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Dialogue in the pig-slaughter scene is completely drowned out by howls of laughter. 
But it’s not all comedy — when the polio-afflicted student tells his story, the audience 
clucks, shakes their heads, murmurs, “True, true.”

Midway through, there is a commotion of shouting and revving engines to one 
side, but the show goes on. Later we learn that some dominant-caste ruffians, hearing 
of the play, arrived on their motorcycles to disrupt it, but were repelled by the tough 
young Dalits of the neighborhood, who felt protective of the performers.

Back to the play: Shakuntala, Madhu, and the rest manage to project their 
voices. Twilight has fallen in the basti, but the drama continues in the semidarkness. 
From scene to scene, the novice performers gain momentum and verve. Energy cycles 
between actors and audience in an escalating spiral. In the final scene, Balwant’s des-
perate, falling-on-the-floor groveling before Vimal — the ultimate humiliation of the 
“upper caste” villain — launches the crowd into appreciative hysterics, despite the now 
near-total lack of visibility. The play concludes in the dark with the entire company 
singing a mother’s song: “Do your studies, child, do your studies, listen to your moth-
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er’s wisdom and make something of yourself.” Repeating the refrain six, ten, dozens of 
times, with dancing and drumming, the company sings and sings and sings. The audi-
ence joins in, and everyone grows hoarse singing as night deepens over Sammalkha.

In Theatre of the Oppressed, Boal writes of a Peruvian woman who, asked to create 
a picture of her hometown with stationary actors, placed them in a tableau depicting 
the castration of a peasant rebel by landlords. I had just witnessed forty Dalit youth 
effectively answering the same challenge — to create a picture of their home commu-
nities — with a street play featuring social exclusion, child abuse, parental alcohol-
ism, and rampant caste discrimination at school. If Boal’s painstakingly intentional 
method is based on somewhat dogmatic aesthetics, Sushil’s more ad hoc approach 
reflects a pragmatic synthesis of drama-school savvy and the shared social experience 
of Dalit life. But the goals were similar: as in the Boalian experiments, the exercise at  
Sammalkha was intended not to purge spectators of their revolutionary sentiments, but 
rather to stimulate in the actors critical awareness of their situation and their capacity 
to alter the story.

Was it successful? Is it too early to tell?
After the play, as we all returned to the workshop venue, I noticed that Vimal and 

Balwant were walking taller than they had two days before, their smiles broad, their 
stride newly confident. Shakuntala, too, seemed a different person. Walking beside me, 
she told me that things were going to change when she got back home to Fatehbad. 
“Brother,” she said, “today I brought out my voice for the first time. From today, no one 
will be able to stop it.”


