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Abstract 

Vijay Tendulkar’s theatre constitutes one of the most incisive critiques of gendered 

power relations in modern Indian drama. His plays consistently interrogate the social, moral, 
and institutional mechanisms through which women are rendered vulnerable, silenced, and 

morally judged. Rather than presenting women merely as passive victims of patriarchy, 

Tendulkar dramatizes the processes through which vulnerability is socially produced and 
sustained, while simultaneously allowing space for moments of ethical awareness, resistance, 

and self-articulation. 

This paper examines the trajectory from silence to speech in Tendulkar’s female 
characters through a close reading of Silence! The Court is in Session, Sakharam Binder, 

Kamala, Kanyadaan, and The Vultures. Drawing on feminist theoretical frameworks 

articulated by Simone de Beauvoir, Judith Butler, and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, the study 

analyses how women’s bodies, desires, and voices are regulated by institutions such as 
family, marriage, caste, law, and the media. Agency in Tendulkar’s dramaturgy emerges not 

as complete emancipation but as fragmented, contested, and ethically charged. 

The paper further extends this literary analysis into an interdisciplinary domain by 
drawing parallels between Tendulkar’s dramatic representation of women and contemporary 

digital feminism. In digital spaces, women experience new possibilities for self-expression 

alongside intensified surveillance, moral policing, and backlash. The conceptual movement 

from pages to pixels thus becomes a metaphor for the continuity of feminist struggle across 
historical moments and media platforms. The paper argues that Tendulkar’s theatre 

anticipates contemporary debates on gender, voice, and visibility, making his work 

profoundly relevant to interdisciplinary discussions of women’s agency in both literary and 
digital cultures. 
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Introduction 

Modern Indian theatre has played a crucial role in interrogating social hierarchies 

and ethical contradictions in post-Independence India. Among the playwrights who radically 
transformed the Indian stage, Vijay Tendulkar occupies a distinctive position for his 

uncompromising engagement with violence, power, and moral hypocrisy. His plays expose 
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the darker undercurrents of middle-class respectability and reveal how institutions that claim 

to uphold order—such as family, marriage, law, and social morality—often function as 

instruments of domination, particularly over women. 

Women in Tendulkar’s dramatic world are not marginal figures relegated to the 

background. Instead, they stand at the centre of social conflict, embodying the tensions 
between individual desire and collective morality. Tendulkar refuses sentimental portrayals 

of female suffering; rather, he presents women as socially situated subjects whose 

vulnerability is shaped by economic dependence, gendered expectations, caste hierarchies, 
and ideological control. Through these representations, Tendulkar invites audiences to 

confront uncomfortable questions about complicity, silence, and ethical responsibility 

(Dharwadker 112). 

This paper examines Tendulkar’s representation of women through the intersecting 
concepts of vulnerability and agency, situating his work within feminist literary criticism 

while extending the discussion to contemporary digital contexts. The thematic framework of 

“from silenced subjects to speaking selves” provides a lens to explore how women negotiate 
repression and resistance across different social spaces. While Tendulkar’s female characters 

inhabit physical and institutional environments governed by patriarchy, contemporary 

women increasingly encounter similar mechanisms of control in virtual spaces shaped by 

surveillance, algorithmic visibility, and online moral policing. The continuity between these 

contexts underscores the interdisciplinary relevance of Tendulkar’s feminist vision. 

Feminist Theoretical Framework 

The analytical framework of this paper is firmly grounded in feminist theory, 
drawing primarily on the influential works of Simone de Beauvoir, Judith Butler, and Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak. These theorists collectively provide a critical lens through which the 

representation of women, vulnerability, and agency in Vijay Tendulkar’s plays can be 
examined. Rather than viewing women’s suffering as natural or inevitable, this framework 

emphasizes the social, cultural, and ideological processes that produce and sustain gendered 

marginalization. 

Simone de Beauvoir’s seminal assertion that woman is constructed as the “Other” 
offers a foundational perspective for understanding the systematic marginalization of women 

in Tendulkar’s dramatic universe. In The Second Sex, Beauvoir argues that femininity is not 

an innate essence but a social condition imposed through patriarchal structures that privilege 
masculinity as the norm (Beauvoir 267). This conceptualization is particularly relevant to 

Tendulkar’s plays, where female identity is repeatedly defined in relation to male authority, 

domestic responsibility, and rigid moral expectations. Women are valued not as autonomous 
subjects but as daughters, wives, or moral symbols whose worth is contingent upon their 

compliance with patriarchal norms. Such constructions deny women the possibility of self-

definition and confine them within roles that render their desires, aspirations, and dissent 

illegitimate. Tendulkar’s dramaturgy thus exposes how women internalize their “otherness,” 

often accepting guilt, shame, and silence as natural conditions of existence. 
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Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity further deepens this analysis by 

revealing how gender norms are continuously produced and sustained through repeated 
social acts rather than fixed biological realities. According to Butler, gender appears natural 

only because it is ritualistically performed and socially reinforced through everyday 

practices, institutions, and discourses (Butler 179). In Tendulkar’s theatre, femininity is 
enforced through mechanisms such as moral surveillance, sexual regulation, public shaming, 

and even physical violence. Female characters are compelled to perform socially sanctioned 

versions of womanhood that privilege chastity, obedience, and sacrifice. These performances 
create the illusion of inevitability, making gender hierarchies seem unquestionable. 

However, Butler’s framework also allows for the possibility of disruption. When women 

deviate from prescribed roles—by speaking out, desiring autonomy, or resisting moral 

judgment—they expose the constructed nature of gender norms. Tendulkar frequently stages 
such moments of rupture, where the fragile stability of patriarchal authority is momentarily 

unsettled. 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s interrogation of subaltern speech is particularly 
crucial for understanding the politics of voice and silence in Tendulkar’s plays. Spivak 

famously questions whether the subaltern can truly speak within dominant discursive 

systems that refuse recognition to marginalized voices (Spivak 287). In Tendulkar’s 

dramaturgy, women often articulate their pain, protest injustice, and narrate their lived 
experiences. Yet their speech is consistently dismissed, trivialized, or punished by patriarchal 

institutions such as family, law, and society. This paradox—speech without recognition—

reveals the limitations of articulation within oppressive structures. Women may speak, but 
their words fail to translate into authority or change. Tendulkar thus dramatizes the structural 

violence that renders women’s voices audible yet ineffective, reinforcing their vulnerability 

even in moments of apparent expression. 

Together, these theoretical perspectives enable a nuanced understanding of 

vulnerability as a socially produced condition rather than an inherent feminine trait. 

Vulnerability in Tendulkar’s plays emerges from unequal power relations, ideological 

control, and institutionalized misogyny rather than biological weakness. At the same time, 
agency is redefined within this framework as a fragile, ongoing process rather than a 

definitive or heroic achievement. Women’s agency manifests through moments of 

awareness, ethical self-reflection, and acts of speech that challenge dominant narratives, even 
when such acts invite punishment or exclusion. Tendulkar does not offer simplistic 

resolutions or triumphant emancipatory narratives; instead, he foregrounds the tension 

between vulnerability and resistance. By situating women’s struggles within restrictive 
environments, his plays underscore the complexity of agency as something negotiated 

within, rather than outside of, structures of oppression. This feminist theoretical framework 

thus allows for a deeper engagement with Tendulkar’s dramatic critique of gender, power, 

and the politics of voice. 
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Women, Vulnerability, and Patriarchal Institutions in Tendulkar’s Plays 

Silence! The Court is in Session 

Silence! The Court is in Session is one of the major plays which presents one of the 

most powerful dramatizations of institutionalized misogyny in Indian theatre. Leela Benare 

becomes the target of a mock trial that gradually transforms into a real act of social 
condemnation. What initially appears as theatrical play-acting soon reveals the workings of 

patriarchal authority, as male characters scrutinize Benare’s sexuality, reproductive choices, 

and professional independence. Her vulnerability lies not in personal weakness but in 

structural isolation, as collective morality aligns against her (Tendulkar 45). 

Benare’s final monologue constitutes a defining moment of self-articulation. By 

voicing her pain, desire, and dignity, she reclaims narrative authority even as institutional 

justice is denied. Her speech exposes the hypocrisy of moral judgment and reveals how social 
institutions weaponize respectability to silence women. Although the court refuses to 

acknowledge her humanity, her voice resonates ethically with the audience, exemplifying a 

form of agency that disrupts power without guaranteeing liberation (Spivak 290). 

Sakharam Binder 

In Sakharam Binder, Tendulkar explores the privatized violence of patriarchy under 

the guise of honesty and freedom. Sakharam’s rejection of social marriage norms does not 

liberate women; instead, it enables him to treat them as replaceable objects. Laxmi’s 
submissive endurance and Champa’s outspoken defiance represent contrasting responses to 

oppression, yet both remain trapped within the same patriarchal framework. Tendulkar 

deliberately withholds moral resolution, exposing how male autonomy is normalized at the 

expense of women’s dignity and safety (Tendulkar 102). 

Kamala 

Kamala offers a scathing critique of media ethics and the commodification of women 
within modern institutions. Kamala, purchased from a flesh market, is presented as an 

objectified spectacle in a journalist’s press conference. Her gradual awareness of her own 

exploitation reflects de Beauvoir’s argument that women are reduced to objects within 

patriarchal economies (Beauvoir 294). Parallel to Kamala’s awakening is Sarita’s growing 
ethical consciousness. Sarita’s realization of her complicity marks a crucial moment where 

agency emerges as intellectual and moral resistance rather than overt rebellion (Mukherjee 

156). 

Kanyadaan 

Kanyadaan examines the intersection of caste, gender, and ideology through the 

marriage of Jyoti and Arun. Initially framed as a radical challenge to caste hierarchy, the 
marriage soon descends into emotional and physical violence. Arun’s brutality is shaped by 

historical oppression, while Jyoti interprets her suffering as part of a broader social struggle. 

Tendulkar complicates liberal feminist notions of empowerment by presenting agency as 

morally ambiguous and deeply unsettling. Jyoti’s transformation exposes the limits of 
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ideological idealism and reveals how women often bear the emotional cost of social reform 

(Tendulkar 187). 

The Vultures 

The Vultures presents a domestic space saturated with greed, brutality, and moral 

decay. Unlike institutional silencing in Silence! The Court is in Session, this play depicts 
bodily and psychological violence as the primary mechanisms of control. Women exist 

within an atmosphere of terror where silence is enforced through fear rather than law. 

Although moments of verbal exposure occur, they function largely as testimony rather than 
liberation, compelling the audience to confront the inhumanity of patriarchal power 

(Dharwadker 201). 

From Pages to Pixels: Tendulkar and Digital Feminism 

The thematic concerns that animate Tendulkar’s theatre find striking parallels in 
contemporary digital feminism. Social media platforms have enabled women to narrate 

experiences of abuse, discrimination, and resistance, yet these spaces are also marked by 

intensified surveillance, trolling, and moral policing. The backlash faced by outspoken 
women online mirrors the disciplinary mechanisms imposed on women like Benare and 

Sarita. 

Judith Butler’s concept of performativity is particularly relevant in digital contexts, 

where identities are curated, monitored, and contested (Butler 185). The shift from pages to 
pixels thus represents a transformation rather than a rupture in feminist struggle. Voice and 

visibility remain central concerns, even as the sites of contestation evolve. 

Interdisciplinary Perspectives: Literature, Gender, and Digital Culture 

Reading Tendulkar through an interdisciplinary lens allows for meaningful 

connections between literary studies, gender theory, and digital media studies. His 

dramaturgy demonstrates how power operates across cultural forms, revealing continuities 
between theatrical representation and contemporary digital narratives. This interdisciplinary 

approach underscores Tendulkar’s relevance beyond literary criticism, positioning his work 

within broader discussions of ethics, media, and social justice. 

Conclusion 

Vijay Tendulkar’s representation of women charts a complex journey from enforced 

vulnerability to moments of conscious self-assertion. His plays expose the structural 

foundations of women’s oppression embedded in family, law, caste, and social morality, 
while simultaneously affirming the ethical significance of speech. Although women’s voices 

are frequently ignored or punished, their articulation disrupts patriarchal authority and 

exposes its moral contradictions. When read alongside contemporary digital feminism, 
Tendulkar’s theatre highlights the continuity of struggles over visibility, surveillance, and 

resistance. The metaphorical movement from pages to pixels underscores the persistence of 

feminist concerns across historical moments and media platforms. Tendulkar ultimately 
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affirms that agency is not granted but continually negotiated through awareness, speech, and 

ethical courage. 
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