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Vijay Tendulkar (1928-2008) is undeniably a great Indian playwright and he is known for his multifaceted 

creative genius. He has contributed to literary essays, political journalism, screen and television writing, 

translated works and social commentaries, novels and short stories, though his creative soul is found only in 

dramas and for his great contribution to dramas as well as theatre is Marathi; he has been honored with several 

awards such as Sangeet Natak Akademy Award, Padma Bhushan Award and Maharastra State Government 

Award. He was the sub-editor of Nababharat journal.  

In Silence! The Court is in Session, Tendulkar has depicted the plight of a young woman, Leela Benare, who is 

betrayed by the male dominated society. A traditional male dominated society cannot relinquish its paralyzed 

values and customs. The society does not like to perceive or receive any social change. Tendulkar presents a 

treatment of those ugly ways of society in this play. It is a bitter satire against the social ills and an interesting 

attempt to criticize the follies that prevail in our society. He has also selected different persons from different 

backgrounds who can give some clues about the judicial circle and their judicial culture. In fact, all these 

characters are the representatives of the existing personalities in judicial circle with their personal, familial, 

educational, ethical and professional defects. Mrs. Kashikars, Sukhatme, Balu Rokde, Gopal Ponkshe and 

Karnik are the various typical personalities in judicial circle. The very fact of Mrs. Kashikar’s secret agreement 

in the attack on Benare demonstrates how women internalize the dominance of men over themselves as a natural 

phenomenon and turn against other transgressing women as the ‘other’. Had Benare been the economically 

sound, she might have protested more actively. It has been found that the working educated women have higher 

concern for status than the non-working women or house wives.  

The opening scene of the play turns into a marvelous piece of satire by pitting the self-consciously independent, 

vehemently assertive, and immensely cheerful Benare against the utterly selfish, hypocritical and malicious 

amateur artists and paves the way as to how they are going to judge and reverse the natural justice. The scene 

depicts how an average middleclass woman strives and struggles for preserving her womanhood and 

motherhood and her thirst to be accepted by the society. As the curtain rises, Samant, a local chap and Leela 

Benare, the heroine are found conversing. She springs a surprise on the rustic Samant with a sudden confidential 

proposal: “Let’s leave everyone behind, I thought, and go somewhere far, far, away – with you”! [Silence! The 

Court is in Session].2 When she makes this observation, she has Professor Damle in her mind. The depiction of 

Abstract: Vijay Tendulkar’s Silence! The Court is in Session is a critique of patriarchal values and 

institutions and shows how the judicial system operates as an instrument in silencing the voice of women. 

The play explores the tale of Miss. Benare’s illicit relation with Prof. Damle. Tendulkar exposes the 
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unsecured condition of Benare explores the problems that exist among Indian women towards legal rights and 

her absence of awareness about legislations and their enforcement and inadequacies of legal provisions.  

Tendulkar has put Benare’s character on a large canvas of society where the people are still stuck to the 

traditions. Benare is a progressive woman but in our Indian society certain norms are prescribed for the women. 

A certain frame work is done for the Indian women and it is expected that the woman should adjust herself in 

these norms. For men and for women the norms are different. Ours is the patriarchal society and rules are male 

prejudiced. Many restrictions are there on the women and when a woman tries to throw these restrictions away, 

the society blames her for her action and behaviour. Benare continuously struggles against the patriarchal 

system though she is victimized by the men coming from all social levels. She cries in pain but does not 

surrender herself to the situation. Marriage as a social institution has laid down stringent rules for the women 

whereas men have no inhibition as far as extra marital affairs are concerned. This attitude of the authorities 

expresses the basic hypocrisy and double standards on which our society is founded. 

The commencement of the ‘Mock-trial’, which constitutes a ‘play-within-the-play’, offers Tendulkar ample 

scope to dissect and lay bare the dormant ills of discontent in the psyche of these urban hypocrites. Though, they 

gang themselves up against a hapless Benare for the time being, they have nothing but spite for one another. 

Rokde symbolizes lumped public which is enveloped in the culture of dependency and carried away by the lures 

of money, power and threat. Throughout the play, he is not allowed enough time to exercise his intelligent 

challenges to prospective jurors. Ponkshe and Karnik are the other two catalysts who have their active role in the 

plot against Benare. The stylistic gimmicks used by Ponkshe and Karnik sometimes speak a lot louder than the 

words they actually speak. As witness their technique is not to argue the case but to present the issues. These 

two people represent the educated elite in the society, who have to demand for ‘order of proof’ as yardstick 

before asking the jury to measure the complaint. But these people lack the logical order of proof for their expert 

testimony. 

The play depicts the tragedy of an individual victimized by male dominated society. The female protagonist 

becomes the victim of sadism of his male counterparts. Benare is cross-examined in the mock court with full 

mockery. All the other characters like witnesses Mr. Gopal Ponkshe, Mr. Karnik, Rokde, Samant, Counsel for 

the defense and counsel for the crown Mr. Sukhatme and Judge, Mr. Kashikar and his wife Mrs. Kashikar all 

behave in a way of mockery. Benare is summoned merely as a witness while she remains the prime accused as 

the mother of an illegitimate child and having illicit relations with so many persons. The frustrated male 

members of the society try to subjugate women to prove their power and superiority in the social hierarchy. 

They praise motherhood with bombastic phrases but try to destroy Benare’s infant in the womb. Benare is 

stigmatized and sacked from her job. But Prof. Damle, the man responsible for her condition, escapes scot-free 

for he is a male. And Sukhatme, the brief less barrister, puts the final nail in the coffin of womanhood:  

SUKHATME. […] No allowance must be made because the accused is a woman. Woman bears the grave 

responsibility of building up the high values of society.  

Thus the imaginary mock-trial, ‘the play-within- the play’ gradually grows into a serious affair and the latent 

sadism of the characters comes to the fore. What is more disturbing is that Mrs. Kashikar, the childless woman, 

who should have supported Benare, gangs up with the male members and severely criticizes her.  

Thus Benare who bubbles with over-confidence in the beginning turns into a victim of social injustice at the 

end. She represents the working class women who want to lead a liberated life. Though she is a victim of incest, 

it is not in the main focus as it is referred to by way of reflection by Benare herself. She is robbed of her 

virginity when she hardly fourteen years old. The focal point of the play is the violent response of the male 

dominated society to pre-marital relationship and motherhood. The mock – trial holds a mirror to our social 

response to such things. It is pre-eminently male biased. What is wrong, immoral for a woman is not so for a 

man. Benare is the accused but Prof. Damle is nowhere held guilty. Subha Tiwari in her article “Silence! The 

court is in Session – a strong social commentary” states “The whole responsibility of morally upright behaviour 

is bulldozed on women. Men are by nature considered to be willful, wild, childish, innocent and mischievous. 

Their sins are no sins at all. The society has a very light parental and pampering sort of attitude when it comes to 

sexual offences of men. In case of women the iron rod gets hot and hotter. No punishment is actually enough for 

such a woman. There is no respite, no shade and no soothing cushion for a sinning woman. She must be stained 

and abandoned. Her femininity, her needs, her very existence must be ignored or rather destroyed. She must be 

cornered and brutally killed both in physical and psychological senses. This play is about the pathetic position of 

women in the male dominated Indian world.” The comment proves to be a right one as we see before passing 

the final verdict on Benare, she is given ten seconds to defend her case. The motionless Benare stands up erect 

and says, “Yes, I have a lot to say” (Silence, 72). Then follows a long monologue in which Benare expresses her 

zest for life and tells how she is deprived of her wishes:  

BENARE. […] My life was a burden to me. [Heaving a great sigh] But when you can’t lose it, you realize the 

value of it. […]There’s great joy in a suicide that’s failed. It’s greater even than the pain of living. […] I 

swallowed that poison, but didn’t even let a drop of it touch them! […] I cried inside, and I made them laugh. I 

was cracking up with despair, and I taught them hope. (Silence, 72-73)  
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Benare hurls her denigrating attack against patriarchy in this monologue:  

BENARE. […] These are the mortal remains of some cultured men of the twentieth century. See their faces—

how ferocious they look! Their lips are full of lovely worn-out phrases! And their bellies are full of unsatisfied 

desires. (Silence, 74).  

In the final verdict Benare is equated with ‘criminals and sinners’ and the court orders that she should live but 

the child in her womb should be destroyed. According to P. Obula Reddy and P. Pramila Devi, Benare, the 

principal character in the play is as sprightly, rebellious and assertive as the heroine of Shakespeare romantic 

comedies - of course. Benare is lovely spark from the thunder bolt of Tendulkar. She is a new woman pleading 

for freedom from the social norms. (Reddy and Devi, 36). This is suggestive of Benare’s last speech when she 

breaks her silence and speaks passionately about conspiracy against her.  

The interrogatory procedure is so convincing that the legal professionals have been encouraging litigation more 

and more by giving impetus to disputes. In all his arguments there is no ethical creation of evidence. Silence! 

The Court is in Session is not a propaganda play. It grapples with several problems of the Indian society—such 

as the degradation of the judiciary system, pretentious institutional social service organizations, and forceful 

male supremacy in Indian society, in a masterful way. The mock-trial ends up with an interruption by a visitor 

reminding them of their being late in the show. This interruption brings them back from illusion to reality. But 

Benare remains in the same condition engrossed in thought for she is overtaken by the reality implied in the 

illusion. Her reality is different from others. Parrot in the play is a powerful symbol of illusion of her own self 

and sparrow represents her reality. The cynical game is well-rooted in their sick psyche that informs the verdict 

they pass on her, with the sort of pleasure that can be envy of professional torturers. The questions posed by the 

play call for a total overhauling of the society’s entire moral code. 

Though Tendulkar is not a self-acknowledged feminist, he goes with the feminists in voicing women’s concern, 

their sensibility and their subjugation as well as their protest. Thus, Tendulkar’s dramatic world reveals his deep 

and uncanny insight into feminine mind. Benare represents all the women in India who are suppressed, 

oppressed and are marginalized. She breaks down during the mock trial because the story of the character in the 

play she is performing at the mock trail is identical to her own. The last speech of Ms. Benare is skillfully 

constructed by Tendulkar. It echoes the irony, sorrow and lampoon present in Indian society. Ms. Benare said: 

But I was ignorant Instead; I threw myself off a parapet of our house-to embrace death. But I didn’t die. My 

body didn’t die. I felt as if feelings were dead-but they had not died either then…. (Silence…, 74)  

Tendulkar has left the play open without suggesting any solution to the problem of Ms. Benare. He has 

highlighted critical problems like the squalor of Indian Judiciary system, male dominance in the society and the 

ostentatious institutional social organizations. He has achieved a mile-stone in exploring the relationship 

between men and women at different levels. He has focused on men’s superiority complex and shown subtle, 

inverted and preservative relationship between men and women. He has studied the psychology of all the 

characters and put them together in the play in natural shapes. The play is an intricate mosaic of several other 

seminal themes like juxtaposing the two worlds – games and reality and relationship between art and society. It 

also emphasizes on how the basic instincts and impulses in man continue to motivate human being in a civilized 

society. Leela Benare who is the victim herself on some occasions becomes the hunter and she ridicules the 

characters. However the most noticeable theme of this play is the plight of a single woman in a male dominated 

society. 

The play contains a latent critique of modern Indian society, mostly middle class and lower middle class from 

different angles. It combines social criticism with the tragedy of an individual victimized by the society. The 

individual is placed against the backdrop of society and the tensions between the two are explored. Tendulkar 

portrays life as it is from different angles without trying to philosophize or moralize in any way. His sympathy 

for Leela Benare is underlying throughout the play. He has made Benare to struggle against the orthodox 

society. Benare possesses a zest for life and she does not care about social customs and norms. The exploitative 

society isolates Benare. In the mock trial, there is shift from make believe to the real world and Benare’s private 

life is exposed and dissected publicly. The play is derision on the middle class probity, where people have all the 

rights to pass the judgments and ‘Silence’ is the only alternative left for the victim. The words of Candy 

Elizabeth quoted in ‘The Introduction of Feminism in our Times’ can be the best to conclude. According to 

Candy: 

Thus far women have been mere echoes of men. Our laws and constitution, our creeds and codes and customs of 

social life are all of masculine origin. The true woman is yet a dream for future… (Candy, 14) 
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