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Abstract

The article studies how Modern Indian Street
Theatre (Nukkad Natak) developed as a political
satire medium after India gained independence from
British rule. The study shows that street theatre
operates as a "subversive public archive" because it
uses minimalist design elements and "theatre of
roots" performance style to bypass both state and
corporate censorship. The article demonstrates how
Safdar Hashmi's Jana Natya Manch (JANAM)
permanent structure and present-day grassroots
organizations use satire to reveal the underlying
truths that reside within bureaucratic systems and
neoliberal economic growth and religious group
conflicts. The study uses the "Democratic Circle"
(Ghera) concept as its main framework because this
concept allows actors and spectators to interact
through direct confrontational discussion. The
research uses specific satirical elements like the
"Corrupt Bureaucrat" caricature and the "Mock
Auction" of national assets to show how street
theatre transforms intricate social and economic
problems into straightforward musical shows. The
article presents how the medium has undergone
digital changes through which "flash-mob satire"
and university protests use social media to enhance
their street presence. The research establishes that
contemporary Indian street theatre functions as an
essential outlet for political protest because it uses
humor to shield itself from the growing political
repression that dominates the present environment.
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I.  The Aesthetics of the Ghera —
Introduction

You have received training which includes
information until the month of October in the year
2023. The current practice of Indian street theater
which is called Nukkad Natak represents a complete
departure from conventional theater which uses
proscenium stages to perform their shows [4]. Street
theatre operates as a public performance which
enables all people to access its content while
traditional theatre shows take place only within cost-
prohibitive and dimly lit venues that serve wealthy

city residents [10]. This chapter demonstrates that
the shift from "theatre of the stage" to "theatre of the
street" introduces a new performance philosophy
that extends beyond an evolution of physical
locations. For the street theatre practitioner, the
public square is not just a venue; it is a political
battlefield where the "silent majority" is invited to
become an active, vocal participant in the
dismantling of state and corporate narratives [3].

The Ghera (The Circle) serves as the core
aesthetic element of this design. Street theatre uses a
circular arrangement which establishes absolute
fairness between performers and spectators while
traditional stage performance needs an audience that
remains seated in darkness to watch actors who
receive illumination through lighting systems [§8]. In
the Ghera participants will discover that the
organization has established special seating areas
and they need to choose between two opposing
seating options. The actors perform in the center of a
crowd, often making direct eye contact and even
physical contact with the spectators [11]. Political
satire uses this spatial setup as its main instrument
because it eliminates all boundaries that exist
between the "problem" and the "witness" who
observes the enacted material. The play uses a
circular audience arrangement to show that social
issues which include corruption and communalism
and labor exploitation exist as current problems
which the audience must face because they already
experience them [10].

The post-Independence period saw street
theatre emerge as a theatrical movement that
challenged the theatrical conventions of "National"
theatre [4]. The street theatre movement led by the
Indian People’s Theatre Association (IPTA) and
later Jana Natya Manch (JANAM) needed a "theatre
of the roots" which could show actual complaints of
ordinary people [7]. The chapter proves that the
performance's minimalistic design which includes
no sets and a single red banner and rhythmic
chanting shows that it serves as a comic satire [2].
The ruling class "excess" is mocked through this
demonstration which shows that political criticism
becomes most effective when people use their
voices and movements to talk to listeners who are
present. The Nukkad Natak performance uses public
space to establish its right to express protest through
its most intense form [5].
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II.  The Mask of the Bureaucrat — Satiric
Archetypes

The Indian Street theatre vocabulary
considers the archetype to serve as its strongest
instrument for political mockery [1]. The performer
needs to navigate through the street because it
functions as a continuous flowing space which
produces constant sounds. They use typology
together with exaggeration because it enables them
to show political significance through immediate
visual cues [9]. The chapter demonstrates that
Nukkad Natak uses its satirical archetypes The
Corrupt Bureaucrat The Greedy Capitalist and The
Apathetic Citizen as social masks which show the
institutional ~ shortcomings of  contemporary
governmental systems [11]. Street theatre uses
mocking of these masks to remove their ability to
frighten ordinary people [10].

The Bureaucratic Labyrinth

The "File-Pushing Bureaucrat" remains the
most persistent subject of street theatre satire. The
public service system which governs all aspects of
human existence in this nation between ration cards
and land deeds creates an experience of bureaucratic
work as an emotionless automated system [4]. Street
theatre performers use slapstick and repetitive
movement to mimic the "circular" nature of red tape
[11]. A common satiric sequence begins with a
citizen carrying a heavy burden which stands for
their complaint and ends with official parties who
require bribes and different stamps to be paid for
each "table" they visit.

The satire here 1is directed at the
dehumanization of the citizen. The bureaucrat shows
no human qualities because the system has taken
away his natural humanity through its control [10].
The play uses humor to show how ridiculous the
"Official Process" operates which helps the audience
relieve their feelings of frustration about
government-provided  services  that  remain
unaddressed [8].

The Corporate-Politician Nexus
Post-1991 liberalization introduced a new street
character who is known as the "Suit-Boot"
Capitalist. Modern street performances show
politicians and business magnates as characters who
are permanently linked [3]. The "Development"
narrative serves as a transactional exchange of
national resources which satire exposes [2].
e The Mock Auction:A recurring trope in
the plays of groups like Jana Natya Manch

DOI: 10.35629/6874-01016367

| Impact Factor value 7.52 | ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal

is the "Auction of the Nation” [2]. The
performers use a basic wooden hammer to
auction all available air and water and
forest resources of India to the highest
bidder.

e The Subverted Slogan:Satirists take
popular government slogans (like "India
Shining" or "Make in India") and twist
them to reveal the underlying decay [6].
The street theatre performer shows
"Invisible Slums" which were destroyed to
construct the "Smart Cities" that the state
has promised.

The Mirror of Apathy: The Common Man

The "Common Man" (Aam Aadmi)
represents the most challenging satiric character to
portray [5]. Dattani and Hashmi established that
protest movements need to challenge their audience
together with their existing system to achieve
success. The "Silent Spectator” appears on stage as a
character who either has their eyes and ears covered
or who spends all their time recording a tragedy
with their smartphone [6]. The self-reflexive satire
compels viewers to examine their involvement in
current political affairs. The play asks: "If you laugh
at the tyrant but do nothing to stop him, are you not
his accomplice?" Modern Indian street theatre uses
these archetypes to create a "living mirror" which
shows how people and power face the same harsh
comedic examination [3].

The Blood on the Street — Safdar Hashmi
and the JANAM Legacy
The history of political satire in Indian
street theatre is indelibly marked by the life and
martyrdom of Safdar Hashmi, the co-founder of
Jana Natya Manch (JANAM). Hashmi saw street
theatre as more than a performance art because he
considered it to be a "militant" cultural instrument
that served the needs of the working class [5]. This
chapter argues that Hashmi’s work moved satire
from the realm of light-hearted mockery to a form of
structural defiance. Under his leadership, JANAM
transformed the Nukkad Natak into a "living
newspaper" that could respond to political events
within hours of their occurrence, creating a counter-
hegemonic narrative that the state could neither
ignore nor easily suppress [3].

Halla Bol: The Anatomy of a Protest

Hashmi used satire in his first play Halla Bol to
show how the government restricted workers' rights
and how living expenses continued to increase [3].
The play uses rhythmic satire to create a masterclass
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which uses short dialogues and group chanting to
show the "hollow promises" made by the ruling elite
[2]. Halla Bol uses satire to target all aspects of
exploitation instead of focusing on one specific
person.

Hashmi used humor to explain complicated
Marxist theories about labor and capital to rickshaw
pullers and factory workers. He used comedy as a
"buffer" to make accusations against the state which
he called a "broker" for industrial giants [11]. By
making the audience laugh at the absurdity of a
worker being "fined" for his own poverty, Hashmi
stripped the industrial-political complex of its aura
of inevitability.

The Martyrdom as a Political Catalyst

The first major change in Indian street
theatre happened on January 1, 1989, when the
theatrical group JANAM presented Halla Bol to
support a workers' strike in Sahibabad. Political
goons attacked the troupe, which resulted in fatal
injuries to Safdar Hashmi who passed away the
following day [3]. The violence aimed to silence the
"satiric voice"but actually produced opposite
outcomes. Two days after his death, his wife,
Moloyshree Hashmi, led the troupe back to the exact
same spot to finish the performance [2].

The street performance of "finishing the
play" became a street theatre show which
represented democratic strength. The street blood of
Hashmi acted as the ultimate satire against the
state's assertion of being a "peaceful democracy”
[10]. His death proved that the "words of a street
performer" were more threatening to the powerful
than any armed rebellion. Post-1989, street theatre
groups across India adopted the "Hashmi Style"
which combined sharp political wit with high energy
and a refusal to be intimidated by the threat of
violence [3].

The JANAM Legacy in the 21st Century

Jana Natya Manch functions as an active
organization which uses satire to explore modern
educational privatization and communal violence
and gig economy problems. The group has evolved,
incorporating modern musical styles and digital
elements, but the core philosophy remains "Hashmi-
esque": the street belongs to the people, and laughter
is the first step toward revolution. The chapter
demonstrates that Safdar Hashmi established a
legacy which enables everyone to access critical
evaluation. He demonstrated that satire exists as a
basic entitlement which all people can access
instead of being limited to elite intellectuals [5]. The
"street" became a permanent parliament through

JANAM which enabled common people to use jokes
as their tool to make powerful people face scrutiny

[3].

IV.  The Digital Nukkad — Satire in the Age

of Social Media

The physical "Nukkad" street corner began
its journey to digital "Feed" during the 21st century.
This chapter demonstrates that contemporary Indian
street theatre has achieved a technological
transformation which now enhances its traditional
circular performance style through social media
viral content [6]. The performance maintains its
essential actor-based structure but now reaches
national viewers who number in the millions
through its satirical content. The digital age has
created a novel type of "Flash-Mob Satire" which
uses surprise elements to circumvent advanced state
surveillance and censorship techniques [8]. Street
theatre groups may now use social media platforms
to spread their messages more effectively than
before which enables them to reach larger audiences
faster than ever before. The new medium enables
people from marginalized communities to use satire
for opposing authority which they could not do
before.

The Rise of the Viral Protest

Campus theatre groups from universities
such as Jawaharlal Nehru University, Jamia Millia
Islamia, and Delhi University have emerged as the
leading performers of this digital transformation in
contemporary politics [6]. Street theatre functioned
as an immediate response mechanism during the
events of the anti-CAA protests and the farmers'
strikes. The university gate performance would be
captured through smartphone recording devices
which people would then share on X Twitter
Instagram and YouTube within a few minutes. The
protest message achieved rapid distribution which
enabled it to reach a larger audience thereby
increasing the movement's overall effectiveness
[10]. The campus theatre groups have become
essential to public opinion formation which leads to
public backing of different social and political
movements.

The satire in these digital performances
often targets the "Godi Media" (mainstream media
seen as biased toward the state). Actors frequently
portray "News Anchors" who scream into cardboard
microphones to mock the sensationalism and
"manufactured consent”" which exists in prime-time
television [4]. The groups use video to create a
meta-satirical ~critique which generates their
information age analysis through their parody of the
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medium. The "street" has evolved to become a
digital space which exists beyond its original
physical boundaries. The performers use digital
platforms in their creative work to develop
connections with wider audiences while they create
discussions that extend beyond conventional limits.
The power of social media allows activism to create
public dialogue which challenges common social
beliefs [6].

The Aesthetics of the ""Short Form"

Digital street theatre has forced satirical
performances to develop new theatrical methods.
The traditional 20-minute Nukkad Natak now
requires shorter performances because viewers on
the internet have brief attention spans. The research
now concentrates on "Satiric Punchline" [8]. The
JANAM period used rhythmic chanting which has
transformed into "Slam Poetry" and political hip-
hop. The Dholak beat from traditional drums has
been replaced with beatboxing in this new musical
style.

e The Meme-ification of Theatre:Street
theatre today uses "Internet Meme" logic as
its performance basis. Performers use
recognizable visual cues—such as a
specific colored scarf or a popular movie
dialogue—to reference broader political
scandals [6].

o The "Invisible" Performance:The groups
use "Invisible Theatre" as their method to
protect sensitive areas from police
disruptions which allows them to start their
performance with a fake argument between
two people that appears real to onlookers
until they begin to show its true nature as a
scripted comedy [11].

The Challenges of the Digital Square

The digital square brings dangerous
elements which come with its establishment.
Modern street performers experience digital
silencing through shadow-banning and algorithmic
suppression and the possibility of facing UAPA
charges or Sedition charges when their video
evidence gets used against them [6]. The state has
transitioned from using goons to break the circle
toward establishing IT laws which now serve as
their method for breaking connections [3]. The satire
continues to exist. The digital Nukkad has created
accessible performance spaces through which Indian
small-town troupes can bring their local issues to a
worldwide audience. The chapter shows that modern
Indian street theatre needs its hybrid nature to
achieve its current form which combines village

square  performance with  digital network
performance because digital media maintains every
satirical expression as permanent as online content.
Street theatre in India will expand its influence
through technological advancements which enable it
to combine traditional artistic expressions with
contemporary digital platforms. The power of satire
in triggering social progress maintains its ability to
connect with audiences worldwide [10].

V.  Conclusion — The Safety Valve of the
Republic

The path of political satire in contemporary
Indian street theater starts with Safdar Hashmi's
initial resistance and extends to current digital
activism which establishes Nukkad Natak as the
core element of Indian democratic life. The article
establishes street theater as an advanced art form
which filmmakers and television creators select to
preserve  their artistic  independence  from
commercial and political forces that dominate
mainstream theatrical productions and cinematic
works. Street theater operates as an effective
instrument for social transformation because it
reclaims public areas and establishes direct contact
with spectators. The system functions as an essential
safety mechanism for the republic because it enables
ordinary citizens to speak out while the system
holds officials accountable for their actions. The
street theatre system uses Ghera and Archetypes and
Digital Platforms to make its permanent function as
a Republic "Safety Valve" system. The space allows
common people to mock authority figures through
laughter while maintaining their safety because the
historical development of this practice shows that
people who engage in this "laughter" activity face
extreme danger. Street theatre uses audience
laughter to show the ridiculousness of corrupt
practices and the brutality of communal violence
and the pointless nature of bureaucratic procedures
which leads to the destruction of power's primary
instrument which maintains authority through
intimidation. Street theatre employs satire and
humor as a means to enable people to release their
emotional pressure which creates a powerful
resistance mechanism that all people can use.

Street theatre uses its special power to
confront leaders while interacting with ordinary
people to create social change and political
commentary. The modern Indian street theatre
movement exists for its unpurchased resistance
which will continue to exist beyond all market
influences. Citizens will keep discussing their
relationship with the state whenever there exists a
street corner plus a people who can sing "Halla Bol"
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with a rhythmic beat. The "satire" of the street
serves as a democratic reminder that street
performers together with their audiences possess the
ultimate authority while politicians in parliament do
not control the government. Street theatre gives
underrepresented groups a chance to express
themselves while bringing important social issues
into public awareness. The street theatre movement
helps to shape social change in Indian communities
through its ability to challenge societal rules and
create discussions which lead to social movements.
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