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Abstract 

Dalit theatre occupies an important place in Indian literature because it brings experiences of 
caste discrimination and social exclusion into the public space of performance. It does not 
merely describe suffering; it also questions the social practices and structures that produce such 
suffering. This paper studies the aesthetic and thematic concerns of Dalit theatre through M. M. 
Vinodini’s Thirst (Dahaam) and Datta Bhagat’s Routes and Escape Routes (Wata-Palwata). The 
two plays approach caste from different situations, yet both are concerned with dignity, identity, 
discrimination and the possibility of social change. Thirst focuses particularly on the experience 
of Dalit women and shows how caste and gender operate together. The denial of access to water 
becomes a powerful symbol of the denial of equality and basic human dignity. Routes and 
Escape Routes examines caste through family relationships, education, housing, politics, inter-
caste marriage and the Ambedkarite movement. The paper argues that these plays are significant 
not only because they represent Dalit life realistically but also because they make audiences 
question familiar social attitudes. Their dramatic situations, characters and conflicts show that 
legal equality by itself cannot remove deeply rooted prejudice. Dalit theatre therefore becomes a 
space where experience, protest and reflection come together. 

Keywords: Dalit theatre, Dalit literature, caste, aesthetics, social justice, resistance, equality, 
identity. 

Introduction: Dalit Identity and Dalit Theatre Aesthetics 

The word “Dalit” carries a history of oppression as well as a history of resistance. It is generally 
associated with communities that were treated as “untouchable” within the caste system. 
Although untouchability was abolished constitutionally in independent India, caste 
discrimination has not disappeared from social life. The continuing use of the term Dalit 
therefore also points to an ongoing struggle for dignity, equality and social recognition. 

For a long period, Dalit communities were pushed to the margins of village and social life. 
Restrictions on physical contact, residence, education and access to public resources were part of 
a system that denied them equal participation. Constitutional safeguards, education and 
affirmative action have created important opportunities since independence, but discrimination  



 

 

and violence have continued in different forms. Dalit literature developed in this historical 
context and gave writers an opportunity to speak from experiences that had often been ignored or 
represented by others. 

The Sanskrit root “dal” is commonly explained through meanings such as broken, crushed or 
oppressed. In Dalit writing, however, the term cannot be understood only through suffering. It 
also expresses resistance, collective identity and the desire to change an unequal social order. 
Dalit literature and theatre challenge established literary traditions by bringing questions of caste, 
class, gender, religion, language and identity into the centre of discussion. 

Dalit theatre is especially significant because the experiences represented on the page are also 
presented through performance. The body, voice, dialogue, setting and interaction between 
characters can make social discrimination visible to an audience. The stage becomes a place 
where everyday experiences acquire a public dimension. In this sense, Dalit theatre is closely 
connected with social awareness and protest while retaining the possibilities of dramatic art. 

Significance of Dalit Literature and Its Revolutionary Vision 

Toral Jatin Gajarawala points to the importance of Dalit writing in changing the way Indian 
society and literary history are understood. By bringing caste, class and social inequality into 
literary discussion, Dalit writers have widened the field of Indian literature. Their writing makes 
space for experiences that were not adequately represented in the mainstream canon. 

A striking feature of much Dalit writing is its directness. The language often remains close to 
ordinary speech and everyday experience rather than depending on an elaborate literary style. 
This directness is important because the writer is not simply describing an abstract social 
problem. The writing is rooted in lived reality. It questions the social and cultural assumptions 
that have allowed inequality to continue and asks readers to look at familiar institutions from 
another perspective. 

Alok Mukherjee similarly stresses the importance of Dalit perspectives for an understanding of 
Indian society. If the experiences of marginalized communities are left out, the picture of India 
remains incomplete. Dalit literature has therefore become an important area of academic study in 
India and outside it. Its realistic mode is closely connected with the social conditions from which 
it emerges. 

Dalit literature can also be understood as a response to cultural exclusion. Many Dalit writers 
have questioned a literary canon that has traditionally been shaped by dominant social groups. 
Their work creates alternative narratives based on equality, justice and human dignity. Baburao 
Bagul, for example, viewed Dalit literature as a force capable of bringing social change through 
new knowledge and ways of thinking. The revolutionary aspect of Dalit literature thus lies not 
only in what it represents but also in its attempt to change the reader’s understanding of society. 



 

 

Analysis of M. M. Vinodini’s Thirst (Dahaam) 

S. Armstrong, in her discussion of Indian Dalit drama and translation, observes that Dalit theatre 
is closely connected with everyday experience and social awareness. It challenges 
representations produced by dominant groups and creates space for Dalit histories and voices. 
This understanding is useful in reading M. M. Vinodini’s Thirst, a play that brings caste and 
gender together through a very ordinary but essential resource: water. 

Thirst was originally written in Telugu as Dahaam in 2002 and was later translated into English 
by K. Suneetha Rani. The play began as a street play intended to create public awareness. Its 
dramatic situation is simple but powerful. The Dalit community has dug the only well in the 
village, yet its members are prevented from using the water because of caste restrictions. They 
live on the outskirts of the village and struggle for access to clean drinking water. 

Water in the play therefore becomes much more than a physical necessity. It represents survival, 
equality and the right to live with dignity. The denial of water shows how caste discrimination 
can enter the most basic areas of everyday life. The fact that the community has helped create the 
resource but is denied access to it makes the injustice even more visible. 

The experience of Ganga is central to the play. She is a Dalit woman whose body is treated 
differently according to the needs of the dominant caste. Her breast milk is accepted when an 
upper-caste child needs it, but she is considered “untouchable” when she approaches the village 
well. The contrast exposes the hypocrisy of a system that can make use of Dalit women’s labour 
and bodies while denying them equal human status. 

The character of Prasad gives voice to the anger that has accumulated through years of neglect. 
His questions draw attention to the fact that the suffering of Dalit families is not caused by a 
temporary shortage of water but by a social system that refuses to recognise their basic rights. 
The play thus moves from an individual problem to a larger question about caste and social 
power. 

A particularly important moment occurs when Chinna Reddy asks Ganga to breastfeed his 
starving child. Ganga does not simply accept the request. She asks the upper-caste community to 
recognise the violence and humiliation inflicted on her family and on the Dalit community. Her 
response changes the nature of the situation. She is no longer presented as someone who is 
expected to serve others silently. She speaks from a position of self-respect and demands 
acknowledgement of injustice before offering help. 

This is also where the play’s Dalit-feminist dimension becomes clear. Ganga is oppressed by 
caste as well as by gender, but the play does not leave her in the position of a helpless victim. 
She makes a moral and political choice. Her demand for an apology links compassion with 
justice: helping another person does not mean accepting one’s own humiliation. 



 

 

Dalit Consciousness and Social Justice in Thirst 

Thirst presents caste not only as a set of formal rules but as a system maintained through 
everyday attitudes and inherited power. The dominant caste members use social customs to 
control access to resources and to preserve their authority. The play therefore reveals the 
difference between constitutional equality and lived experience. 

The development of Dalit consciousness is gradual. Some characters initially tolerate 
discrimination because fear and social conditioning have become part of everyday life. As 
humiliation and injustice continue, however, the characters begin to question the situation and 
recognise the need for collective action. The play suggests that resistance becomes possible when 
individuals begin to see their experiences as part of a larger social problem. 

The women in the play are especially important to this movement. Ganga’s refusal to accept the 
existing arrangement makes dignity an active principle rather than a passive idea. The final 
movement of the play, in which the dominant caste members acknowledge their wrongdoing and 
the well becomes accessible to everyone, provides a symbolic movement from exclusion towards 
equality. The shared well becomes a sign that a public resource can also become a shared social 
space. 

Analysis of Datta Bhagat’s Routes and Escape Routes (Wata-Palwata) 

Datta Bhagat’s Marathi play Wata-Palwata, written in 1987 and translated into English as Routes 
and Escape Routes by Maya Pandit, examines caste through a much wider social and political 
framework. The play brings together questions of identity, education, housing, employment, 
inter-caste marriage, reservation and political activism. Rather than presenting caste as a problem 
affecting only one community, Bhagat shows how caste relationships influence people across 
different social positions. 

The play can be read against the background of the Ambedkarite movement and the changes that 
took place after independence. The conversion of many members of the Mahar community to 
Buddhism, inspired by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, forms part of this historical context. Conversion 
offered a way of rejecting the stigma associated with caste and adopting an identity connected 
with equality and self-respect. Yet the play makes it clear that changing religious identity does 
not automatically remove social prejudice. 

The relationship between Sonal and Arjun brings the problem of inter-caste marriage into the 
centre of the drama. Sonal, the daughter of Dasrao Guruji, belongs to an upper-caste family, 
while Arjun is a Buddhist. Sonal expects Hema, who has herself married Satish, a Buddhist, to 
understand her situation. However, the conflicts surrounding these relationships reveal how 
deeply caste remains connected with family honour and social identity. 

 



 

 

Dasrao is particularly significant because he represents the gap that can exist between public 
principles and private choices. He presents himself as a reformer, yet he does not accept his 
daughter’s relationship with Arjun. Through this contradiction, Bhagat shows that intellectual 
agreement with social reform does not necessarily lead to a change in personal attitudes. 

Hema’s situation is equally revealing. She has rejected the caste identity into which she was 
born, but others continue to identify her through that background. Her experience suggests that 
caste is not simply an identity that an individual can leave behind by personal decision. Social 
attitudes and labels continue to influence relationships even when individuals themselves reject 
caste distinctions. 

Caste Conflict, Inter-Caste Marriage and Social Inequality 

Routes and Escape Routes does not present inter-caste marriage as a simple solution to caste 
discrimination. The conflicts faced by Sonal, Arjun, Hema and Satish show that personal 
relationships can challenge caste boundaries, but they cannot by themselves transform the social 
structures surrounding those relationships. 

The treatment of Satish, a Buddhist and a college professor, is an important example. Dasrao 
initially considers renting his house to him but becomes hesitant when his caste identity becomes 
known. Other tenants threaten to leave if a Dalit family occupies the building. The incident is 
significant because Satish is educated and professionally established. His position does not 
protect him from prejudice. Bhagat therefore shows that caste discrimination can continue even 
when traditional assumptions about education and social mobility appear to have changed. 

The episode involving Shewanta adds another dimension. She struggles to continue her 
education and hopes to qualify for teaching, but she needs an experience certificate. Satish 
refuses to issue a false certificate because of his professional principles. Later, Kaka attempts to 
find an unofficial solution. The incident raises questions about the relationship between social 
disadvantage, bureaucracy and ethical choices. It also shows that people who are disadvantaged 
may be pushed towards uncertain or unofficial routes simply because formal systems are difficult 
to access. 

The play also examines attitudes towards reservation. Some upper-caste characters express 
dissatisfaction with affirmative action, while the larger context of the play draws attention to 
why such measures became necessary. Reservation is presented in relation to the historical 
exclusion of Dalit communities from education and employment. The debate therefore becomes 
part of the play’s larger concern with equality and social justice. 

Political Conflict and Social Justice in Routes and Escape Routes 

Bhagat uses ordinary incidents to reveal how caste discrimination survives in everyday life. 
Satish recalls a community sanitation project in which a separate cup of tea was kept for Dalit  



 

 

students. The students refused to accept the discriminatory arrangement and left. The incident is 
small in scale, but its significance lies in the way untouchability is reproduced through routine 
social behaviour. 

The play also refers to older practices such as separate settlements and separate utensils. These 
practices created physical and social distance and reinforced the belief that Dalits could not share 
the same spaces as dominant castes. By placing such incidents within a dramatic narrative, 
Bhagat shows that caste is not only a political issue; it is also present in ordinary interactions. 

The second act gives greater importance to political action through Arjun Jadhav. Milind Nagar, 
a housing colony originally intended for flood victims, remains unoccupied because the 
authorities do not distribute the houses. Arjun responds by organising a protest and leading Dalit 
families into the vacant houses. His approach is more direct than the gradual reform associated 
with some of the older characters. 

Bhagat, however, does not turn Arjun into an uncomplicated hero. His later treatment of 
Shewanta creates a serious ethical problem. He collects money from residents and eventually 
forces Shewanta out when she cannot pay. Kaka, who had initially seen Arjun’s activism as a 
new direction for the movement, becomes disappointed. The episode suggests that a struggle for 
justice can itself be weakened when power is used without accountability. 

Shewanta’s death during police firing further complicates the political conflict. Her death draws 
attention to the risks faced by marginalised communities when social protest comes into conflict 
with state power. At the same time, Bhagat does not reduce the play to a simple opposition 
between good and bad characters. Different characters represent different approaches to social 
change, and each approach has its strengths and limitations. 

Kaka and Dasrao are associated with an older generation shaped by the freedom struggle and 
gradual reform. Satish and Hema place greater faith in constitutional values, reason and peaceful 
change. Arjun represents a younger and more militant approach based on direct political action 
and mobilisation. By bringing these positions together, Bhagat makes the title of the play 
meaningful: there are different “routes” towards social change, but individuals and communities 
also look for “escape routes” from the limitations imposed by caste. 

The final interaction between Arjun and Sonal introduces a more hopeful possibility. Arjun 
protects Sonal from an angry crowd and helps her return home safely. The act challenges the 
prejudices surrounding their relationship and shows that human concern can cross the boundaries 
that society has constructed. The play does not offer an easy solution, but it leaves room for the 
possibility of change through mutual respect and recognition of common humanity. 

Conclusion 

Dalit theatre has become an important area of Indian literary and cultural study because it brings 
marginalised experiences into direct conversation with questions of power, identity and justice.  



 

 

Its significance lies not only in representing suffering but also in questioning the structures and 
attitudes that produce it. The form connects everyday experience with wider social and political 
concerns and therefore occupies a distinctive position within Indian theatre. 

M. M. Vinodini’s Thirst and Datta Bhagat’s Routes and Escape Routes demonstrate two 
different ways of examining caste. Thirst concentrates on the immediate experience of Dalit 
women and uses the denial and sharing of water to explore dignity, discrimination and resistance. 
Ganga’s refusal to accept humiliation without acknowledgement of injustice makes self-respect 
central to the play. The shared well at the end becomes a simple but meaningful image of 
movement towards equality. 

Routes and Escape Routes presents a broader network of caste relations. Its characters encounter 
caste in marriage, housing, education, employment, political activism and public policy. The 
play also shows that reform is complicated. Inter-caste marriage may challenge social 
boundaries, but it cannot by itself remove prejudice. Legal reforms are important, but the play 
repeatedly returns to the need for changes in attitudes and social behaviour. 

Taken together, the two plays show why Dalit theatre cannot be understood simply as a literature 
of protest. It is also a literature of memory, identity, self-respect and social reflection. By giving 
dramatic form to experiences that have often remained at the margins, Dalit playwrights question 
dominant narratives and encourage audiences to reconsider familiar social practices. Their 
continuing relevance comes from this combination of representation and questioning. Dalit 
theatre asks not only what has happened to marginalised communities but also what kind of 
social relationships are necessary for equality and dignity to become part of everyday life. 
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