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out. He considers himself a threat to his wife’s
and daughter’s security because of his Muslim
identity. He even tries “very hard to not take
Allah’s name”. The author’s nuanced writing
about Asghar paints him in shades of grey in-
stead of making him out to be either a hero or
a villain, a victim or a perpetrator.

Roy also touches upon the experiences of
children born to interfaith couples. Some chil-
dren gravitate towards either of the two reli-
gions, while some wish to adopt aspects of
both. Others want to carve out an identity that
is neither Hindu nor Muslim. However, this
book focusses on the couples rather than their
children, so Roy looks at how the couple’s eq-

uation with their parents altered with the birth
of grandchildren. 

As a self-aware researcher, Roy takes res-
ponsibility for the gaps in his research and ad-
mits that “interviews with parents of the parti-
cipants would have added an intergenerational
context to their choices”. More importantly, he
notes how his own identity as a Hindu re-
searcher might have in�uenced and a�ected
the responses of the Muslim participants. Ack-
nowledging the subjectivity at work is certainly
a mark of academic integrity. �

Chintan Girish Modi is a freelance writer, journalist, and

book reviewer.

Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Ho-
ly! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy!

The world is holy! The soul is holy! The skin is
holy! The nose is holy! The tongue and c_ _ _ _ and
hand and a_ _ _ _ _e holy!

Everything is holy! everybody’s holy! eve-
rywhere is holy! everyday is in eternity! Every-
man’s an angel!

The bum’s as holy as the seraphim! the mad-
man is holy as you my soul are holy!

The typewriter is holy the poem is holy the
voice is holy the hearers are holy the ecstasy is
holy!

T
hus “howled” the Beat poet
Allen Ginsberg in 1955. In In-
dia, we witnessed “the best
minds of my [our] genera-
tion destroyed” in the dawn
of 1989 with the murder of

the playwright and political activist Safdar
Hashmi, followed by many more in the last de-
cade of the 21st century. Safdar Hashmi: To-
wards Theatre for Democracy by Anjum Katyal

howls for democracy. This study is a rich addi-
tion to the Safdar Hashmi oeuvre, placing as it
does his life, works, and dreams in the larger
context of keeping dialogues alive, being open
to new forms and modes of reaching out,
evolving horizontal leadership, being sensitive
to the porous aspects of cultures in India and
reminding us of the relevance of making art in
the darkest of times. Katyal writes in her intro-
duction about her a�ective response after
watching the documentary �lm on Hashmi’s
funeral march: “My tears, perhaps, are for the
sheer courage and hope that keeps alive faith
in a just society, despite the tyranny of the
powers that hate and divide.”

O�ering the reader Safdar’s most signi�-
cant contribution, namely “theatre of democ-
racy”, the study draws from already existing
resources, such as Safdar’s mother Qamar
Hashmi’s recollections titled The Fifth Flame;
Safdar’s interviews with Eugene van Erven in
1988; collections of his writings; memoirs by
his wife, Moloyashree, Habib Tanvir, and M.K.
Raina; publications of the Safdar Hashmi Me-
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morial Trust; Arjun Ghosh’s academic study
titled A History of the Jana Natya Manch; Sud-
hanva Deshpande’s brilliant insider narrative
titled Halla Bol: The Death and Life of Safdar
Hashmi; and Katyal’s own interviews with Saf-
dar’s associates some 30 years after his death. 

What I found most moving in the book is
the elaborate description of Safdar’s child-
hood that shaped him. Corroborated by his
brother, Sohail Hashmi, years after his pass-
ing, it says something about Safdar’s core:
openness and compassion. As Safdar himself
acknowledged, the music he heard in child-
hood came to him spontaneously. 

The book also discusses international stu-
dent and youth movements in detail, provid-
ing a context for similar student movements in
India. Added to this rich repository is the his-
tory of how street theatre was an established
mode of resistance in India and how Safdar
walked into it. Katyal’s recounting of the histo-
ry of street theatre as political theatre of prot-
est in Bengal from the 1930s and its close a�n-
ity to the Left organisations traces the political
legacy of Safdar and the Jana Natya Manch ( Ja-
nam), the radical theatre group he founded in
1973. 

India’s regional histories are unique and
grounded in their speci�c realities. Sudhanva’s
book gives us a detailed history of Samudaya,
one of Karnataka’s oldest street theatre
groups, and the Andhra Praja Natya Mandali.
The “national” can never be the sum of the re-
gions, and is a nuanced understanding of how

each region negotiates from the grounded-
ness of its speci�c realities. 

The campaign for communal harmony in
Delhi in 1984 after the anti-Sikh riots is well-
known today. Katyal traces Janam’s engage-
ment with the issue of communalism much
before that, through the play Hatyare (1978),
which addressed the Hindu-Muslim riots in
Aligarh. Set in the lock-making industry in Ali-
garh, Hashmi’s childhood town, the play ex-
poses the vested interests of those who in-
dulge in divisive politics. The translation in this
book of this play along with a new translation
of Aurat and Machine enriches the repertoire
of street theatre in India. 

A
ttention to gender has always
been pronounced in Janam. Katyal
devotes a whole chapter to Aurat, the

all-time classic brought to life on stage by Mo-
loyashree. The upsurge of the women’s move-
ment was echoed in the plays, documentary
�lms, and literacy �lms made by Doordarshan
at that time, and Safdar was involved in all of
them. 

What I missed, though, was the story of
how Habib Tanvir developed the play Mote-
ram ka Satyagraha (adapted from Prem-
chand's short story) along with Janam. Sud-
hanva, in his characteristic light-hearted
style, has recorded how the role of Chameli
Jaan the courtesan, deftly played by Mo-

�

Safdar Hashmi 

in Aya Chunav,

Janam’s first

political play

performed in

Hissar, Haryana, 

in 1981. BY SPECIAL
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Safdar
Hashmi
stood
steadfast to
keep spaces
of “opposi-
tion, protest,
critique,
dissent”
alive. 
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R
iding the Korean Hallyu
wave on the back of Han
Kang’s contribution to
world literature must have
given the select members
of the Nobel Prize Com-

mittee a terri�c thrill. That Han’s work, to use
her surname in the Korean manner, is unset-
tling is unquestionable. At the age of 53, Han is
being hailed as one of the youngest women to
snatch the golden �eece of Literature.

In her best known work, The Vegetarian,
which catapulted her to fame when it won the
Man Booker International Prize in 2016, she
sets up a situation that is so bizarre as to be
alien, if not alienating. It is like watching Ba-
bette’s Feast in reverse, going from the sheer
joy of excess consumption to a puritanical de-
nial of food. To focus on The Vegetarian in the

context of the Nobel Prize allows one a shar-
per perspective in gauging Han’s work.

“My books are variations on the theme of
human violence,” Han has said in her inter-
views. She belongs to a family of writers and
artists. Her father, Han Seung-won, who is a
novelist himself, has said: “Sentences written
by my daughter are extremely delicate, beauti-
ful, and sad.” He also has an interesting aside
on the English translator Deborah Smith,
whom he describes as belonging to a “tradi-
tional British family”, whatever that means,
and explains that her long association of
“learning Korean for seven years in both Bri-
tain and Korea helped her develop a perspec-
tive on Korean society”.

Writing as a vegetarian and an expert on
Korean culture, D.C. Zook tells us in a 2016
post on Medium.com that though the title The 

Unmasking Korea
Han Kang’s 2016 masterpiece is a critique of Korean society and the violence 

she suggests lies beneath its bland surface. It is a statement of resistance, 

which this year’s Nobel Prize celebrates. GEETA DOCTOR
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loyashree, drew �ak within the group itself.
In many ways, this play exposed the hypocri-
sies within progressive circles regarding fe-
male agency. It also underscored how impor-
tant it is that female desire and sexual agency
become part of our discussions on gender,
along with the never-ending issues of vio-
lence and safe space.

T
he last chapter highlights how Saf-
dar passionately worked to help
“build and strengthen democratic

processes and practice” even as he worked to
build a cultural centre in a working-class lo-
cale. The process, applied both within and
outside the group and in all the mediums Saf-
dar explored, stresses inclusivity and collabo-
ration; innate egalitarianism; addressing

doubts without evading; collective decision-
making; mobilising political artists across the
nation; caring for theatre workers’ dignity and
economic well-being; and above all “to re-hu-
manise the humanity” as the Brazilian theatre
practitioner and political activist Augusto Boal
envisioned.

Safdar stood steadfast to keep spaces of
“opposition, protest, critique, dissent” alive.
At a time when all of these are under siege, we
need to build these spaces, large and small, to
hold ourselves together. Katyal’s book re-
minds us of the urgency to do that. �

A. Mangai is a retired associate professor in English from

Stella Maris College and a theatre practitioner for four

decades in Tamil. She has also translated Sudhanva

Deshpande’s Halla Bol into Tamil as Urakka Pesu.
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