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Democratic Performance with the Jana
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In the winter of 2020, the Jana Natya Manch (People’s Theatre Front), a political performance
group and street-theatre pioneer in India, created a new kind of performance in response to
current events. The Hindu-nationalist government was then implementing discriminatory laws
targeting Muslims. The very constitution of India, a ‘sovereign, socialist, secular, democratic
republic’ (Constitution Preamble) was under threat. Instead of a conventional street play, the
Jana Natya Manch set up a participatory ‘game’ or ‘interactive presentation’ that brought
together random and diverse audiences to act, or play, as a united people. The group put into
place an inclusive experiment, rather than a didactic one, to counter exclusionary rules and
address democratic deficits. Thus this Indian ‘people’s theatre’ produced ‘democratic
performances’ that questioned both artistic and political representations. This article, based on
fieldwork with the Jana Natya Manch, offers a script translation and an analysis of a new kind of

performance developed in active circumstances.

Aurélien Bellucci is a PhD candidate in Comparative Literature at Harvard University. His
research focuses on political theatres in China, Europe, and India, combining close reading,
performance analysis, and fieldwork with theatre-makers.
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THE JANA NATYA MANCH is a group of
self-trained actors that has been involved in
artistic and political activities for some fifty
years in New Delhi and Northern India.’
When a wave of protests ran throughout the
subcontinent in the winter of 2020, the group
supported demonstrators on various sites to
oppose discriminatory citizenship laws tar-
geting Muslims. After its re-election in 2019,
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) government
led by Narendra Modi intensified its Hindu-
nationalist agenda, causing a widespread out-
cry. The repression was fierce and widely con-
demned by foreign media, delivering a blow
to the global reputation of the ‘largest democracy
in the world’.> In response to the BJP agenda, a
number of initiatives emerged from the Indian
civil society to address threats to democracy.

In this fraught context, the Jana Natya
Manch created topical performances that took
place on the streets, on protest sites, and busy
corners, or else in industrial areas. Among
these street performances was a new kind of
experimental ‘game’ played by actors and
audiences — Ham Bharat Ke Log (We the People

136

of India) — which tackled the burning issue of
citizenship to counter Hindu nationalism.
Already, after the mass killing of Muslims in
Gujarat in 2002, the Jana Natya Manch had
taken on Hindu nationalism and Hindutva
politics in the satirical street play Guruji,
where a megalomaniac guru and his syco-
phantic followers instrumentalize religion
for nationalistic ends. Arjun Ghosh showed
in his analysis of Guruji that the play evolved
with current events, describing street theatre
as an immediate art: ‘The immediacy of the art
of street theatre requires it to be alive to the
political dimensions of the issues that evolve
during the creation of the play, as well as
through the occasional modifications as real-
ity changes.”> Over the years, Guruji focused
less on the Gujarat events and more on the
spectre of Hindutva politics. Ham Bharat Ke
Log followed on from the same political com-
mitment to peace and democracy, yet it gave
the immediacy of Jana Natya Manch’s per-
formances a new dimension. The urgency of
the political situation called for new kinds
of performances, and the group, responding
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to the current government’s discriminatory
laws, created inclusive, participatory, ‘demo-
cratic performances’ involving all citizens.

The game Ham Bharat Ke Log addressed the
issue of citizenship through a guided inter-
action between group members and audi-
ences composed of random people who
happened to be on the site where and when
it happened. While the form of conventional
street plays like Guruji was explicitly didactic,
Ham Bharat Ke Log was fundamentally partici-
patory: every person, actor, or bystander pre-
sent was to take part in it. The game’s
premiere took place at the end of a street play
on 19 January in an industrial area. Due to the
contentious subjects of these performances,
their location was a secret, kept even from
most group members (Figure 1).

On the day of the premiere, in the early
morning, a member of the Jana Natya Manch
joined me in the centre of Delhi and led me a

long way to the secret location of the event. He
was informed about the steps to take on the
journey by text messages as we were travelling.
We first took the metro from central Delhi’s
Munirka station and went to the distant Kaush-
ambi station in Ghaziabad, a city I had never
heard of. After an hour and a half of travel, we
finally arrived in the neighbouring province of
Uttar Pradesh, where Ghaziabad is located,
across the Yamuna river to the east of India’s
capital city. A van picked us up and drove to
the nearby Sahibabad Industrial Area. There,
another person took over and showed us the
way. We walked past several factories and
arrived, at last, at an almost empty sandlot
surrounded by apartment blocks, utility poles,
a few billboards, satellite dishes, and drying
clothes hanging from balconies. Other group
members had just arrived and were already
unloading props from a car: some percussion
instruments, a few placards with words and
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Figure 1. A stage of the Jana Natya Manch, 2020. Photograph: Aurélien Bellucci.
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pictures, and carpets, where children would
sit. They arranged them in a circle close to the
sandlot’s main entrance. Several onlookers
stopped by the improvised stage and quietly
observed the scene. One of them dared to ask a
busy organizer discreetly what was happen-
ing. The answer was laconic: ‘Natak’ — a Hindi-
Urdu word for ‘theatre’, ‘drama’, or ‘play’.

In the spirit of the Indian People’s Theatre
Association (IPTA), the Jana Natya Manch
team often takes productions to the audience,
and not the other way around.# They do not
wait for spectators in a theatre as most troupes
do, but go to the people. It is only in this way
that they can reach a new public — people who
cannot go to the theatre, or people who have
never seen a play. Such a ‘people’s theatre’
may well be an heir to such secular, vernacular
folk theatres as Nautanki in Northern India
or Jatra in Bengal, which developed against a
religious, Sanskritic traditional performance
background, becoming the architects of mod-
ern theatres in the nineteenth century. Profes-
sional troupes during the latter period went
from one village to the other, and erected tents
to show their productions. But the Jana Natya
Manch is an amateur theatre group insofar as
its members have a profession outside of the
theatre, and they refuse any kind of corporate
or state funding. Their street performances are
free, public, and independent. They have also
produced eighteen conventional proscenium
plays to date, which have provided them with
some revenue, but they are mostly well known
for the more than eighty street plays per-
formed everywhere in India since the 1970s.5

The Jana Natya Manch’s performances
belong to a tradition of protest plays which
started with Nil Darpan (The Indigo Mirror) and
other ‘mirror’ (darpan) plays that portrayed
social issues under British colonialism. When
it was first published in 1861, Nil Darpan was
an audacious, subversive text denouncing the
barbarity that led to the Indigo Revolt, a peas-
ant uprising crushed by the colonizer in 1859.
The play was produced, however, ‘in the
safety of urban limits and came long after
the Indigo situation had eased’.® By contrast,
a century later, the Jana Natya Manch was
able to develop a sort of idiosyncratic version
of the Aristotelian Three Unities for an
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immediate theatre: their street performances
focus on a single issue, and they are per-
formed when it happens, where it takes effect.
These performances also fall within the lively
tradition of street theatre that has flourished in
the wake of Panu Pal’s ‘street-corner play’
(pathanatika).” In 1951, on a single day, this
IPTA member created a play which protested
the imprisonment of communist leaders and
was performed in front of thousands of work-
ers in Hazra Park in Kolkata.

A Definition of ‘People’s Theatre’

Since its foundation in 1973, the Jana Natya
Manch has produced timely political arts in
the same vein, seeking ‘to take theatre to the
people” — its key principle — and inspiring
numerous people’s theatre groups all over
India in its wake.® ‘Jana Natya Manch’ (also
abbreviated as ‘Janam’) may translate as
‘People’s Theatre Front” or ‘People’s Theatre
Platform’; and the word ‘jana’ (1), also trans-
lated as ‘folk” and “public’, may refer to several
characteristics of the group at once:? actors are
not professionals but amateurs: that is to say,
ordinary people. They perform on the streets
for everyone in the city and the suburbs; these
performances address public issues, which
concern all citizens; they are done in a com-
mon language; and they are free of charge,
thus accessible to everybody. Last but not
least, the group’s work may lead to inter-
actions with audiences, as is clear below in
its last creation, Ham Bharat Ke Log, which
means that it is not only the group of self-
trained actors that performs, but that people
who have not received any training at all also
actively contribute to the show. Taken
together or separately, these characteristics
come to define a variety of performances as
‘people’s theatre’ (log natak).™©

When I joined the Jana Natya Manch at
their rehearsal place on 14 January 2020, five
days before Ham Bharat Ke Log’s premiere, I
was expecting to learn about a new street play.
In fact, without realizing it, | was being invited
to take part in the rehearsal of another kind of
performance. When 1 ingenuously asked
about this ‘new street play’, I was immediately
rebuffed: it was absolutely not a street play! It
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would be produced by a theatre group, on the
streets, after the end of a play but, allegedly, it
was something else. The nature of this new
performance was far from obvious. When I
sought clarification in an interview later with
Janam's secretary, I was told again:

Ham Bharat Ke Log is not a street play, it's a game,
let’s not confuse things, it’s not a street play, it’s a
game and it has a purpose, and we will do many
such things, but it’s not theatre; we use a theatrical
element in it, but it isn't a play."’

What kind of game was it exactly?

Ham Bharat Ke Log’s elaboration was still
underway when I first joined the Jana Natya
Manch on 14 January. In the rehearsal room,
two rows of concrete surrounded a lower
square stage. A young woman, apparently
acting as a director, was perched on the

upper row while I was invited to stand with
a dozen actors on the lower stage. The
game’s rule was quite elementary: she asked
us a series of yes/no questions, and we had
to walk to one side of the stage to answer
affirmatively and to the other side to answer
negatively; wejust stood in the middle when
we did not have an answer to her questions.
She was reading from a list, and suggestions
were coming from the actors. When they
thought about a potentially relevant ques-
tion, someone wrote it on a whiteboard. It
could then be included in a final script. Ham
Bharat Ke Log was conceived and performed
collaboratively. When the game first took place
outside in Ghaziabad on 19 January, right after
a street play, the director asked questions that
we answered, this time, along with other
members of the audience (Figure 2).

Figure 2. An empty sandlot in Ghaziabad turns into an improvised stage, 2020. Photograph: Aurélien Bellucci.
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Yet street performances in India have their
contingencies. Since more than 300 people
gathered on the sandlot, the director had to
improvise, asking them to raise a hand to say
yes, and refrain from doing so to say no, so as
not to have them walk back and forth and con-
fuse everyone. She used this same alternative
rule in other circumstances when, in the next
days, thousands of people played the game at
political protests. In any case, at the game’s start,
inactive spectators turned into active players.
This role change is probably the ultimate goal
of a people’s theatre and, in this case, it had
serious political implications: voiceless indi-
viduals became active citizens. Ham Bharat Ke
Log started with a question on citizenship.
When the script was fixed, I learned that the
group member who asked questions was
actually called a ‘conductor’ (F2%27) because
she orchestrated the game. Like the sutradhara
(‘thread holder’) in Sanskrit drama — or Epic
theatre’s narrator — the conductor opened the
performance and addressed audience mem-
bers. From the stage’s centre, she asked them:
‘So, let’s see: who belongs to the people of
India?’*? Janam’s members and the audience
answered in unison: ‘We are the people of
India!” ["Ham bharat ke log’]."> This statement
was not only the game’s original title, but also
the first four words of the Preamble to the
Constitution of India.”# Thus all players pro-
claimed their belonging to the nation:

CONDUCTOR: So, let’s see: who belongs to the
people of India?

ALL: We are the people of India!
CONDUCTOR: Who?

ALL: We are!

coNDUCTOR: The people of which country?
ALL: The people of India!

cOoNDUCTOR: Good! Let’s play a game with the
people of India, then. The rules are very simple.
When I ask you a question, you will answer by
going from right to left or from left to right
[or raise your hand to say yes and refrain from
doing so to say no].">

This introductory proclamation of national
belonging occurred at a time when pro-
testers opposed, among other issues men-
tioned above, two related laws that could
institute discrimination on the basis of
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religion. Such discrimination had been pre-
vented until then by the Constitution. The
first law was the ‘National Register of Citi-
zens’ (NRC), then implemented only in the
province of Assam but which was about to
be extended. The second law, the ‘Citizen-
ship Amendment Act’ (CAA), was passed on
12 December 2019. In brief, the former would
lead to the identification and deportation of
illegal migrants, while the latter would
allow the administration to grant citizenship
to Hindu, Sikh, Buddhist, Jain, Parsi, and
Christian migrants fleeing religious persecu-
tion in neighbouring countries. Not only
were Muslim migrants blatantly absent from
the list, even though Muslims are the largest
minority group in India, but also the mere
fact that religious communities were ex-
plicitly named to the detriment of others
was discriminatory in itself. Demonstrators
accused the government of targeting Muslim
residents through a ‘new anti-Muslim law’.°
By asking a diverse audience ‘who belongs to
the people of India’ in this fraught context,
Janam expected everyone, Hindus and Mus-
lims alike, to profess their unity and play as a
single body.

A Participatory Game or ‘Interactive
Presentation’

This solemn introduction was followed by a
series of lighter questions that solicited the
players’ goodwill. The conductor asked, for
example, "Who is wearing black socks?’, “‘Who
takes the metro?’, “‘Who watches films?’'7
Players got caught up in the game and jovially
played by the rules. Progressively, questions
became more specific: “‘Who was born in
Delhi?’, “‘Whose mother and father were born
in Delhi?’, and “Who has been in Delhi for ten
years?”'® These three successive questions
alluded to the new law, and the last one on
residency was particularly significant. For
migrant workers, residency lengths deter-
mined their right to citizenship. After their
arrival in India, every immigrant from a
neighbouring country had to wait for more
than ten years to apply for citizenship. With
the CAA, however, only Muslim immigrants
would have to wait for this long, whereas
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other immigrants would wait for five years —
half that length.*¢ In the Sahibabad Industrial
Area, where the game’s premiere took place,
many workers from various communities had
recently come from other provinces and coun-
tries. If players had been there for less than ten
years, did they belong to the people of India?
If they were Muslim, did they not belong to
the people of India?

Since questions on residency could sound
unsettling to a diverse audience, they were
interspersed with comical questions which
counterbalanced the seriousness and
urgency of the political context. The game
Ham Bharat Ke Log was a generically mixed
performance, at once serious and entertain-
ing: “Who eats dhal? Who eats onions? Who
eats biryani?’>° Everybody did, whatever
their religion, which was precisely the point:
all would willingly say yes, as a united body,
and show their common identity. After these
playful questions, without a transition, the
conductor asked: “Who's got a friend from
another religion? Who is married? Who is in
an interfaith marriage? Who married some-
one from another caste?’?* This was obvi-
ously not the case for everyone, and only a
few persons raised their hand. Yet, whatever
the answer to some contentious questions,
one — uttered four times — always brought
everyone together: ‘Those who consider
themselves to be citizens of India, raise your
hand [instead of ‘go to the centre’]!">> Despite
potential differences, players always ended
up acting as one. As the game progressed,
questions dealt more explicitly with citizen-
ship, and plunged them back into the serious
political context:

Who is able to sing the entire Jana Gana Mana
[National Anthem]?

Who is able to sing the entire Vande Mataram
[National Song]?

Those who consider themselves to be citizens of
India, go to the centre!

Who knows two fundamental rights?

Who knows all six fundamental rights?

Who knows the constitutional duties?

Those who consider themselves to be citizens of
India, go to the centre!*>

Figure 3. Placard at a protest against the Discriminatory
Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) and the National
Register of Citizens Laws (NRC), 2020. Photograph:
Aurélien Bellucci.

Players realized that they did not merely
act with other individuals but with their peers,
who abided by the same rules and had the
same rights and duties. They professed com-
mon national belonging rather than diverging
customs and faiths. Where the authorities
fomented division, the Jana Natya Manch
not only advocated unity but also carried out
its implementation (Figure 3).

In a final series of questions dealing directly
with the CAA and NRC, the conductor asked
about a crucial document that was necessary
to prove one’s citizenship: a birth certificate.
Especially in the poorest castes and classes,
many people did not have the document,
and this was the case for children and elderly
people, particularly those who were born
before Independence.?+ In order to support
fellow citizens who did not have the document,
Janam openly recommended civil disobedience
in a last, subversive question that prompted
people to keep acting after the game:>>
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Who was born in India after 19477

Whose parents were born in India before 19477

Those who consider themselves to be citizens of
India, go to the centre!

Who has their birth certificate?

Whose parents have their birth certificate?

Who, come what may, will not show their
documents?

Those who consider themselves to be citizens of
India, go to the centre!*°

The game was, by nature, interactive. Signifi-
cantly, the Hindi script had a subtitle in Eng-
lish indicating that it was ‘An Interactive
Presentation” (my emphasis). Not only was
the audience not inactive, as it could have
been in a traditional dramatic ‘representa-
tion’, but it was also composed of new players
— that is, new actors — at each occurrence. This
is precisely why the group’s secretary insisted
that Ham Bharat Ke Log was not a play. Every-
one was acting themselves and for all. They
made their voices heard and proclaimed their
identity without any mediation or ‘represen-
tation’. Janam’s game was not ‘a making
[something] present again’.?” It was simply
‘a making present’, a ‘presentation’. It made
present ‘the people of India’, who were para-
doxically absent from political discussions on
citizenship at the Indian Parliament — in other
words, they were absent from discussions
about the making of the nation and their
belonging to it.>®

Fully Fledged Democratic Performances

Whereas the House of the People (Lok Sabha)
failed to represent the people of India and put
their unity in jeopardy, the people’s theatre
(log natak) offered them a platform to play
their own story. When together they showed
their unity, players turned into a single body
of citizens. The game’s title and first proclam-
ation ‘Ham Bharat Ke Log’, were the first four
words of the Constitution’s Preamble, which
the conductor read in its entirety as a conclu-
sion to the game.? She read from both Hindi
and Urdu scripts, the respective languages of
Hindu and Muslim communities that the gov-
ernment was playing off against each other.
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Ham Bharat Ke Log could be seen in equal
measure as a political demonstration against
national division and as a national celebra-
tion: it was a new kind of political perform-
ance for a new political situation, which took
place outside both theatres and parliaments in
public space. As a matter of fact, Janam
enjoined a crowd of impromptu players to
perform the national Constitution. As the gov-
ernment threatened the nation’s fundamental
principles, a theatre group turned a fictive
democracy into a real democratic experiment,
and it did this on many occasions. At a time
when democracy suffered a blow, Janam
and the people of India created fully fledged
democratic performances.

Here is the draft script:

TH AT &F AR

Ham Bharat Ke Log

Jana Natya Manch, January 2020
We, the People of India:

An Interactive Presentation
CAA/NRC?° Game, Draft Script
Translation from Hindi into English

by Aurélien Bellucci

CONDUCTOR: So, let’s see: who belongs to the
people of India?

ALL: We are the people of India!
CONDUCTOR: Who?

ALL: We are!

coNDUCTOR: The people of which country?
ALL: The people of India!

CcONDUCTOR: Good! Let’s play a game with
the people of India then. The rules are very
simple. When I ask you a question, you will
answer by going from right to left or from
left to right.

Who is wearing black socks? [Ask for proof.]

Who has a handkerchief in their pocket? [Ask
for proof.]

Who is wearing two sweaters? [Ask for proof.]

Who takes the metro? [Ask for proof.]

Who is left-handed? [Ask for proof.]

Who lives in a rented house?

Who watches films?

Who wears pajamas?

Who has two children?
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Who has more than four children?

Whose children were born in Delhi?

Who was born in Delhi?

Whose mother and father were born in Delhi?

Who has been in Delhi for ten years?

Apart from Hindi and English, who knows yet
another language?

Who eats dhal?

Who eats onions?

Who eats biryani?

Who'’s got a friend from another religion?

Who is married?

Who is in an interfaith marriage?

Who married someone from another caste?

Who has at least one family member who is or
has been in the armed forces?

Who has ever been to any of the Indian borders?

Whois able to sing the entire Jana Gana Mana?®'

Who is able to sing the entire Vande Mataram?32

Those who consider themselves to be citizens
of India, go to the centre!

Who knows two fundamental rights?

Who knows all six fundamental rights?>®

Who knows the constitutional duties?*

Those who consider themselves to be citizens
of India, go to the centre!

Who was born in India after 19477

Whose parents were born in India before 19477

Those who consider themselves to be citizens
of India, go to the centre!

Who has their birth certificate?

Whose parents have their birth certificate?

Who, come what may, will not show their
documents?

Those who consider themselves to be citizens
of India, go to the centre!

At the end of the game, the Conductor reads the
Preamble to the Constitution of India:

WE, THE PEOPLE OF INDIA, having solemnly
resolved to constitute India into a SOVEREIGN
SOCIALIST SECULAR DEMOCRATIC
REPUBLIC and to secure to all its citizens:

JUSTICE, social, economic and political;

LIBERTY of thought, expression, belief, faith,
and worship;

EQUALITY of status and of opportunity; and to
promote among them all

FRATERNITY, assuring the dignity of the
individual and the unity and integrity of
the Nation;

IN OUR CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY this
26th day of November 1949, do HEREBY
ADOPT, ENACT, AND GIVE TO
OURSELVES THIS CONSTITUTION.
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