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Abstract

Theprimary textstakeninthisresearch articleare Vijay Tendulkar’sSlence!
TheCourtisin Session (1967) and Mahesh Dattani’ s Tara (1995). Incidents
of psychological harassment of women arecommon in someway or theother
tomost familiesand social circles, but seldom publicly reported. Thetwo
renowned twentieth-century playwrightshave skilfully unmasked thevell of
dlenceintwo very different and delicate casesintheir plays. Thispaper intends
tocritically analysetheliterary representation of thecharactersof MissLeda
Benare (in Tendulkar) and TaraPatel (in Dattani), and also to examinethe
nexusof gender discrimination and maechauvinismintwentieth-century India
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It hasbeen agessincematriarchal societiesprevailedin many sectionsof India
Thedaysof egalitarian society whenwomen werehighly revered arealsolong
gone. Today, Indianwomenfolk, despitethefact that somefemaeprofessonds
have established themsal vesinequal footing with their male counterparts, are
struggling under the grip of regressive patriarchy. Evenin somenorth-eastern
regionssuch asMeghaaya, wherethemeatrilineal systemisdill functiona, men
are campaigning for change-achangein not merely the socia system or the
head of thefamily, but adegradation of the social status of women. Andthis
condescending attitude and activities of most men towards any and every
woman-mother, sigter, girlfriend, wife, or astranger—havereached anaarming
state at present. Thissituation of women subordination to themalefolk and
theresulting humiliation hasbeen handled with artitic dexterity by many authors
indifferent times. Inthe present paper, | have taken onework each of Vijay
Tendulkar (1928-2008) and M ahesh Dattani (1958-present), two leading
playwrightsof thelate twentieth and early twenty-first century, to exploreone
important aspect of maechauvinism asdepicted inther plays. Physicd tortures
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onwomen areamost regularly reported inthe print and el ectronic mediain
the country. But beyond physical tortures, I ndian women are often submitted
to sillent psychological anguish aswell. Both Tendulkar and Dattani, intheir
plays, haveskilfully carved out the psychologica harassment of womenintwo
very different and delicate casesintheir plays, casesthat are commonin some
way or the other to almost every family and socid circle, but are so subtlethat
they arenever publicly reported.

Indian English writershavelong been credited for their sincereeffort to
represent, intheir works, various aspects of Indian society to readersacross
theworld. Although thelanguagein which thesewriterswriteisaforeign one,
the sentimentsexpressed intheir writingsaretypicaly Indian. And thesocio-
economic-cultural pictures portrayed inthe pages of their worksareeasily
and directly relatableto thereaders. Many of therecurrent evilsand problems
of Indian society appear asleading themesin thesewritings. One of the most
crucial of these problemsisthe exploitation of the‘ other’ or the* lesser’ sex.
Women suffer inamost every sector of life, domesticaswell aspublic, from
their birth to death. And the agents of their torture areinsidersas well as
outsiders—their parents, relatives, friendsand even strangers. Unfortunately,
thosewho aretortured arehardly foundto haveany voice. Thelndian English
writersare often found to give voiceto these unvoiced. Vijay Tendulkar and
Mahesh Dattani aretwo such dramatistsswho spesk againgt socid discrimination
andinjusticesintheir plays. Their worksbring up gender issuesand the space
usually allotted to womenin apatriarcha society. Both theauthorspresent the
bizarrereality of women playing asecondary roleto men. | intend totakeup
thissocialy sengitiveissue asrepresented by Tendulkar and Dattani through
the charactersof MissLeelaBenareand TaraPatdl, figuring respectively in
Slence! TheCourtisin Session (1967) and Tara (1995), and | also seek to
explore how the issue has been problematised by these two authors. The
shameful andfilthy practiceof femalefoeticideor infanticide, still prevdentin
theso-called ‘modern’ Indian society, servesasacommon link between the
two.

Tendulkar’splay Slence! TheCourtisin Session, asweall know, was
originally writtenin Marathi and was entitled Shantata! Court Chalu Ahe.
TheEnglishtitleisaliteral trandation of the Marathi one, andisequally
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significant. Theimmediateimplication of thetitlemay be seenin connection
with the court proceedingsin the mock trial where animaginary charge of
infanticideisbrought against MissBenareintheform of agame. However, the
titletakesup graver significancewhen, inthe name of themock trial, al the
co-actorsheap up chargeson her. Sheiscornered and malicioudly attacked
by al her companions. Her personal lifeispublicly scandalised. Her purely
persond lovelifeisexposed with the openintention of deriving sadistic plessure.
MissBenareisshocked and amost frozenin anguish at thisunexpected turn
of thedtuation. Her voiceischoked and sheisfull of tears. Thespirited, lively
and frank MissBenareisforcibly silenced, thusmaking thetitle of the play
meaningful. Mr. Kashikar and Sukhatme, the salf-styled guardiansof thesociety,
talk in agrave voice about the corruptionsin the society dueto the moral
depravity of women like MissBenare. Silence also degpensin the minds of
theaudience and thereadersat the exposure of male chauvinism, hypocrisy
and crudty inthe so-caled progressive urban middle-classsociety. Thefamous
Marathi dramatist inthisplay redistically reflectshow gender discrimination
exigsinIndian society. MissBenare' spersond lifeharmsno other individua
except her own self. What on the earth, then, the society hasto do with the
personal incidents of an individual? She is often attacked because sheis
unmarried, and thereforetaken asinsecure. It reflectsthetraditional attitude
that girl children arebornto be married off early. It also reflectsthe mythical
patriarchal assumption that women areincapable of conducting themselves
and need to be sheltered and protected by men. But in reality, women are
forcefully silenced al the more because an independent womanisathrest to
the gender status-quo and patriarchal justification of supremacy. Benareis
also going to be suspended from her profes sion asaschool teacher onthe
lameexcusethat her illegitimatere ationshipwith Prof. Damleisharmful to her
students. Quite strangely, Damle does not have to face any such adverse
consequence. Thehypocrisy and dua standard of the male-dominated society
isprominently evident here. Quoting Nilanjan Chatterjee, Girijashankar Mane
rightly explainsinthearticle” MaeChauvinismin Trand ated Select Works of
Vijay Tendulkar” that Benareisa“victim of arevengeful and myopic society
that doesnot tolerate deviancefromitsmores’ (gtd. in Mane 34). Her “ efforts
tobeanindividual” interestingly fallsunder the concept of ‘ deviance' as
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understood by such a social system and hence each of her moves comes
under close scrutiny and criticism (gtd. in Mane 34). The qualities of a
respons bleteacher—punctuality, sin cerity and efficiency—are not takeninto
consideration. Rather, her persond lifeistaken to bethe solecriterionfor her
elimination from her professional life. But no one accusesthemanwhois
equally responsiblefor theadultery, and who usesthe body of thewoman and
insultsher loveand worship. If MissBenare hastolose her job for her sexual
attachment with Professor Damle, he should also have confronted the same
conseguence. For, Prof. Damle' sfaultis, by no meansless, but perhapsmuch
morethan that of Benare.

Themock trid that tartsasa‘ game’ gradudly evolvesinto ahunt. Miss
Benareistrapped and ismadethetarget of severe psychological torture by
others. Her monologue to ward the end of the play expresses her pent up,
long suppressed fedlings, and at the sametime becomesafitting reply todl the
accusations made against her inthemock trial. She startsintheform of self-
meditation: “ For many years, | haven't said aword. Chancescameand chances
went. Stormsraged one after another about my throat. And therewasawail
likedeathin my heart. But eachtimel shut my lipstight” (Tendulkar 72). Miss
Benare here appears amost as the mouthpiece of amgjority of the Indian
womenwho experiencesimilar Stuationsintheir lives. Mogt of thetimes, they
arecompelledtoremain silent intheface of patriarchal hegemony. They are
often not inapostionto protest or justify themselves. Theagonised inner self
of MissBenareisgradually explored. She admits painfully that “lifewasa
burdento[her]” (72). The painsand deceits she faced from her childhood
compelled her to conclude: “Lifeisabetrayal. Lifeisafraud. Lifeisadrug”
(73). She seemsto appedl to the Judge: “Milord, lifeisavery dreadful thing.
Lifemust behanged” (73). Eventoday, daily newspapersexhibit many suicida
cases of women fed up with the exploits of men all around. Miss Benare
becomesfuriousto think about how her empl oyers have punished her, not
because of any lapsein her profession asateacher, but because of something
that isexclusively personal to her. She demandsthat her “ privatelifeismy
ownbusiness’ and“I’ll decidewhat to dowith mysdlf” (73). Sheaccusesal
men of being hypocrites. Commenting onthe membersof her dramatroupe
she observes:. “ These are the mortal remains of some cultured men of the
twentieth century. Seetheir faces-how ferociousthey look!” (74). Sheis
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frightened by thosewho areall around her.

In the second half of the monologue, Miss Benare makes painful
confessions. Sheremembershow shefell inlovewith her mother’sbrother.
Themanwasnot alover, but rather apervert who had hiseyesonly on her
newly blossomed beauty. So when it comesto marriage, this*“brave man
turnedtail andran” (Tendulkar 74). Again, asagrown-up woman sheloved
Professor Damlefor hisintellect and offered hersalf unhesitatingly tohim. He
too cared for her body alone. So she screams in utter frustration that the
“body isatraitor!” (75). However, she soon assertsthat she now must have
her body for the baby in her womb. This, obvioudy, isanother compulsion of
women. Women, especially the married womenin India, are often treated as
baby producing machines. Men takethisfactor to betheweak point of women
by which they can keep women under their control. Often the saying goesthat
men treat women either asagoddess or asawhore, nothing in between, and
never asanorma human being. Theonly other femalecharacter intheplay is
Mrs. Kashikar, who aways gets snubbed by her husband for nothing but to
show hissuperiority and power over her. Thevarious categoriesof female
charactersand the varied trestment they recelve from their mal e counterparts
intheliterary narrativesremind one of themale chauvinismand patriarchal
hypocrisy portrayed by VirginiaWoolf in A Roomof One’'s Own:

Imaginatively sheisof the highest importance, practically sheis
completely inggnificant. She pervades poetry from cover to cover;
sheisall but absent from history. Shedominatesthelivesof kings
and conguerorsin fiction; in fact she was the slave of any boy
whose parentsforced aring upon her finger. Some of the most
inspired words, some of the most profound thoughtsin literature
fall from her lips; inreal life shecould hardly read, could scarcely
spell, and wasthe property of her husband. (36)

MissBenare’ smonologue, infact, isapowerful defence of her own salf
against the ruthless attacks of the so-called upholders of social norms, who
can hardly tolerate asuccessful and economically independent woman like
her. She contrastssharply all theemotionally starved and unsuccessful men
who vindictively prosecute her. The monol ogue boundsthereadersaswell as
the audience to seriously ponder over the double standards of the male-
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dominated In dian society.

‘Tard inMahesh Dattani’ seponymousplay isanother victim of thelndian
mal e chauvinism. Thisyoung girl, who might have shined and twinkled al her
lifelikeatara (star), is subjected to deprivation almost from her birth. She
was aconjoined twin in the mother’swomb, and her troubl e started when
their mother Bharati along with their politically and financially powerful
grandfather bribed thedoctor to privilegetheboy child withthethird leg of the
conjoined twinsthough naturaly it belonged tothegirl child. The operationat
thetimeof birth leaves Taracrippledfor life. The play exhibitshow shehad to
die a premature death because of patriarchal favouritism and domestic
deprivation. Tara possessed the boldness and strength of mind to engravea
placeof her own. Shewasmoreintelligent, sharp and witty and would have
performed much better than themalechild, if only sheweregiventhechance
and mora support by her parents. Still, shewasextremely optimisticand was
not deterred by theinjustice doneto her. She had her dreamsand she asserts
themindefiniteterms

| will soendtherest of my lifefeedingand clothingthose. .. sarving
naked millionseverywhere. May bel can start aninstitution that
will doall that. Or | could join Mother Teresaand sacrificemyself
toagreat cause. That may give... purposetomy ... existence.
(Dattani 50)

But Tarawas discouraged to have the course of her lifein her own hand. She
was bubbly and energetic who had all the qualitiesof anormal girl. But she
wasreminded time and again that her lifewas nothing morethan aburdenon
thisearth, and such disparagingwordsgradually made her loseinterestinlife
altogether. When Taracameto know that it was her mother who made such a
decision, shecould not bear thetruth and the shock took away her life.

Shakti Batrarightly notesinthe’ Introduction’ of the play that “ Dattani
sees Taraas aplay about the gendered self, about coming to termswith the
femininesideof onesdlf inaworld that dwaysfavourswhatis‘male” (xiii). In
spiteof being alively and sensitivegirl, Taradoes not get the opportunities
which hisbrother, being amale, enjoys, and eventually shewastesaway and
dies. Itisof coursetruethat Mr. Patel did not support theimmoral operation
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after their birth, but hetoo ignored Tara s prospects. He might engage Tarain
somemeaningful endeavour, but such athought never occurredinhismind. As
afather Mr. Patel isvery much concerned over the education and career of
Chandan, but heishardly worried about Taraeven if she prefersnot togoto
the college. Asastereotypical Indian woman, Tarais supposed to havethe
fulfilment of her lifewithinthefour wallsof the domestic sphere. Tarasmartly
quipsat thisby saying that the* men in the house were deciding on whether
they were goi ng hunting while thewomen looked after the cave’ (8). Dattani
exhibitshow thelifeof apogtivegirl like Taraisspoilt by domestic depriveation
andsocid injudtice. Mr. Patd makeshiswife Bharati responsiblefor everything
and thus merely manages an escape from hisresponsibilities. Thismay be
taken asanother form of malechauvinism. Although Bharati now loves Taraa
lot, her subjugation to the expectations of the society and her preferencefor
her son only proveshow she succumbsto the demands of thetypical Indian
patriarchal society. Besides, her public display of excessiveloveand attention
for Taraisascreento shield her guilt and to comfort her guilty conscience.
Apart from Tara' sfather and grandfather, Dr. Thakkar isanother patriarch
who, going against hismedical ethics, executed theunfair operationfor his
greed of power and money. The doctor was bribed to make the boy the
privileged child. Thus Tarawasdestined to dieat an early age dueto domestic-
socid injudtice.

Theway Dattani portrayed the character of Tarahel psexposing all these
bizarretruthsof Indian society. Sadaf Fareed’ scommentsinthearticle* Mahesh
Dattani’s Tara: aVoiceof Voiceless’ arerelevant inthiscontext:

Tara spotentiality was sacrificed at the altar of gender. I dentity
crisis becomes achain with which afemaleis bound when the
guestion of choice between maleand femaecomesup. If wethink,
why isshekilled?Theanswer iscrysta clear thet Taraisnot wanted,
becausesheisagirl. In our society, * Girls are not wanted. For a
moment, if weimaginethat Tara smother had preferred her at the
time of operationinstead of Chandan. Would she haveforgiven?
No, Never! Because shealsoisaWoman. (5)

Irrespectiveof what Tara smother must havewished, shewasbound to submit
tothewishesof Tara'spaliticaly and economically powerful grandfather. The
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excerptswithinthe play inthe context of thefilm Sophie's Choice, that the
“Naziswill only alow her to keep onechild” whilethe*“other onewould be
taken away to aconcentration camp”, obliquely andironicdly hitat thelndian
patriarchal society inwhichasonisusualy preferredtoagirl (Dattani 44).
The Patels, it ismentioned in the play, are said to kill the girl children by
drowning theminmilk. Oneleading themeof theplay is, infact, the sacrifice of
thegirl child Tarafor the sake of the boy Chandan. Tara’'smother herself did
thisinjusticeto her own daughter.

In course of the play, Tarahas been repestedly referredtoasa‘freak’.
M. K. Rukhayainthearticle“ AnAnalysisof Mahesh Dattani’s‘ Tara : The
Other Sde” sgnificantly notes:

Theterm*freak’ hasbeen conventionally used torefer to aperson
who hassomething unusua regarding their gppearanceor behaviour.
The older usage of theword *freaks' refersto the state of being
physicaly deformed, or characterized by rare diseases and
conditions. Theword wasutilized to suggest * Sdeshow performers’
Insuch aningtance, theword ' freak’ representsthe state of WWomen,
who aremarginalized. Thefemaleracewho are not congenitally
deformed but are so as society forces the handicap upon them.
Just asitispresented in concretetermsintheplay: Tara'slegis
callously separated from her to render her twin brother normal,
defying thetenetsof Nature. (4)

So, if Taraisa'freak’, she has only been made so by those who are around
her. Naturewasall in her favour. But the soci ety to which she belonged was
againgt her. Her biological mother and grandfather were againgt her.

Infact, the Indian society hol ds some pre-conceived notions about the
rolesmen and women ought to play in society, and peopleare not expected to
deviatefrom suchroles. Thus, truly speaking, the Indian society hasyet to
travel along way to beasociety of free-minded individuas, not stereotyped
malesand females. Gender discrimination can be seeninamost every sphere
of the society. While it affects women in the worst manner, men are also
sometimesfoundto bevictimsof it. For centuriesgender stereotyping prevented
men from choos ng dancing or nursing asusua professions, and women from

77



indraprasth

suchworksasmilitary servicesor asailor’sjob. Even when women started
working outside domestic spheres, certain jobssuch asnursing, teaching etc.
were earmarked as suitable for women. And it is needless to say that the
working women, besidestheir daylong activitiesin theworking places, have
to bear the burden of domestic chores. Though theoretically taken, boysand
girls (or men and women), are supposed to enjoy equal rights, the reality
awaystdlsadifferent tale. Inmost Indian families, deviationson the part of
boysare often pardoned or softly handled according to the norm that * boys
will beboys . Itisexpected that boyswill be spirited and naughty, whilegirls
must be obedient and submissive. Till today, thebirth of asonistreated with
joy and adaughter isstill considered asparaya dhan (“ the property of thein-
laws’). Women at present areindeed competing with menin every field. We
find women asdoctors, engineers, soldiers, astronauts and whatnot. But the
important point isthat, not merely the socially and economically backward
women, but even such educated, confident, financially self-supported and
independent women as Tendulkar’sMiss Benare haveto suffer the qualmsof
gender discrimination. And such discriminationsare very often practised by
the educated peoplelike Tara sfamily, not to talk about the prejudicedilliterate
villagers. Taraisintelligent, but man* cannot accept thewoman'sintellect, and
getsintimidated by her intelligence’, andtherefore, “ Tara svictory at thecard
gameis seen asthorough cheating and Chandan is ashamed to ad mit her
victory” (Rukhaya4). While Chandan “ seesher asagood businessvoman as
shecheatsat cards’, heattributesit not to her positive businessacumen, but
to her negative shrewdness (4). Thisisbecauseitisconventionally believed
that the" best womanwasintdlectualy theinferior of theworst man” (Woolf
45).

Thedramatisation of the challenges and hel plessness of MissBenare
and Taraby their respective creatorsthusreveal the essentialy crippled, and
even perverted, mentality of themodern Indian society behind the guise of the
so-called liberality and advancement. All the noble promisesof equality of
both the sexesand of equal opportunitiestowomeninal thefieldswith men
turn out to be sheer mockery onthefieldsof redity, asisevidenced inthecase
of Tendulkar’'sMissBenare. Dattani’s Tara also artfully tearsthe masks of f
thefaces of the Indian politicians and educated upper-class people. Onthe

onehand, they promisesecurity for women, education for girlsand prevention
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of female foeticide, but on another level, they are hypocrites and quite
conservativeintheir domestic pheres. When the question of achoicebetween
agrandson and agranddaughter arises, Bharati’spowerful father at onceinsgsts
on Chandan (even after knowing that the granddaughter should havebeena
natural choice). He even leaves his entire property to Chandan and not a
snglepenny to Tara. Thesocid norms, economic standardsand culturd factors
have been respons blefor manifold sufferingsof and injusticesagainst women.
All thesefactorscombineto createthe socia systeminwhichthewomenhave
totakebirth, suffer and die. MissBenare and Taramay betaken to represent
innumerableother I ndian womenwho haveto suffer withinanepotistic society
that shapesand controlsthe mindsand actions of peoplein favour of men.
Thus, asSimonede Beauvoir rightly observesin The Second Sex, one*isnot
born, rather becomes, awoman” dueto thetreatment of the collective social
system, wherein‘woman’ becomesequivaentto‘victim’ (14).
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