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L 
ET me clarify at lJ:ie very o

. 

utsel 
that writing an ol:!jective review 
of Anjum Katy.it's expansive
analysis of the We and times of
Safciar Hashmi, his Jana Natya 

Mandi (JANAM) theatre troupe and its
i mpu<.1. on the cuhurJ.I and political milieu 
of contemporary Indian society is not easy 
for me. I directly experiented Salaar's ren
aissance tulelage(the last 15 months of his
life), and became an important element in
the sul:Eequenl theatre movement. Thos e 
15 months with Safdarer:eated a lifetime of
progressive i.nl1uences and JANAM literal
ly shaped my worldview 

Still, I was ruptivated by the book. Katya] 
hlS been able to tring in a wide l):!l'b1)e<.-tive
keeping Sataar as the anchorman, yet
spreading the nel of sensitive understand•
i.ng of a tumulb..wus <.'entury okokmial and 
post-mlonial world-the 20th century, with
its great imperialist wars, freedom slrug.
!{!es, peoples' revolutions, peal-e move
ments, fascist takeovers and cultural
uµmrge. She does this by s im?y linking
what influenced Safdar with his perennial
democr.ltic idrulism, hisecledic and prolil�
ic mhural expressions and mmmunira
tions, and how his life and its output influ
enc.-ed his tirres and generotion s to come. 

The author does it in a very objective and 
sut'Culent manner by employing many well
knmvn voices - emotive and inteJJectual,
lay and participatnry, t-ullur.ll and pOlitical,
activists and acade mies, from various spet• 
trums. Among them are thnse who knew
Satclar personally (mother, wile, colle..JgUes,
etc) and those who didn't (scholars. 
observers, <:ultural proctitione-s). And then
she. brings in her all-entom passing perSpe<.�
tive. making even the polernia; (poli!ial.l and
cuhural)very sim�e, dired and readable. 

Sataar Hashmi dreamt of an egalitarian
and just society, where ereativity reigns.
Unlike armchair dreamers and intella:tuals,
he tried to realise his dream by actually
working towards it. He created theatre , 
music, poetry and t<Xlk it directly to the
masses lo raise their t'O:nsciousne.ss. He
wrote articles and essays tomrnmunicale an 
understanding of this aspiration for prugres
s ive change and taught student.s in('Ollege. 
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Hash mi dreamt of an egalitarian and just society. where a-eativity reigns. PHOTOCDUR11'S�HASHMI FIIMII.Y

Katyal's book on Safdar Hashmi is a reminder that no 

fonn of freedom is achieved without the consistent 
rigour of struggle and collective aspirations 

He. chose a Marxist phikisophical pith to
unde.rsmnd the social reality around him
and worked on the ground to fight tor the 
rights and n eeds of" the wnrking class. He

btrivt'd to forge unity of all humanists and 
�gressi"-e elements in socidy. Bui before
he ("Ould further his ideas andereotive and
political e.nde.a..,'Ours, he was brutally mLI.I'
dered by political goons while he W'.lS per,
forming a play called 'Halla Bol' with his 
street theatre troupe at Sahioobad near DeJ.
hi. They were opp0sed to the theme of the
fiay: minimum \�age demands ofthe work
er.i. Rist his death. a shocked creative com 
mu nity got galv.lnised across the c-oun!ry to
unite and stand up for freedom of expres
sion. His legaty rontinue.s. 

In a fairly short book, Katya! manages to 
disc.uss a whole range of topic, -social,(ul
tuml and political. Together, these laid the
ground for a st.re.a thecl:re movement in
India, eventually brmking down the veiy
� of the form and content of political
street theatre. its <:rail and philosophy, its
reach and imputt, as well$ the �s ofaII
political ecpressions - the trigger for the
idea. Safdar's thoughts and voice are 
employed from time to time to keep it alive

and ticking with positive enB"gy, which ep t •
omised Safdar and propelled a grounds\-.ell 
ofeullllm.l movements across the t'Ountry,
post his untimely death. 

n is clearly a very imrxirtant book at a time.
when the very idea of a just and democratic
society seems like a pipe dream. It is a
reminder to the dormant cit:iz.e.nry and the 
active dreamers that. no form of freedom is
a<:hieved without the t'Onsistent rigour of
struggle and tclledive aspirations. 

Safdar \filS a product <if both the euphoria 
of political i:ndependent-e from tulmialisrn
and despondenc.-y ofthe horror of furtition.
He grew up while various socio-political
movements raged around him, some seces
sioni;.1 and most for socio-etonomic justil-e.
He came into cultuml matU11tywhen the
dratunian Emergency threw theOWQsition
oul of gear. His mo,-t active �riod \� the
one which witnessed the horror of the 1984
anti-Sikh pogrom and the growing of the 
('Ommunal Frankenstein into its fundamen
tali;.tavatar around the Ram Janmabhoomi
Babri Mrurjid mnllict, which had a tectonic 
etlectin21st century India. 

The pre.sent generation is sbuggling lo 
make sense of den'U:rntic i:rinciples. 

The likes of Sataar Hashmi irrigated a ler
lile irogressiveculturalspice, taking �atre 
direetlytothetoilingmasses,enguginglhern 
in a lively debate about their rights and 
needs. In such a background, we are faced 
with a massive dilemma and ("Onundrum:
how to rescue the de.mocr<ltic cull.ur,1] sp:n.-e 
from the stranglehold of the right-wing fas
cist propaganda, which\�fh imrnensel-orpo
rate invei,'trnen land official machinery has
apiropriated and hijacked both the main
st:rrurn and altematil,-e spaces of t'Ommuni
c.Jl.ion, lat"ing these with the vicious 'hate 
and divide' poison under the garb ofa holy 
retiv-.llist nationalistic agenda. 

It would have. been very interesting to
see how Safdar would have responded lo 
this monstrous challenge. But, as vividly
illustrated by Katya!, Sa laar's ability to
bring a wide spectrum of voires together
for a l-omrnon cause. of n urturing demo
cratic fervour, and his <Xmstant efforts lo 
forge artistic unity for highlighting the 
common man's struggle. and his consis
tent endeavour ID take art and culture 
dirett ly to the people has a big lesson for 
all of us. Especially for the generation 
under whose very complaCe nt nose(while
il buries itself in its reel culture and Insta 
consumption). the constitutional guaran
tees are being diluted daily. 

While Safdar kept the l-ultural flag of'jus
tic:e for all' tlying in the. la!.-t quarter of the 
20th century, in her passionale analysis, 
Katya! bares the ideas for us to take dear 
hints and rues to raise ihat flag ag.l.i.n. 


