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Abstract: Vijay Tendulkar’s Ghasiram Kotwal is a powerful exploration of the intersections of gender, caste, and marginality in 18th 

- century colonial India. The play, set against the backdrop of the Peshwa rule in Pune, critiques the systemic oppression and exploitation 

of marginalized groups. This paper examines how Tendulkar portrays gender and caste dynamics, focusing on the silenced voices of 

women and the marginalization of the "outsider" in the Brahminical caste hierarchy. By examining these themes through the characters 

of Gauri, Ghasiram, and Nana Phadnavis, the paper demonstrates how Tendulkar exposes the patriarchal and casteist structures that 

perpetuate social injustice.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Vijay Tendulkar’s Ghasiram Kotwal (1972) is a politically 

charged play that critiques the corruption of power and the 

exploitation of marginalized groups. Set in the context of 18th 

- century Pune during the Peshwa rule, the play focuses on the 

rise and fall of Ghasiram, a North Indian Brahmin who is 

appointed as the Kotwal (police chief) by the cunning Nana 

Phadnavis, a powerful minister. Through its exploration of 

gender, caste, and marginality, the play reveals the structural 

inequalities embedded within society. This paper analyzes 

how Tendulkar critiques these forms of oppression through 

the characters of Ghasiram, his daughter Gauri, and the 

Peshwa court.  

 

In Ghasiram Kotwal, gender plays a crucial role in 

understanding the marginalization of women, particularly in 

a patriarchal and caste - based society. Women in the play are 

largely silenced, objectified, and used as instruments by the 

male characters to further their political ambitions. 

Ghasiram’s daughter, Gauri, is a central figure in 

understanding the marginalization of women in the play. Her 

role is emblematic of the gendered violence and exploitation 

that women face in a patriarchal society. Gauri is used as a 

pawn by her father to gain favor with Nana Phadnavis. Her 

silence throughout the play reflects her lack of agency, and 

her eventual death underscores the exploitation of women as 

sacrificial victims in male power games. Gauri's 

marginalization highlights the objectification of women 

within patriarchal power structures, where their voices are 

suppressed, and their autonomy is denied.  

 

Nana Phadnavis, the powerful minister who uses Ghasiram 

and ultimately discards him, embodies patriarchal authority. 

His treatment of women, especially Gauri, as objects for his 

pleasure and political maneuvering illustrates the 

commodification of women in both personal and political 

spheres. The systemic objectification of women, where their 

bodies are used as tools to consolidate power, is a key critique 

in the play. From a feminist perspective, Tendulkar critiques 

the patriarchal order that both controls and silences women. 

Gauri’s death, symbolic of the violent erasure of female 

voices, reflects the tragic consequences of systemic gender 

oppression.  

In addition to gender, caste plays a significant role in shaping 

the social dynamics of the play. Ghasiram Kotwal critiques 

the rigid caste hierarchy and the marginalization of those 

deemed "outsiders" within the Brahminical social order. 

Ghasiram, though a Brahmin by birth, is treated as an outsider 

because he is not from Pune and is a North Indian immigrant.  

 

Despite his Brahmin status, Ghasiram is marginalized and 

humiliated by the Brahmins of Pune because of his outsider 

status. His initial mistreatment and humiliation at the hands 

of the Pune Brahmins highlight the intersection of caste and 

regional identity. Ghasiram’s position as a marginalized 

Brahmin challenges the notion of a unified and monolithic 

Brahminical identity. Instead, the play exposes the 

fragmentation within caste hierarchies and the way caste 

interacts with other forms of social exclusion, such as 

regionalism.  

 

Ghasiram’s eventual rise to power as the Kotwal symbolizes 

the fluidity of caste - based power. Despite being an outsider, 

he is able to rise within the hierarchy by aligning himself with 

Nana Phadnavis. However, his power is precarious, as it is 

contingent on Nana’s favor. The play demonstrates how caste 

is not a fixed or stable category but one that can be 

manipulated within political contexts. Ghasiram’s downfall 

illustrates how those in marginalized positions within the 

caste system can temporarily ascend in power but are 

ultimately dispensable. Through Ghasiram’s character, 

Tendulkar critiques the arbitrary and exploitative nature of 

caste hierarchies, revealing how caste intersects with regional 

identity and political power to marginalize individuals.  

 

Nana Phadnavis represents the Brahminical elite, wielding 

immense power and using it to manipulate both caste and 

gender dynamics. His control over Ghasiram and Gauri 

demonstrates how the upper caste elite perpetuates the 

oppression of marginalized groups to maintain their 

dominance. Nana Phadnavis uses Ghasiram’s desire for 

power to his advantage, allowing Ghasiram to rise as Kotwal 

but eventually discarding him when he becomes a liability. 

Nana’s manipulation of caste is evident in his strategic use of 

Ghasiram as a tool to control the people of Pune, knowing that 

Ghasiram’s outsider status makes him vulnerable. Similarly, 

Nana’s treatment of Gauri reveals his exploitation of 
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gendered power dynamics. His sexual exploitation of Gauri is 

emblematic of the way women are used by men in positions 

of power for personal gain.  

 

Tendulkar critiques the moral decay of the Brahminical elite, 

who, despite their supposed adherence to religious and caste 

- based purity, engage in corruption, exploitation, and 

violence. The Brahmins of Pune, under Nana’s leadership, 

represent a class that is more concerned with maintaining its 

power and privilege than with upholding any ethical or moral 

standards. This critique extends to the broader Brahminical 

social order, which uses caste and gender as tools of 

oppression.  

 

Nana’s role as the ultimate authority figure who manipulates 

both caste and gender dynamics to serve his interests 

underscores the systemic nature of oppression in the play. 

Tendulkar presents the Brahminical elite as hypocritical and 

corrupt, using both caste and patriarchy to sustain their power. 

An intersectional analysis of Ghasiram Kotwal reveals how 

gender, caste, and marginality intersect to create a complex 

web of oppression. Ghasiram and Gauri, both marginalized in 

different ways, become victims of the intersecting forces of 

caste, patriarchy, and political power.  

 

As a woman, Gauri is already marginalized within the 

patriarchal order. However, her marginality is compounded 

by her father’s outsider status, which places her in a 

vulnerable position within both the caste and gender 

hierarchy. Her death represents the ultimate consequence of 

the intersecting forces of gender and caste oppression, as she 

becomes a sacrificial victim of the power struggles between 

men.  

 

Ghasiram’s rise to power as Kotwal demonstrates the fluidity 

of caste - based marginality, but his eventual downfall reveals 

the precariousness of empowerment for marginalized figures. 

Despite his temporary ascent, Ghasiram is ultimately a victim 

of the same system that marginalized him in the first place. 

His failure to secure lasting power exposes the limits of 

individual empowerment within a deeply entrenched system 

of caste and political oppression.  

 

By analyzing the intersection of gender, caste, and 

marginality, Tendulkar’s play critiques the systemic nature of 

social oppression, showing how these categories are 

interrelated and mutually reinforcing. Vijay Tendulkar’s 

Ghasiram Kotwal is a powerful critique of the intersections 

of gender, caste, and marginality in 18th - century Pune. 

Through the characters of Ghasiram, Gauri, and Nana 

Phadnavis, Tendulkar exposes the ways in which caste and 

gender hierarchies are used to perpetuate power and 

oppression. Gauri’s silenced voice, Ghasiram’s 

marginalization despite his Brahmin status, and Nana’s 

manipulation of both caste and gender dynamics reveal the 

systemic nature of social injustice. By intersecting these 

themes, Tendulkar critiques the exploitative structures of 

power that continue to marginalize and oppress the vulnerable 

in society.  
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