   140 

cultural hybridity of contemporary Indian theatre, addressing psychological, existential, and 

feminist issues while critiquing societal vices such as patriarchy, hypocrisy, and corruption.  

Tendulkar’s contribution to Indian theatre lies in his ability to transform regional 

narratives into national conversations. He brought the struggles of the urban middle class to 

the forefront, exploring themes like love, betrayal, motherhood, and the subjugation of 

women. His play Silence! The Court is in Session serves as a quintessential example of this 

transformation, blending satire with a profound critique of patriarchal society and legal 

injustice. Through the mock-trial concept, Tendulkar exposes the harsh realities faced by 

women in a male-dominated world, making his work both a reflection of societal issues and a 

call for humanitarian values (Banerjee ix).  

The objective of this paper is to analyze how Tendulkar’s works reflect the 

transformation of Indian drama from traditional to modern. By focusing on themes such as 

cultural hybridity, societal critique, and the evolution of dramatic forms, this study aims to 

highlight Tendulkar’s role in reshaping Indian theatre. Through an exploration of his plays, 

particularly Silence! , this paper seeks to demonstrate how Tendulkar’s unique lens captures 

the essence of contemporary Indian society while challenging its entrenched norms.  

The Evolution of Indian Drama 

Indian drama traces its origins to the ancient Sanskrit tradition, which was deeply 

rooted in moral storytelling and societal norms. The classical Sanskrit plays, inspired by epics 

like the Mahabharata and Ramayana, depicted a clear dichotomy between good and evil, 

often serving as moral lessons for society. These dramas were not merely entertainment but 

also vehicles for philosophical and ethical reflection, emphasizing the triumph of virtue over 

vice. As Subodh Bandyopadhyoy notes, “The genre of drama belongs to India, even if it does 

not follow the instructions of ancient Sanskrit drama” (XIIV). This traditional form laid the 

foundation for Indian theatre, where characters were archetypal representations of morality, 

and plots often revolved around divine interventions and human dilemmas. However, while 

these early forms celebrated cultural identity, they adhered strictly to established norms, 

leaving little room for questioning societal structures.  

The post-colonial era marked a significant shift in Indian drama as it began to absorb 

Western theatrical techniques and modernist themes, creating a hybrid genre that reflected 

both Indian cultural identity and global influences. This transformation was fueled by the 

socio-political changes in a newly independent India, where industrialization, capitalism, and 
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technological advancements reshaped urban life. Indian English drama emerged as a distinct 

form, addressing the concerns of the urban, English-speaking middle class. Arundhati 

Banerjee observes, “Contemporary Indian English drama is post-colonial in the context of its 

cultural identity” (ix). Playwrights like Vijay Tendulkar played a pivotal role in this 

transition, using drama to critique societal vices such as patriarchy, hypocrisy, and 

corruption. Tendulkar’s works exemplify this hybridity, blending indigenous storytelling with 

existential and feminist themes. His play Silence! The Court is in Session critiques patriarchal 

norms through the mock-trial concept, exposing the subjugation of women in a male-

dominated society. Ram Sharma highlights this evolution, stating that Tendulkar’s plays 

challenge “sexual politics to subjugate a woman” while advocating for a new humanitarian 

order. Thus, Indian drama evolved from its traditional roots into a modern, reflective art form 

that continues to question and redefine societal values.  

Vijay Tendulkar’s Unique Lens 

Vijay Tendulkar, one of the most prominent figures in Indian theatre, carved a unique 

niche for himself by blending Indian traditions with Western modernism, creating a hybrid 

identity that defines contemporary Indian English drama. His plays serve as a revelatory 

genre, vocalizing human emotions and exploring the hidden realities of individuals, groups, 

politics, and society (Bandyopadhyoy XIIV). Tendulkar’s works reflect a cultural hybridity 

that mirrors the socio-cultural changes occurring in post-colonial India, particularly within 

the urban, middle-class, English-speaking society. This paper delves into how Tendulkar’s 

unique lens captures the essence of these transformations, addressing themes such as 

industrialization, capitalism, and technological advancements while critiquing societal norms. 

By analyzing his plays, this study highlights Tendulkar’s ability to bridge the gap between 

traditional Indian drama and modern theatrical techniques, offering a profound commentary 

on the complexities of contemporary life.  

Tendulkar’s plays exemplify the hybrid identity of Indian English drama, which has 

evolved to incorporate both indigenous cultural elements and Western influences. As noted in 

the content, contemporary Indian English drama is "post-colonial in the context of its cultural 

identity," reflecting the integration of modern Western culture into Indian theatre. Tendulkar 

masterfully blends these influences, using drama as a medium to critique societal vices such 

as patriarchy, hypocrisy, and corruption. His works often depict the psychological, 

existential, and feminist issues faced by individuals in a rapidly changing society. For 
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instance, Silence! The Court is in Session critiques patriarchal norms through the mock-trial 

concept, exposing the subjugation of women in a male-dominated society. Ram Sharma 

observes that Tendulkar’s plays challenge “sexual politics to subjugate a woman,” 

highlighting the playwright’s focus on gender dynamics and power structures (Sharma 12).  

A significant aspect of Tendulkar’s contribution lies in his focus on urban middle-

class issues, which are deeply intertwined with the socio-cultural changes brought about by 

industrialization, capitalism, and technological advancements. These forces have fragmented 

modern life, making it increasingly complex and disjointed. Tendulkar’s plays address the 

challenges faced by the urban middle class, exploring themes such as love, betrayal, 

motherhood, and economic independence. In Silence! , the protagonist, Benare embodies the 

struggles of unmarried motherhood, fighting for her right to self-esteem and dignity in a 

society that marginalizes her. Arundhati Banerjee notes that Benare “possesses a natural lust 

for life and spontaneous joie de vivre.” Yet, she becomes the victim of a cruel game 

orchestrated by her co-actors, symbolizing the societal forces that seek to silence independent 

women (Banerjee ix). Through such narratives, Tendulkar critiques the hypocrisy and 

narrow-mindedness of contemporary Indian society while advocating for a new humanitarian 

order.  

By blending Indian traditions with Western modernism and focusing on the socio-

cultural changes affecting the urban middle class, Tendulkar’s plays offer a powerful 

reflection of modern Indian society. His unique lens not only critiques societal vices but also 

champions authenticity, sincerity, and integrity in life. Through an exploration of his works, 

this paper seeks to demonstrate how Tendulkar’s contributions have reshaped Indian drama, 

making it a platform for social critique and cultural hybridity.  

Themes of Transformation in Tendulkar’s Works 

Vijay Tendulkar’s works are a profound critique of societal issues, particularly 

patriarchy, gender roles, and hypocrisy, often presented through the lens of satire. In Silence! 

The Court is in Session, Tendulkar uses the mock-trial concept to expose the subjugation of 

women in a patriarchal society. The play satirizes both social and legal justice, as Miss 

Benare is harshly punished based on mere conjecture while Prof. Damle, the real culprit, 

escapes accountability. As noted in the text, “The injustice projected in the play will go on 

repeating itself in actual life until this ‘man-centred’ world becomes a human-centred world’” 

(Silence! The Court is in Session 51). This highlights Tendulkar’s sharp commentary on the 
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systemic oppression faced by women. Through Benare’s humiliation during the mock trial, 

Tendulkar critiques societal norms that stigmatize unmarried motherhood and strip women of 

their dignity. Ram Sharma observes that Benare becomes “a challenging woman to those of 

men called executors of power politics subjecting sexual politics to subjugate a woman” 

(Sharma). The play thus serves as a powerful indictment of patriarchal structures that 

perpetuate inequality and injustice.  

Tendulkar also delves into psychological, existential, and feminist issues, reflecting 

the fragmentation of modern life and the complexities of human relationships. His characters 

often grapple with inner turmoil, societal expectations, and existential dilemmas. For 

instance, Benare’s character embodies resilience and self-assertion despite being victimized 

by societal norms. Arundhati Banerjee describes her as possessing “a natural lust for life and 

spontaneous joie de vivre.” Yet, she becomes isolated and subjected to cruelty due to her 

defiance of social conventions (Banerjee ix). Tendulkar’s exploration of these themes 

underscores the alienation and disunity experienced by individuals in contemporary society. 

He portrays how industrialization, capitalism, and technological advancements have 

fragmented human connections, leaving individuals as “islands” in a rapidly changing world 

(Content). This existential perspective adds depth to his critique of societal vices, 

emphasizing the need for authenticity and sincerity in human interactions.  

The themes of love, betrayal, and unmarried motherhood are central to Silence! , 

where Tendulkar uses the mock trial to comment on societal norms and women’s rights. 

Benare’s desperate attempts to find a father for her unborn child reflect the pressures of 

conforming to patriarchal expectations. However, she is ultimately punished without 

compassion, highlighting the double standards faced by women in matters of love and 

sexuality. The play critiques the societal tendency to vilify women for their choices while 

absolving men of responsibility. As Bandyopadhyoy notes, Silence! is “the first significant 

modern Indian play in any language to centre on woman as protagonist and victim” (XIIV). 

Through this work, Tendulkar challenges traditional notions of morality and advocates for a 

new humanitarian order. He emphasizes that “what is important in life is one’s feeling, one’s 

sincerity or integrity if the life lived is authentic” (Silence! The Court is in Session 52). By 

addressing these universal themes, Tendulkar not only critiques societal flaws but also calls 

for a reevaluation of human values, making his works timeless and transformative.  

Case Study: Silence! The Court is in Session  
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Vijay Tendulkar’s Silence! The Court is in Session is a seminal work in Indian theatre 

that critiques the societal and legal injustices faced by women, particularly those who defy 

patriarchal norms. The play revolves around a group of amateur actors rehearsing a mock 

trial drama, which inadvertently turns into an actual trial for one of their own—Miss Leela 

Benare. Through this narrative, Tendulkar exposes the systemic subjugation of women in a 

male-dominated society. The central theme of the play is the silencing of women who 

challenge societal conventions, as symbolized by the mock-trial concept. Benare, the 

protagonist, is accused of infanticide and promiscuity, subjected to relentless scrutiny, and 

ultimately punished without compassion. Her private life is laid bare, exposing her illicit 

relationship with Prof. Damle, which resulted in her pregnancy. Despite her innocence and 

vulnerability, she becomes the scapegoat of a cruel game orchestrated by her co-actors, who 

represent patriarchal forces. The play serves as a scathing critique of societal hypocrisy, legal 

injustice, and the failure of moral systems to protect women. As noted in the text, “The 

injustice projected in the play will go on repeating itself in actual life until this ‘man-centred’ 

world becomes ‘a human-centred world’” (Silence! The Court is in Session 89). This 

underscores the universality of the issues addressed in the play, making it a timeless 

commentary on gender dynamics and social structures.  

The mock trial in Silence! Serves as a powerful metaphor for societal hypocrisy and 

the silencing of women. What begins as a rehearsal for a fictional courtroom drama 

transforms into a real-life indictment of Benare, highlighting the ease with which societal 

norms can be weaponized against women. The mock trial is not merely a theatrical device but 

a reflection of how society judges and punishes women for their choices, often without 

evidence or fairness. Benare’s character embodies the struggles of women who dare to assert 

their individuality in a patriarchal world. She is portrayed as a self-conscious, assertive, and 

independent woman. These qualities make her a target for her co-actors, who are described as 

“utterly selfish, hypocritical, and malicious amateur artists” (Silence! The Court is in Session 

63). These characters, including Ponkshe, Sukhatme, Karnik, and the Kashikars, attack 

Benare not because of her guilt but because she defied societal expectations. Ram Sharma 

observes that Benare becomes “a challenging woman to those of men called executors of 

power politics subjecting sexual politics to subjugate a woman” (Sharma). Her struggle for 

self-assertion is evident in her defence of her actions and her refusal to conform to societal 

http://www.languageinindia.com/


================================================================ 

Language in India www.languageinindia.com ISSN 1930-2940 Vol. 25:2 February 2025 

S. Feroz Khan and Dr. M.H. Mohamed Rafiq 

From Traditional to Modern: The Transformation of Indian Drama through Vijay Tendulkar’s 

Silence! The Court is in Session   145 

norms. However, despite her resilience, she is ultimately silenced by the patriarchal forces at 

play, symbolizing the broader oppression faced by women in contemporary Indian society.  

Tendulkar uses the mock trial to critique the failure of legal systems to deliver justice, 

particularly for women. The play highlights how societal biases infiltrate legal proceedings, 

leading to unjust outcomes. Miss Benare is harshly punished based on conjecture and 

hearsay, while Prof. Damle, the real culprit, escapes accountability. This stark contrast 

underscores the double standards inherent in patriarchal societies, where men are often 

absolved of responsibility while women bear the brunt of societal judgment. As noted in the 

text, “She is punished harshly, even disproportionately, and Prof. Damle, the real culprit, 

goes scot-free” (Silence! The Court is in Session 96). The mock trial exposes the flaws in the 

legal system, which fails to protect vulnerable individuals like Benare. Instead, it perpetuates 

the very injustices it claims to address. Arundhati Banerjee describes Benare as “possessing a 

natural lust for life and spontaneous joie de vivre.” (Banerjee ix). Her punishment, which 

includes the suggestion of foeticide, is both ironic and tragic, as it reflects the cruelty of a 

society that criminalizes women for their choices. Through this satire, Tendulkar critiques not 

only the legal system but also the societal attitudes that enable such injustices to persist.  

The play also delves into the psychological and emotional toll of societal judgment on 

women. Benare’s mental agony during the mock trial is palpable as she is subjected to 

relentless questioning and humiliation. Her co-actors attempt to console her by claiming they 

are “only joking,” but the severity of her suffering is undeniable. This highlights the insidious 

nature of societal oppression, which often masquerades as harmless banter or entertainment. 

The play’s mock seriousness pervades every scene, blurring the lines between fiction and 

reality. What begins as a conjecture evolves into a grave revelation about Benare’s private 

life, culminating in her public humiliation and emotional collapse. Subodh Bandyopadhyoy 

notes that Silence! is “the first significant modern Indian play in any language to centre on 

woman as protagonist and victim” (XIIV). This observation underscores the play’s 

significance in addressing the plight of women in contemporary Indian society. By focusing 

on Benare’s experiences, Tendulkar sheds light on the systemic injustices faced by women 

who challenge societal norms.  

The themes of love, betrayal, and motherhood are central to Silence!, as Tendulkar 

explores the societal norms surrounding these issues. Benare’s desperate attempts to find a 

father for her unborn child reflect the pressures of conforming to patriarchal expectations. 
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Her situation highlights the stigma attached to unmarried motherhood and the lack of support 

for women in similar circumstances. The play critiques the societal tendency to vilify women 

for their choices while absolving men of responsibility. Simon de Beauvoir’s perspective on 

patriarchy is echoed in the play, as Benare’s predicament illustrates how marriage and 

relationships are often structured to subordinate women. De Beauvoir writes, “For the man is 

not of the woman but the woman of the man. Neither was the man created for the woman but 

the woman for the man” (110). This sentiment is reflected in Benare’s treatment, as she is 

judged and punished for defying traditional gender roles. Through her character, Tendulkar 

challenges the notion that marriage is a sacred institution supported by tradition and morality, 

exposing it instead as a tool of oppression.  

Tendulkar’s humanitarian approach is evident throughout Silence! , as he advocates 

for authenticity, sincerity, and integrity in human interactions. The play critiques societal 

vices such as hypocrisy, vulgarity, barbarism, superficiality, narrow-mindedness, corruption, 

duplicity, and treachery. These flaws are embodied by the characters who participate in the 

mock trial, representing the patriarchal forces that dominate contemporary Indian society. 

Tendulkar’s commitment to human values is reflected in his portrayal of Benare as a victim 

of these vices. Despite her suffering, she remains a symbol of resilience and self-assertion, 

challenging the established norms and values of society. As noted in the text, “What is 

important in life is one’s feeling, one’s sincerity or integrity if the life lived is authentic” 

(Content). This philosophy underscores Tendulkar’s belief in the need for a new 

humanitarian order that prioritizes human dignity and equality.  

The play’s satire extends beyond its critique of legal and social justice to encompass 

broader societal issues. Tendulkar uses the mock trial to expose the hypocrisy of a society 

that claims to uphold moral values while perpetuating systemic injustices. The characters’ 

behavior during the trial reflects their true nature, revealing their selfishness, malice, and lack 

of empathy. For instance, Mr. Sukhatme, the lawyer, and Mr. and Mrs. Kashikar, the judge 

and his wife, behave mockingly, further humiliating Benare. Their actions highlight the 

pervasive nature of patriarchal attitudes, which normalize the subjugation of women. Ram 

Sharma points out that the play critiques “sexual politics to subjugate a woman,” emphasizing 

the role of power dynamics in perpetuating gender inequality (Sharma 12). Through this 

satire, Tendulkar challenges audiences to confront the injustices faced by women and to 

question the societal norms that enable such oppression.  
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In conclusion, Silence! The Court is in Session is a powerful critique of societal and 

legal injustices faced by women in contemporary Indian society. Through the mock-trial 

concept, Tendulkar exposes the hypocrisy and cruelty of a patriarchal system that silences 

women who dare to assert their individuality. Benare’s character serves as a symbol of 

resilience and self-assertion, challenging societal norms and advocating for a new 

humanitarian order. The play critiques the failure of legal systems to deliver justice, 

particularly for women, and highlights the psychological and emotional toll of societal 

judgment. By addressing themes such as love, betrayal, and motherhood, Tendulkar sheds 

light on the systemic injustices faced by women who defy traditional gender roles. His 

humanitarian approach underscores the need for authenticity, sincerity, and integrity in 

human interactions, calling for a reevaluation of societal values. Through Silence! , 

Tendulkar not only critiques societal flaws but also champions the cause of equality and 

justice, making his work a timeless and transformative contribution to Indian theatre.  

Language and Style: 

Vijay Tendulkar’s Silence! The Court is in Session is marked by a sharp, realistic, and 

intense dramatic style that effectively critiques societal norms. His language is simple yet 

powerful, blending colloquial speech with incisive commentary. The dialogues are natural 

and conversational, capturing the rhythm of everyday speech while subtly revealing the 

psychological depths of the characters. 

Tendulkar employs satire, irony, and sarcasm to expose hypocrisy, particularly in 

relation to gender and power structures. The play’s courtroom setting serves as a metaphor 

for societal judgment, and the language shifts between formal legal rhetoric and casual 

banter, reflecting the blurred lines between justice and personal vendetta. 

His use of pauses and silences is particularly striking, emphasizing unspoken tensions 

and the oppressive social reality faced by the protagonist, Leela Benare. The play’s structure 

allows for a gradual buildup of psychological pressure, culminating in a deeply impactful 

climax. 

Tendulkar’s style is also influenced by Brechtian techniques, such as minimal stage 

directions and an emphasis on dialogue-driven storytelling, which engage the audience 

intellectually and emotionally. Overall, his linguistic and stylistic choices enhance the play’s 

themes of social injustice, moral policing, and individual agency, making it a compelling and 

thought-provoking work. 

Conclusion  

Vijay Tendulkar’s works exemplify the transformation of Indian drama from its 

traditional roots to a modern, hybridized form that blends Indian cultural identity with 
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Western influences. His plays reflect the evolution of Indian English drama as a post-colonial 

genre, addressing the socio-cultural changes in urban, middle-class society while critiquing 

entrenched societal norms. Through his unique lens, Tendulkar captures the complexities of 

contemporary life, exploring psychological, existential, and feminist issues that resonate 

universally. Plays like Silence! The Court is in Session highlights the subjugation of women 

in a patriarchal society, using satire and symbolism to expose systemic injustices. The mock-

trial concept in Silence! Serves as a metaphor for societal hypocrisy, emphasizing the failure 

of legal systems to deliver justice, particularly for marginalized groups. Tendulkar’s ability to 

blend Indian traditions with Western modernism underscores the hybrid identity of 

contemporary Indian theatre, making his works both culturally specific and globally relevant.  

The significance of Tendulkar’s contributions to contemporary Indian theatre cannot be 

overstated. As Subodh Bandyopadhyoy notes, Silence! was “the first significant modern 

Indian play in any language to centre on woman as protagonist and victim” (XIIV), marking a 

turning point in Indian drama. His focus on authenticity, sincerity, and humanitarian values 

challenges audiences to confront societal flaws and advocate for change. Tendulkar’s global 

recognition stems from his ability to address universal themes while remaining rooted in 

Indian cultural contexts. However, his works also invite further exploration into the 

intersection of tradition and modernity in Indian drama. Future research could examine how 

other playwrights have navigated this dynamic or analyze the evolving role of women in 

Indian theatre. By continuing to study Tendulkar’s transformative impact, scholars can 

deepen their understanding of how Indian drama reflects and shapes societal values, ensuring 

its relevance for generations to come.  
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