
My elder son w ill go to America to 
pursue his studies. He is not such a 
foo as to keep himself buried in books 
forever. Perhaps h e'll fall in love with 
some junior librarian in his university 
and then perhaps they'll get m arried, 
whether we are able to participate in 
the wedding or no t. . . . As a matter 
of fact I am only aware of m y father's 
surname since it happens to be my 
surname too .. . 

The mohajir elders grapple for ancho~s 
in their attempt to com e to terms with 
their fate as mohajirs. Th ese an ch ors 
become available lo them only at the 
intellectual and phllosophlcallevel. As 
they seek an answer to the gna wing 
question- For how long shall we remain 
mohajirs- they tend to seek refuge in: 

In truth , we are all mohajirs. 

During the British Raj, our elders 
used to flaunt their ribbons for the 
ranks of Jamadar or Subedar wi th 
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great pride. Now our youngsters 
have got so m any oppor tunities to 
demonstrates their talents . 

Or, take this: 

... He was a Hindu judge by the name 
of Chand ani. After Independence, all 
his relatives had crossed over to 
Hindustan bu t he had stayed here, 
insisting that Sindh udesh was his real 
hom e 6 in that whole gathering he 
w as the only one who did into look a 
native. And at that time, it seemed as 
if the old m an was serving out the 
coll ective sente nces of a ll the 
punishments he had meted out in his 
court. I started wondering what lie 
was doing here when one by one, 
even his gods had left this place. And 
once he had decided to stay on, he 
should have evinced fai th in his new 
li fe, read the Kalma, worshipped 
Allah to ensure h is redemption and 
spent the rest of h is days in peace .. . 
one word out of his mouth and he 

Patriarchal Distortions in Folklore 

For once the blurb does not exaggerate. 
Pankaj Singh's Re-presenting Woman: 
Tradition, Legend and Panjabi Drama is 
what the blurb says it is: "a pioneer 
study on Panjabi legends and d rama 
from the gender perspective." 

The s tudy of gender in folklore 
st_arted receiving attention only in the 
nmeteen eighties. Studies of folk 
narr.atives are also hard to come by, 
particularly in India and this book is to 
m~ mind the first sustained interrog
atwn of some popular traditional 
narratives of Punjab and it shows how 
patriarchal bias has led to the margin
alization and mi srepresentation of 
women in them. It is at the same time a 
close examination of how Punjabi 
dramatists have tri~d to re-create these 
narratives and re-present women along 

more just, realistic and humanistic 1 ines. 
Gender, as the author shows, is central 
to the examination of the past and by 
underta king this s tu dy o f Punjabi 
legends from the gender perspectiv~ she 
has opened up a ne w a nd fru itful 
terr itory for research into th e fo lk 
narratives of the country and the ir 
contem porary reinca rn a ti on s in a 
literary form in different lan guages of 

the coun try. 
The book is based on the premise that 

the past o f a society exercises a powerful 
hold over the present through the use 
of myth, legends and history. Myths, 
Pankaj Singh reminds us, " re flect, 
sustain and regulate the m oral and 
cultural code of a living society" (2). 
Likewise, a legend is also a cultural 
construct which "gets privileged as the 
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would be nabbed as an alien inn his 
own Sindhudesh! 
Deewane Ma ulvi Sahab wonders -
w he re a ll the H ind u s h av e 
d isappeared b u t then fee ls very 
happy with the thought that by and 
by all o f them have embraced Is lam. 
He s tops to invoke Allah 's blessings 
of the boundless wealth of abid ing 
faith upon the whole world . .. 

Sleepwalkers as an ironic sta tem ent on a 
mono lith ic society accommoda tes 
themes of n ativ ity, rootlessness, meta
physica l reconcilia tion and adaptation 
in an otherwise hos tile environment. 
Moliajirs in Pakistan w ill ever remain 
moliajirs. History and politics will further 
perpe tuate the s t igma tised nomen
clature. 
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collective wisdom of the ages ... and 
becomes a pervasive element in the 
consc iou sn ess o f a s ocie ty . . .. 
Transmitted from genera tion to gener
ation myths and legends on the one 
hand contribute ro the continuity of a 
culture and on the.other hand become 
instruments of control by encouraging 
conformity to the accepted social norms 
and d iscouraging occurrence of social 
d ev iance. Thus m yth a nd legend 
becom e em bodim ents of dogma , 
preached not by sermonising but by 
storytelling, and function as ' illustrative 
media"' (4). 

Hi sto ry too, d espite its cla im to 
objectiv ity, depends on "a con tinual 
selection and interpretation," which can 
never be value-free. "Myth, legend and 
history," she concludes," are not neutral 
but politicall y motivated narratives, 
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controlled and s tructured by the powers 
tha t be [in th is case pa triarchy] to 
promote and perpe tuate their domin
a tion and ideology" (6). Because of their 
poten tia l to enforce control and also 
because the legends chosen for s tudy in 
the book are cultura lly a live and vibrate 
in the Punjabi consciousness it becomes 
important tha t these trad iti ona l 
narratives are scrutinized and redefined 
and reinterp reted . 

Pankaj Singh chooses four trad itional 
na r ratives- two love lege nd s, Hi r 
Ra njha and Mirza Saheban a nd two 
legends of morali ty as she ca lls them, 
Pumn Bhagat an d Raja Rasnfu, a ll of 
which are popular in Punjab. Before 
zeroin g in on the legends, however, the 
author carefu lly prepares the gro·.md for 
her proLe. 

After briefly ta lk in g ->bou t the 
aes thetic ad vantage of using traditiona l 
literary narra tives in drama she goes on 
to talk of the almost symbiotic relation
s hip between tradi tion and modernity
and of the social responsibility of the 
writer to conscious ly p robe the past. 
This involves confronting "questions of 
power, freedom, justice, self and choice" 
which as she rightly says, "may appea r 
as sel f-eviden t bu t which need to be 
examined afresh" (8). 

In a brief overview of how the past 
was used by the p layw rights in Hindi 
and Punjabi she poin ts out that it was 
used by dramatis ts in pre-independence 
In di a to in fuse a sense o f cultural 
na tion a lis m . They presented role 
models of endura nce, self-sac rifice, 
courage and resistance. In contrast the 
post-independence drama both in Hindi 
and Punjabi critiques tradition. She finds 
tha t except Bhisham Salu1i's Mndhavi 
Hindi dramatis ts largely ignore " the 
exis tential predicament of women in a 
world of male dominance" (11). Post
independence Punjabi drama, on the 
other hand, shows a marked inclination 
to " review and recons truct" popular 
legends. 

In the last section of Chapter I she 
briefly discusses the contemporary 
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Indian playwrights' quest for an idiom 
that is appropriate for wh at she, follow
ing Catherine Be tsey, calls an "inter
rogative text." She adds that these play
wrights have found ind igenous forms 
and conventions more suitable for their 
purpose. The resources derived from 
both classical drama and the rich folk 
theatre are plentiful and Punjabi dram a 
makes eclectic use of several of these 
home-grow n elem ents s uch as the 
sutrndhara, folk singers, or a Dhadi, non
corporeal chorus or Voice, songs and at 
times dances. 

The rema ining three chapters are 
concerned w ith the p resentation of 
women in legends and their re-creations 
in pre- and post-independence Punjabi 
drama. The second chapter en titled 
' Re presenting National ism: Myth, 
Lege nd and Drama in the Pre
Independence Phase' offers an account 
of how women were viewed in early 
Punjabi d rama. While the drama of 
soc ia l re fo rm took some note of the 
excesses committed against women 
characters, the nationalistic discourse 
tended to idealize them. Among others 
she mentions Brij La! Shastri's Savitri 
(1925) and Sukanya (1925) and Puran 
Natak (1920). The last p lay foregrounds 
the mother-son bond so characteristic of 
the nationalistic ethos whereas Puran 
Singh's Puran Nath jogi (1925) idealizes 
fchh aran as a mother, and motherly 
love. Ironica lly, th is g lorification of 
motherhood in the service of 
nationalism tended to deflect attention 
from the real woman as and for herself 
and " reaffirmed even more subtly the 
exp lo ita tive and restr ictive role as 
prescribed by patriarchy, namely as a 
giver, provider but never a seeker for 
herself" (43). 

Pankaj Singh's examination of 
traditional narratives selected by her 
begins in chapter 111. She varies her 
s t-ra tegy to deal with the two groups of 
legends, namely love legends and 
legends of morali ty. The logic of love 
demands that women play a major role 
in them, which is what Hir and Saheban 

do in the love legends. However, this 
chapter dealing with these legends is 
en ti tled 'Recasting Women' s uggesting 
tha t in the traditional legends women 
were cast in a patriarchal mould and 
recasting them was essentia l in the 
interest of justice, dignity and humanity. 
Tn the legends of morality, women are 
not given a central p lace and even in 
the ir subsidiary role are presented 
demeaningly. This ca lls for an inter
rogation of the legends themselves. 
Hence chapter IV dealing with Puran 
Bhagat and Raja Rasalu bears the title 
' lnterroga ting Legends'. Each of these 
chapt.?rs is divided into two parts. The 
first part gives an analysis of the legend 
that helps the author to illus trate the 
dis torting effect of pa triarchy. This is 
followed by a discussion of the dramatic 
re-creations of these legends. 

For Hir Ranjha she concentrates on the 
best-known version of the legend, called 
Hir Waris (after the name of the author 
Waris Shah), which is an acknowledged 
classic of Punjabi literature and quotes 
chapter and verse to show how patri
archal blinkers have led Waris Shah to 
arbitrarily privilege Ranjha and denigr
ate and subjugate HIT and other women 
characters .• Hir it is who suggests that 
they run away but Ranjha turns down 
her s uggestion saying that love has no 
charm if won with stealing and 
elopement and ironicaUy blames her for 
cheati ng him: "You made me tend 
buffaloes." There is in fact a misogynis
tic s train in him, which is amazing in a 
lover. He quotes from the Quran saying: 
"God Himself hath said in the holy 
Quran: 'Verily your deceit is great.' ... 
Satan is the Lord of e~il spirits and 
women , the word of boys, hemp 
smokers and bhang smokers cannot be 
trusted ... " (Quoted on p. 58). He is 
particularly harsh to women while 
ta !king to Sehti and holds Eve responsi
ble for Adam's expulsion and later 
rhetorically asks: "When have they ever 
been faithful to anyone?" Sehti is 
presented as " the loudest and most 
aggressive voice contesting the idle 
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boastful imposter Ranjha" (62) but 
Waris Shah makes her regret her 
behaviour and offer an apology to him. 
Singh also points out the patriarchal bias 
of Waris Shah himself. Women, he says, 
are deceitful. The other words associ
ated by him wHh them are "pretence" 
and "fraud". Moreover, she points out, 
that Waris Shah does not seem moved 
by Hir'ssuffering. "Her forced marriage 
to Saida and her poisoning by her own 
family, are just reported in a matter-of
fact manner, unaccompanied by any 
indictment of these cruel, unfair acts of 
social injustice and deception, or by any 
words of compassion for their victim 
Hir" (65). Pankaj Singh's conclusion is 
damning: "His indifference to women's 
agony and his sweeping denigration of 
women certainly make the celebration 
of this 'classic' questionable" (65). The 
inverted commas enclosing the word 
classic are hers. With this her demolition 
of Hir Waris is complete. Here we see 
Pankaj Singh at her iconoclastic best. 

In order to minimize the possibility 
of disagreement she quotes from the 
original Punjabi and then adds an 
English translation, either the one given 
by the well-known translator of Hir, 
Charles Frederic Usborne or R. C. 
Temple's translation or her own for the 
benefit of those unfamiliar with the 
language. This is sound scholarship. 
The question, however, remains: how do 
we account for the discrepancy between 
the immense popularity of the legend 
and Waris Shah's gender-biased 
presentation of it? Pankaj Singh's text 
provides little help in this respect. 

Now about the dramatic re-creations 
of the legend. According to Singh 
possibly the best dramatization of the 
legend is by Shiela Bhatia for whom the 
legend is the tragedy of a woman "in a 
male-oriented world." rn her play Hir 
is "po1soned not by uncle Kaido but by 
her mother to save her from being 
lynched by society." Unfortunately this 
version is not available even with the 
author herself. Of the four available re
creations of the legend, two from the pen 
of Harsaran Singh Hir da Dukltant (1982) 
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and H ir Ranjha (1990), focus on a subject 
ignored by the legend, namely H ir's 
suffering and the dilemma of a choice 
between her lover and her husband both 
of whom fail her. Au lakh's Ba/ Nath de 
Tille te (1978) is also a vindication of 
woman but this vind ication innovat
ively comes from the lips of Ranjha 
himself w ho has been recas t in the 
mould of a responsible man, "sad, sober 
and full of humility." These three 
reworkings are more rea listic and have 
an obvious contemporary relevance. 

Pankaj Singh's discussion of Mirza 
Saheban in Piloo's fragmentary version 
places the legend a lso firml y in the 
patriarchal mould. But I think the voice 
of patriarchy is not as s trident in this 
legend and in thjs version as it was in 
Hir Waris. Mirza's overblown male ego 
in not heeding Saheban's repeated pleas 
to run away from their pursuers and 
take her to Danabad comes out several 
times in the narrative. And Pankaj Singh 
is right in pointing out that Piloo under
plays Mirza's blind ego by stressing the 
role of destiny in the tragedy of the 
lovers. But it must be remembered that 
the poet does not absolve Mirza a l
together: 

"Mirza mara Ma li kui-Maut de,/ 
kuchh mara unhon ghuman." 

"Partly the Lord of Death and partly 
pride s lew Mirza." 

This is an acknow led gement of 
reality, w hich is characteris ti c of the 
entire legend. Also, 1 think even Piloo's 
patch version speaks with more than one 
voice. The voice of patriarch is loud and 
clear. Woman is a piece of property 
meant to be disposed of at the w ill of 
the father and symbolizes family izzat. 
Also both Mirza's mother and father 
speak disparagingly of women, w hich 
are not countered in the text. But it is 
difficult to agree with her view that the 
tragedy cou ld have been averted if 
Mirza had heeded Saheban's advice. 
Knowing the temper of the Syals and the 
tribal code of family honour, the tragedy 
could only have been delayed, but not 
averted. 

The conflict in the mind of Sheban 
buil t into the legend clearly lends itself 
to dramatization more than does Hir 
Ranjha. Pankaj Singh examines 6 
dram atisat ions of the legend, all of 
which make an effort to free Sa heban 
from the patria rchal charge of betrayal, 
though with varying degrees of 
effectiveness. These include Ba lwant 
Gargi's Mirza Saheban (performed 1976; 
pub. 1984) in which Garg i tries to 
ex ternali se Saheban's conflict and 
establish her innocence by insisting that 
she was a victim of that unfortunate 
moment of li fe when any decision taken 
by her would have spel t h·agedy for her" 
(Quoted on p. 84); Ajmer Singh Aulakh's 
one-act poetic play Mirze de Maut [The 
Death of Mirza] (1978); and Joginder 
Bahrla's Sal!eban (1975; pub. 1990) which 
uses Hir's grave as a backdrop for most 
of the acti on and a lso her spectral 
presence to indict patriarchy. /\nother 
interesti ng innovation is the use of a 
Voice which "acts as a Chorus to sum 
up or comment on the action and to 
include excerpts from the legend" (98). 
Any student of lndian .drama is bound 
to be pleasantly surprised at the in
novative use of the resources of the 
theatre to enhance the effectiveness of 
these plays. 

The gende r bias in the legends of 
morali ty, namely in Puran Bhagat and 
Raja Rasaltt is even more bla tant and 
leads the author to inte rrogate the 
narratives themselves. Pankaj Singh 
exa mines two sources, Kissa Puran 
Bfmgat by the 19111 century poet Kadaryar 
whose version is the first and also the 
most celebrated one of the legend and 
the version as told by some Jats of Patiala 
included in R. C. Temple's anthology 
The Legends of the Punjab (1884) and fi nds 
both loaded· against women. There are 
three principa l women in Puran Bhagnt, 
Ichhara n, King Sa lwan's w ife a nd 
Puran's mother, Luna, Salwan's second 
anq young wife, and finalJy Sundaran, 
the beautiful queen who lives alone and 
to whom Guru Gorakhnath sends Puran 
to beg food from. All these women are 
presented negatively, with Luna faring 
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the worst of a ll. She is s tigmatised as a 
cruel, revengeful temptress, a "virtual 
female ogre," and is held responsible for 
all of Puran's woes. On the other hand 
King Sa lwan who marries a woman of 
the age of his daughter and who actually 
o rders Puran's mutilation remains 
above criticism. And his cruelty and 
injus tice are cond oned as the writ of 

des tiny. 
Likewise Puran's half-brother Raja 

Rasalu is kept above blame. No blame 
attaches to him for marrying the infant 
daughte r of Sarkap, Kokil an. Th e 
jealous Rasalu kills Kokilan's lover (who 
is a man of her own age) and has his wife 
feed on his heart but he is again not 
blamed either for his cruelty or revenge. 

In fact the latter act is considered a fit 
punis hm e nt for Kokil a n 's 'e rrant' 
conduct. The inescapable conclusion is 
that the so-called tales of morality are 
d iscourses of misogyn y. The author 
ri ghtly conc ludes that behind such~ 
misogynistic p resentation is the ever
present fear of the fema le. 

Pankaj Singh di scusses th e re

crea tions of these two legends by Shiv 
Kumar, Kapur Sigh Ghuman, Manjit Pal 

Kaur and Atamjit. These plays retrieve 
the misrepresented women, re-si tuate 
the m at the centre of the plays and 
restructure the even ts. Shiv Kumar's 
Lu11n (1965) w hich has become a classic 
not on ly turns the Puran legend into 
Luna 's legend but a lso foregrounds 
lchharan's humiliation at her h usband's 
second marriage. Manjit Pa l Kaur's 
Sundnrnn (fi rs t s taged 1991) th at 
celebrates Sundaran 's love for Puran 
rises above the binary opposition of the 
oppresso r an d the oppressed and 
presents the idea of complementarity of 
man and woman . This is a feminist 
position which the author seems to 
favour for she refers to it" again in the 
Afterword. 

The author's recognition that the 
cu ltural past will continue to be re
interpreted and re-p resented is 
indicated by the last sentence of Chapter 
IV: "And the experimentation with the 
narratives of the past goes on .... " 
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Can men write feminist texts? Pankaj 
Sing h raises this ques tion in the 
Afte rword. Sin ce most o f the re

creations of legends discussed here are 
by ma le playwrights-all except Manjit 
Pal Kaur, Pankaj Singh concedes that 
"Panj abi drama truly re fl ec ts the 
androgynous nature of human creati
vity," but she has her own reservations. 
For she believes that there is an un
deniable difference in the response of 
the male and fema le writers and that the 
"male playwrights' feminist inclinations 
derive from their humanistic vision and 
hence they do not contest patriarchy per 
se." This is an assertion, not an argu
ment. I personally feel that the subject 
is far too important and complex to be 

decided either way summarily or on the 
basis of insufficient evidence. 

While on the subject of contemporary 
re-creations of legends, I should like to 
mention the rewriting and represen
tation of the Gujarati / Rajasthani legend 
of Jasman Odan in the Ind ia festival at 
London in 1982 by Shanta Gandhi (a 
fo rmer Professor o f Ancient Indian 
Dra ma and Folk Theatre at NSD). The 
book containing the older version and 
her revised version as also some other 

detai ls of her experimentation was 
published by Radhakrishna Prakashan 
in Hindi in 1984. The legend tells the 
s to ry o f a beautiful working c lass 
woman belonging to the oa caste of pond 
diggers who move from place to p lace 
in search of work. She tamely accepts 
marriage to a deformed husband chosen 
by her parents, spurns the advances of 
a lustful king and finally commits sati 
when the king has her husband killed 
before her eyes. ln Shanta Gandhi's 
rewriting, how ever, we meet a 
transformed Jasman. Her marriage is a 
kind of swaymnvara for she has met her 
husband earlier an d app1·eciates the 
artist in him. And she does not commit 
sati as in the traditiona l version bul is 
shown to collapse at the murder of her 
husband. With these and other changes 
the legend becomes a potential vehicle 
for progressive ideas about labour
capitalis t relations, woman's indepen-

den ce and an instrume n t of social 
change. 

Writing in 1984 Shanta Gandhi says 
that the new Jasman had gone round the 
ci ties only and that the rea l test of her 
acceptability, w hich would mean the 
acceptance of new values sought to be 
broadcast through it, would come when 
she was accepted by village audiences. 
The same logic could be applied to the 
re-creations of Punjabi legends 
discussed here. We have no idea how 
the dramatizations were accepted by the 
audiences and who constituted the 
audiences. Like Shanta Gandhj, Pankaj 
Singh is aware of the need for an 
approp riate idiom for re-presenting 
legends. But as Shanta Gandhi says 
reaching a wider audience is one thing, 
the acceptance of the new values quite 
another. Pankaj Singh too is conscious 
of this but unsure of the reasons for the 
gap between the sweeping power of 
legends over audiences w hich drama 
com parative ly lacks. Sh e raises 
questions about it in the Afterword 
without attempting to give a definite 
answer. The wider acceptability of the 
dramatized legends is a subject that 

deserves a closer enquiry. 
This is a bold and subversive book 

which is backed by unobtrusive 
scholarship and which has been written 
with intense conviction. It offers an 
additional bonus in the form of several 
photographs of productions of some of 
the re-created legends and two 
interviews, with Balwant Gargi and 
Manjit Pal Kaur. A professor of English 
the author is as much at home in Punjabi 
drama as in Western drama. 

This multidimensional book will be 
of interest to a variety of readers, those 
engaged in the study of folklore, gender 
issues and drama, and indeed to all 
those who are not afraid of looking at 
the unpleasant aspects of our cultural 
past. 
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