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Abstract: 

                     Over the decades, community theatre has been endeavouring to fight oppression 

and resistance creatively in India, catering to under-developed communities by providing 

them information and entertainment. It has been considered a social instrument that provides 

an outlet for expression and offers a commentary on society, culture, politics and other 

aspects of contemporary life. With an attempt to dismantle the hegemonic powers in India, 

the socially and economically weak communities produced plays in their own language and 

style. The marginalized Denotified Tribes have been displaying an amazing tolerance for the 

hegemonic conditions used their art and theatrical performances to reveal the hierarchy in the 

social system. Budhan Theatre, a community theatre led by the subaltern youth of the Chhara 

community used art as a medium to erase the historical stigma of their ancestors and question 

their identity as ‘second class citizens’ in India. Budhan Theatre has been influenced by Jerzy 

Grotowski’s concept of “poor theatre” and has been following its dynamics by moving away 

from the conventions of synthetic theatre and adopting a minimalistic style for their theatrical 

performances. 
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Over the decades, community theatre has been endeavouring to fight oppression and 

resistance creatively in India, catering to under-developed communities by providing them 

information and entertainment. It has been considered a social instrument that provides an 

outlet for expression and offers a commentary on society, culture, politics and other aspects 

of contemporary life. It shatters the boundaries of traditional theatre by moving away from 

the rigidities of institutionalised conventions. Imbibed with the power to lift the veil of 
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hypocrisy and falsehood, it enhances the growth of development process and deems it more 

effective. Community theatre highlights community members as cultural torchbearers, artists 

and narrators who collaborate with people whose lives directly impact the subject matter and 

produce collective meaning. Every art form requires creation through participation. Artists of 

community theatre approach the audience with the gift of theatre, providing them instruction 

and delight inspite of bearing an undisguised social and political agenda. They strive to quash 

the barrier between the performer and the spectator. Hence community theatre plays an 

effective role in cultural identification and social assimilation of communities.  Being flexible 

in nature, it modifies itself according to the needs of the contemporary situation. 

Since Colonial times, socially and culturally marginalized communities in India have 

been trying to provide a resistance to the colonial power and attempting to establish the 

importance of their native culture. Theatre emerged as a dominant form as Indian theatre 

came into direct contact with the realistic western theatre. 1940’s witnessed the emergence of 

a revolutionary theatrical movement- Indian People’s Theatre Association (IPTA) as a result 

of the tumultuous political, social and economic scenario of India. At the very outset it strove 

to build awareness about national integration and social responsibility by bringing theatre to 

the masses. It brought about a socialistic and nationalistic awakening in the people of India 

and soon turned into a movement with its fervour and energy. Dealing with a plethora of 

issues, this radical theatre collective brought together theatre artists from across the country 

to illustrate the issues concerning the common people by means of art. Intellectuals having a 

leftist bent of mind created social consciousness by adopting folk forms. By the 1940’s, street 

plays emerged as a voice for the voiceless and evolved as a weapon for the empowerment of 

the grass-root people of India. They became an integral part of the nation’s struggle for 

independence.  

With an attempt to dismantle the hegemonic powers in India, the socially and 

economically weak communities produced plays in their own language and style. The 

marginalized nomadic communities that have been displaying an amazing tolerance for the 

hegemonic conditions used their art and theatrical performances to reveal the hierarchy in the 

social system. Lata Singh in the Introduction to the book Theatre in Colonial India: Play-

House of Power claims that in India the subaltern problems and voices remain inaudible in 

printed and written documents as official and printed material only reaches the dominant and 

educated elite. Hence oral narratives and popular art play a major role in retrieving the voices 

of the people who are living in the periphery of the society. 
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Popular culture is one of the important sites of contestation. It is one of the 

principle sites where hierarchies are established and contested. Colonial elites 

made an attempt to marginalize popular forms in their quest for reform and 

respectability. However, despite their attempts to marginalize popular theatre, 

popular culture was anything but marginalized to social and cultural processes. 

Popular practices are neither just traditions of resistance nor just forms on 

which bourgeois forms are superimposed. The popular culture is appropriated 

by modernity and it, in turn, appropriates modernity. (Singh 3) 

Unlike the revolutionary leftist theatre, community theatre of the marginalized and 

subdued communities like Denotified Tribes and Nomadic Tribes has achieved minimal 

recognition. DNTs have a history of persecution by the criminal justice system and are 

continually targeted under specific laws and legal provisions. This historical stigmatization 

dated back to the Colonial times when the Criminal Tribes Act 1871 labelled several nomadic 

tribes as hereditary criminals and were made subject to systematic commission of non-

bailable offences. In a myriad of ways these DNT communities were subjected to state 

surveillance, control and violence since their social practices and physical attributes were 

considered evidences of their criminality. The British couldn’t understand the nomadic 

structure of the country and exploited these communities for cheap labour. During the 

nineteenth century hundreds of nomadic communities in India earned their livelihood by 

gathering forest products and performing on streets. The Independence of India failed to wash 

away the colonial stigma associated with them and even the Constitution of India turned a 

blind eye to the plight of the DNTs. It was only five years after India’s independence from 

the Colonial rule that the Criminal Tribes Act was repealed from Indian legislation. Even 

though many DNTs were released from the settlements where they had been confined since 

many years, few Denotified tribes continued to face the atrocities of the state and were 

labelled as habitual offenders by the Habitual Offenders Act. Many of these communities 

including the Chhara community continued to live on the same land where they had been 

dwelling for years due to lack of resources and livelihood. The state forces used these laws to 

exert their authority over these tribes and the community members continued to be harried 

and demeaned. “The Criminal Tribes Act was reborn under the name of HOA”, says Barge 

(Barge 18).  

Budhan Theatre, a community theatre led by the subaltern youth of the Chhara 

community used art as a medium to erase the historical stigma of their ancestors and question 

their identity as “second class citizens” in India. Situated in the heart of the city of 
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Ahmedabad in Gujrat, Chharanagar is abode to the Chhara community, a tribal group that 

followed a nomadic lifestyle and was labelled as criminals by the British. The Chharas have 

been living in this segregated community since the 1930s and due to lack of employment 

opportunities resorted to thievery and illicit liquor brewing. A strong prejudice surrounds this 

community due to which people are prohibited from entering this area. Owing to the criminal 

stigma imposed upon them and their history of being a wandering tribe, the Chhara youth has 

become scapegoats for the police and are liable to suspicion when crimes occur. They are 

unable to compete for jobs or acquire education inspite of being highly enthused to excel at 

education.  

It was only after the intervention of activists like G.N. Devy and Mahasweta Devi 

from the Denotified Nomadic Tribes Rights Action Group (DNT- RAG) that Budhan Theatre 

was founded in August 31, 1998. So powerful was the blot that these critics were denied 

access to this area. On entering Chharanagar they were taken by surprise when they found a 

group of youth producing and enacting plays on the social issues of the Chharas. Mahasweta 

Devi expressed great faith in the revolutionary potential of Budhan Theatre and told Dakxin 

Bajrange, the director of Budhan Theatre “use theatre as a weapon; your theatre has the power to 

disturb the consciousness of spectator. Don’t leave. I am sure a day will come when Chharas will 

lead the DNT movement; they will be the torch bearers for rest of the oppressed communities” 

(Bajrange). DNT-RAG also realised the need for education among the youth of Chharas and 

setup a library with revolutionary and cultural literature. 

I am not a theoretician, my theatre is experiential, but the theatre not only gave 

us a changed identity, it also provided dignity. Even other artists from Gujarat 

have started looking up to us as one of them. In fact our children couldn’t get 

into college for higher education earlier but today they do because they are 

considered good actors! (Bajrange 31) 

Budhan Theatre got its name from their magnum opus play Budhan Bolta hai, a play 

based on the murder of Budhan Sabre in police custody in Purulia, West Bengal. The Chhara 

youth was inspired by the work done by Mahasweta Devi in bringing justice to Budhan. In 

the late 1990s the Habitual Offenders Act was abolished by the government and the custodial 

death of Budhan was reviewed by the judiciary. The custodial killing of Budhan reverberated 

the Chhara community’s experience with the judiciary and the legal system. Budhan Bolta 

hai became the identity of Budhan theatre, the end becoming significant for posing the 

important question, “are we second class citizens?” and demanding “we want respect” 

(Acting Like a Thief  26). These statements reflect the deplorable condition of the Chharas as 
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they are continually harassed by the state institutions. Also, these statements demonstrate that 

Chharas are humans with emotions and aspirations, desirous of being accepted in the 

mainstream of the society.  

                 Budhan Theatre has been influenced by Jerzy Grotowski’s concept of “poor 

theatre” and has been following its dynamics due to lack of resources. They moved away 

from the conventions of synthetic theatre and adopted a minimalistic style for their theatrical 

performances. Grotowski defines theatre as “what takes place between spectator and actor” 

(Grotowski 32). According to him theatre “cannot exist without the actor spectator 

relationship of perceptual, direct, ‘live’ communion” (Grotowski 19). Hence Grotowski 

coined the term ‘poor theatre’ to focus on the horizontal relationship between the actor and 

the spectator. He defines it as a performative style that is stripped of all superfluous 

components like costumes, props, sets and make-up. His way of proceeding is “via negativa –

 not a collection of skills but an eradication of blocks” which brings about a complete 

manifestation of the sprit through the body leading to a “trans-lumination” in a performance 

in which “the body vanishes, burns, and the spectator sees only a series of visible impulses” 

(Grotowski 16). The conventions of poor theatre focus on the physical skills of the actor, 

limiting the usage of props and moving beyond the limitations of theatrical space. Plays can 

be staged in non-traditional spaces such as buildings and rooms with few resources. 

Grotowski suggested avoiding a “bag of tricks” and instead recommended the usage of 

“trance techniques” during a performance by seasoning an actor (Grotowski 16). This 

happens when the actor stretches to the extreme while expressing a tension and bares one’s 

own individual self by completely stripping down his inner self and gifting himself to the 

audience. Grotowski says,  

Can the theatre exist without costumes and sets? Yes, it can. 

Can it exist without music to accompany the plot? Yes. 

Can it exist without lighting effects? Of course. 

And without a text? Yes; the history of the theatre conforms this… 

But can the theatre exist without actors? I know of no example of this. (32) 

                  He avoids staging plays in mainstream theatres as he advocates elimination of 

superfluous elements like make-up, autonomic costume and scenography, a designated 

performance area and light and sound effect. The epitome of a performance is ‘the total act’, the 

moment during an actor’s performance when he reveals his inner being to the spectator. He defines 

‘the total act’ as “the act of laying oneself bare, of tearing off the mask of daily life, 

exteriorizing oneself… It is a serious and solemn act of revelation” (178). He further writes, 
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“In the most important moment in your role, reveal your most personal and closely guarded 

experience” (196). This kind of a performance provides a kind of provocation to the spectator 

and enables him to consciously or unconsciously do the same. He compares this act to the 

profound love present between two human beings. He proposes giving oneself totally in one’s 

deepest intimacy with confidence and calls it a biological and spiritual act which becomes 

“the essence of [t]he actor’s vocation” (92).  

                  He further emphasizes that the entire performative act is the source of the actor’s 

as well as the spectator’s holiness. By holiness he means a  

‘secular holiness’. If the actor, by setting himself a challenge publicly 

challenges others, and through excess, profanation and outrageous sacrilege 

reveals himself by casting off his everyday mask, he makes it possible for the 

spectator to undertake a similar process of self-penetration. If he does not 

exhibit his body, but annihilates it, burns it, frees it from every resistance to 

any psychic impulse, then he does not sell his body but sacrifices it. He repeats 

the atonement; he is close to holiness. (34) 

                As the actor sacrifices his own self and engages in a process of complete self- 

revelation, he also challenges the spectator towards an act of self-surrender. He says, “When 

you achieve this [total act] you will be pure, you will be purged, you will be without sin… It 

is a kind of redemption” (192). Grotowski’s understanding of theatre resonates Aristotle’s 

views on catharsis in a tragedy where a tragic performance leads to the purgation of feelings 

like pity and fear in the audience. Grotowski aims at an overall process of self- purification of 

the spectator and the actor.  

                   Poor Theatre exposed Budhan artists not only to the backbone of theatre but also 

to the richness of the art form. The artists lacked enough resources for props, lights, 

costumes, makeup or even a stage to perform. They only had their bodies and voices to 

express their historical stigmatisation. Like Grotowski, they consider theatre catharatic as it 

gives the actors a voice to speak and a space to struggle. They abstain from venting their 

anguish and anger violently but carve out a creative space for themselves. The artists of 

Budhan artists consider theatre a soul-searching process for the actors as well as the 

spectators, creating a space in their heart to feel each other’s pain and enabling them to 

develop social leadership that is nurturing rather than aggressive.  It becomes an event, a 

process, a challenge, an attempt to invoke change whether it is social, political, economic or 

individual, further leads to the liberation of the actor, spectator and space. During a theatrical 

performance, analysing social and political change is a complex process but analysing one’s 
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own real experience can be less convoluted as an exercise and more effective a weapon. 

Subject matter is prime in a performance as it drives people to think as they get to know the 

reality they never knew. The emotions are authentic, the dialogues forceful. The artists do not 

seek out to dilute the content but live out their real lives infront of the audience. Through the 

use of minimal props, the actors convey the cruelty and terror of the system and the agony of 

the community. They use their voices and their bodies to convey the relationship between the 

oppressor and the oppressed. The chorus plays a pivotal role in the performance too. The 

songs are heart- rending and the group movement is accompanied by drums and everyday 

objects like utensils, lanterns conch shells and bottles. The costumes are modest, regular 

clothes which bring an element of authenticity in the play. The makeup is minimal. Having 

no specific theatre form, Budhan theatre uses street plays and other experimental forms to 

create sensitization. It has surpassed the constraints of space and gone beyond the limitations 

of location by training its actors to perform not only on the stage but also buses, terrace, 

classrooms and museums.  

                    Budhan has played a pivotal role in emancipating and liberating its actors. It 

metamorphosed them from illiterate individuals, lacking formal theatre training into skilled, 

celebrated artists. They were committed to social change and theatre gave them a platform to 

voice their concern and express their pain. Budhan Theatre acted as a distraction, keeping 

them away from illegal activities like gambling, stealing and liquor brewing. As they 

interacted with the audience, they also confronted their own self and questioned their 

existence. This brought about an internal transformation in the actors and erased their inner 

hollowness. They strove to fight not only for the acceptance of their own community but also 

raised their voices against internal issues of the community.  

                    Poor theatre also emphasises on liberating space through performance. Budhan 

theatre has been able to achieve this task by bringing Chharanagar on the forefront through 

this strategic fight. Since Colonial times, Chharanagar has been labelled as an infamous place 

and stigmatized as a criminal hub. The performances of Budhan theatre drew people from 

different classes and locations to visit this disrespected place. Liquor and gambling spaces in 

the community were transformed into theatre spaces. It initiated a dialogue with different 

institutions, be it legal, judicial or educational. As a result of this dialogue, police atrocities 

were reduced and the legal system was awakened to the reality of this community. The police 

sought the help of Budhan Theatre to learn about the DNTs before going to their respective 

districts. Having been negatively portrayed in Indian literature, police record and Indian laws, 
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they have been able to present their demands before the government through their narrative 

discourse.  

                      The rhetorical technique of the artists is effective and their style realistic. The 

themes are drawn from everyday experiences after conducting community survey within the 

Chharas or other DNT communities. The issues range from legal atrocities to exploitation by 

other government agencies. Budhan Bolta hai, Pinya Hari Kale ki Maut, Encounter, Ulgutan, 

Kahani Meri Tumhari are some of the plays in which the artists discuss a social problem and 

highlight the oppressed state of their community. Budhan Bolta hai and  Pinya Hari Kale ki 

Maut are based on Budhan Sabre’s and Kale’s murder cases in police custody. The dialogues 

of the chorus of Budhan Bolta hai very aptly reflect the strategic murder of Budhan by the 

police.  

Chorus: Budhan is a thief.  

Accept your crime.  

Beat the scoundrel. 

 Give him electric shocks. 

 Drive him mad.  

The dark cell. (Acting Like a Thief 23) 

                        Encounter highlights the victimization of a member of one of the DNTS who 

was forcibly dragged out of his home by the police and later killed without recording any 

crime against him on paper. The play exposes the tendency of the police to label any of the 

DNT members as criminals and tyrannize the community. Similarly, Kahani Meri Tumhari is 

a record of the history of suffering and victimization of the Chhara community.  

                       Budhan Theatre has modified Badal Sircar’s Bhoma according to their 

requirement. In this play they highlight the injustrice of Ahmedadbad Minicipal Corporation 

which had bulldozed a DNT settlement leading to the death of two children. The chorus of 

the play, “Bulldozer bhai bulldozer, corporation bulldozer” addresses the common fears felt 

by the members of the DNT communities. Budhan Theatre also focuses on the general 

problems of the Indian society like female oppression, caste and class system, land rights, 

right to clean drinking water etc. Ulgutan is a play which deals with the problem of land 

rights of the Adivasi community in India. These communities depend upon the forests for 

livelihood and have inhabited them for generations till they were taken away by the forest 

department. The play highlights the community’s fight for land during the British era and 

inspires the DNT communities to raise their voices against government policies and laws in 

contemporary times as well. Choli ke Piche kya hai? is an adaptation of Mahasweta Devi’s 
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play Breast Giver. It throws light on the deplorable condition of a woman suppressed by the 

constraints of class and caste. It is about the objectification of a female body, thereby creating 

a discourse of the doubly marginalized subaltern. Inspite of being denied grants or funding 

from any government agency, they have been able to fight legal battles through their 

performances.  

                     Budhan Theatre movement has emerged as a persevering force against social, 

political and financial challenges due to the deep conviction and determination of its artists 

who have also established themselves in the conventional creative space. They have used 

theatre as a conduit between the community and the mainstream society. Theatre has become 

a cause to witness the Chhara community and by establishing itself as a creative hub, Budhan 

has been able to remove the stigma associated with the community. Budhan Theatre has been 

creating a revolution for social acceptance and through their strategic fight trying to acquire 

constitutional rights for the DNTs. Due to the catharatic impact of their performances, they 

have been able to awaken not only the general masses but also bring about self-realization in 

their own community to view themselves as victims of the state agencies. Budhan Theatre 

has realized the liberating and transformative power of performance. From being a grassroot 

theatre it has evolved into a revolutionary force bringing about a social, cultural and political 

reconciliation between the perpetrator and the survivor.  
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