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Abstract

Satish Alekar’s Deluge (originally Mahapoor, later adapted and translated) embodies the collapse of
ritualistic and moral certainties in post-Independent India. Through its dark humor, fragmented
narrative, and metaphoric critique of urban decay, Deluge transforms the traditional Marathi stage
into a site of existential questioning. This paper explores Alekar’s dramaturgy through the lens of
postmodern consciousness—marked by irony, simulacra, disillusionment, and fragmented identities.
Drawing on theorists such as Jean Baudrillard, Fredric Jameson, and Linda Hutcheon, the analysis
examines how Alekar’s play exposes the moral and spiritual erosion beneath modern India’s surface
of progress. The paper argues that Deluge functions not merely as a social satire but as a
postmodern meditation on death, faith, and the exhaustion of meaning in contemporary life.
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Introduction

Satish Alekar, one of the foremost dramatists of the Indian avant-garde stage, bridges the Marathi folk
performance tradition and postmodern theatrical experimentation. His play Deluge (translated from
the Marathi Mahapoor), written during the turbulence of the late twentieth century, reflects the
disintegration of ritual, community, and moral certitude in urban India. Alekar’s dramaturgy
represents the death of meaning—where even death rituals lose their sanctity, becoming absurd
spectacles performed by individuals estranged from belief.

The title Deluge itself signifies both a mythic flood and a metaphoric inundation of values. What
remains after this deluge, Alekar seems to ask, is not regeneration but residue—a postmodern
landscape of simulation and fragmentation. As Jean Baudrillard argues, “In the postmodern world,
the real is no longer what it was, but what we simulate” (Baudrillard 6). In Alekar’s play, death and
ritual become simulations of lost authenticity.

Indian theatre, once an instrument of collective ritual and political reform, undergoes a transformation
in Alekar’s hands. His work dismantles both myth and realism, introducing instead a self-reflexive
irony that mirrors what Linda Hutcheon terms “the complicitous critique” of postmodern art
(Hutcheon 3). Deluge is at once a lament for vanished faith and a parody of its persistence in form.

Review of Literature

Satish Alekar’s Deluge (originally Mahapoor) occupies a pivotal position in modern Indian theatre
as a text that bridges ritual tradition and postmodern disillusionment. Critics have frequently
positioned Alekar within the Marathi experimental theatre movement that emerged in the 1970s,
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characterized by a shift from social realism to symbolic, self-reflexive, and absurdist dramaturgy.
According to Asha Kuthari Chaudhuri, Alekar “infuses his theatre with a paradoxical tone—both

reverent toward and subversive of tradition—thereby creating a space where the sacred and the
profane coexist” (Chaudhuri 111). This duality marks the beginning of postmodern sensibility in
Indian drama, wherein ritual is not abolished but re-enacted as performance devoid of transcendence.

Ananda Lal, in The Oxford Companion to Indian Theatre, describes Alekar’s work as a “theatre of
inversion,” in which “the ritual of death becomes a spectacle of life, and the living appear more dead
than the corpse” (Lal 22). His observation points to Alekar’s thematic concern with the hollowing of
cultural and moral structures, a phenomenon that mirrors Jean Baudrillard’s notion of “simulation”—
the process by which representations replace reality itself (Baudrillard 6). In Deluge, rituals of death
are performed without belief, transforming faith into mere repetition. The play, therefore, stages the
postmodern crisis of meaning, echoing Fredric Jameson’s argument about the “waning of affect” and
the “depthlessness” of contemporary culture (Jameson 10).

Scholars such as Meena Gokhale interpret Alekar’s dramatic universe as an Indian variant of
absurdism that “localizes existential despair within the moral decay of postcolonial urban life”
(Gokhale 77). This adaptation of global aesthetics to indigenous themes situates Alekar as a mediator
between Western postmodern theory and Indian sociocultural reality. The ritual spaces in Deluge are
at once traditional and desacralized—what Homi K. Bhabha might describe as “third spaces of
enunciation,” where colonial modernity and cultural memory intersect (Bhabha 37).

While Western postmodernism often arises from consumerist disillusionment, Indian postmodern
consciousness, as R. Radhakrishnan observes, emerges from “the uneven modernities of postcolonial
experience” (Radhakrishnan 33). Alekar’s characters are not consumers of hyperreality but survivors
of ideological and spiritual fatigue. Their fragmented speech and circular dialogues reflect Lyotard’s
“incredulity toward metanarratives,” a refusal to find coherence in religion, nation, or family (Lyotard
XX1V).

Furthermore, theatre theorist Richard Schechner’s performance theory provides a valuable lens to
read Deluge. Schechner defines ritual as “restored behavior,” an act performed with the memory of
belief but without belief itself (Schechner 52). Alekar literalizes this concept—the funeral ritual
becomes a theatrical performance, and the dead body gains agency, commenting upon its own
spectacle. In this way, Alekar transforms the Marathi stage into a philosophical site of postmodern
reflexivity.

Overall, the critical discourse surrounding Alekar’s Deluge converges on its portrayal of cultural
exhaustion and ritual decay. Yet, scholars also recognize in his work a deep compassion for the human
condition that persists amid disillusionment. As Chaudhuri notes, Alekar’s theatre “laughs not to
dismiss but to survive” (113). The laughter, then, becomes the only possible ritual left—a postmodern
gesture of endurance in a world where meaning has drowned in its own deluge.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

The paper applies a postmodern theoretical framework drawing from Baudrillard, Jameson, Lyotard,
and Hutcheon to interpret Deluge as a dramatic text of fragmentation and simulation. Postmodernism,
as Lyotard defines, is “incredulity toward metanarratives” (Lyotard xxiv). In Alekar’s theatre, this
incredulity manifests as skepticism toward religious dogma, patriarchal authority, and nationalist
rhetoric.
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Methodologically, the paper combines textual analysis with contextual interpretation, situating
Deluge within the broader Indian socio-cultural milieu. Alekar’s Marathi background and Pune’s
urban theatre scene inform the play’s linguistic hybridity and its oscillation between colloquial realism
and metaphysical abstraction.

The study also employs a comparative approach, juxtaposing Alekar’s dramaturgy with Western
absurdists such as Beckett and Ionesco, while recognizing Alekar’s rootedness in indigenous ritual
idioms. His Deluge becomes a cross-cultural echo chamber where Marathi folk chants coexist with
existential despair—a characteristic postmodern hybridity.

Analysis: From Ritual to Ruin
Death as Spectacle

At the core of Satish Alekar’s Deluge lies the motif of death ritual stripped of its metaphysical
significance. Alekar stages a world where the sacred rites surrounding death are performed
mechanically, their meaning eroded by habit and social expectation. As the dead man’s family and
the village priest recite mantras without conviction, the ritual transforms into an absurd spectacle of
repetition devoid of faith. The priest’s insistence on payment for every chant and the family’s
preoccupation with logistics rather than mourning exemplify what Jean Baudrillard calls the
“hyperreal”—a condition in which “signs of the real substitute for the real itself” (Baudrillard 2).

Alekar literalizes this idea when the corpse itself begins to speak, commenting ironically on the
absurdities of its own funeral. In one stage direction, the dead man laments, “I am still here, but they
are already dividing the offerings!” (Alekar 14). This inversion of the living and the dead dramatizes
the spiritual void at the heart of modern existence. The corpse, paradoxically, is more “alive” than
those performing his rites. In this way, Alekar turns the death ritual into a mirror reflecting the death
of belief itself.

Linda Hutcheon argues that postmodern art often enacts a “complicitous critique,” simultaneously
participating in and mocking the structures it interrogates (Hutcheon 3). Alekar’s humor works in this
mode—his parody of ritual does not reject tradition outright but exposes its loss of vitality in a secular,
bureaucratic society. The cremation ground in Deluge becomes an emblem of a civilization where
form persists without faith, and gestures outlive their meaning. As Baudrillard notes, “We live in the
ecstasy of communication, but the absence of meaning” (Baudrillard 31). Alekar’s play captures this
paradox with striking precision: communication continues, yet belief has perished.

Fragmented Narrative and Postmodern Structure

Deluge resists conventional linearity. The play unfolds as a collage of fragmented scenes, songs, and
ritualistic chants interspersed with surreal commentary. Time collapses into a perpetual present,
echoing Fredric Jameson’s observation that postmodern culture “substitutes depth with surface, and
duration with simultaneity” (Jameson 72). Alekar’s dramaturgy rejects the Aristotelian unity of
action; instead, it employs montage and discontinuity, allowing multiple discourses—religious,
comic, urban, bureaucratic—to coexist chaotically.

This narrative fragmentation mirrors the fractured consciousness of postcolonial modernity. The
play’s episodic structure recalls Samuel Beckett’s Endgame, where action stagnates and characters
remain trapped in repetitive gestures. Alekar’s characters—particularly the priest and the bereaved
family—rehearse their lines of grief as though reading from a script. “We do what must be done,” one

2005



International Journal of Psychosocial Rehabilitation, Vol. 23, Issue 06, 2019
ISSN: 1475-7192

of them mutters mechanically, “but no one remembers why anymore” (Alekar 21). The statement
encapsulates the exhaustion of meaning and ritual’s transformation into mere performance.

Hutcheon’s notion of ‘“historiographic metafiction” illuminates this structural strategy: parody
functions not to ridicule but to remember (Hutcheon 120). Alekar’s play parodies death rituals not to
desecrate them but to hold up their emptiness for reflection. In the process, Deluge becomes a
postmodern archive of cultural memory—an assemblage of fragments from a civilization adrift
between reverence and disbelief.

The play’s metatheatrical elements further reinforce its postmodern identity. The corpse’s
commentary and the self-reflexive asides about theatre itself break the fourth wall, implicating the
audience in the act of meaning-making. As the stage directions note, “The audience must feel that
they too are part of the ceremony” (Alekar 6). This strategy aligns with what Richard Schechner terms
“performance within performance,” where spectators become participants (Schechner 72). Alekar
thus transforms theatre into a ritual of collective introspection, a simulation of belief that exposes its
own artificiality.

Urban Decay and the Loss of Faith

While Deluge centers on a funeral, its setting evokes the larger spiritual and ecological decay of
postcolonial India. The polluted river running through the play functions as a symbol of moral
contamination. Alekar’s stage notes describe it as “a river that stinks, choked by offerings and
garbage, yet still called holy” (Alekar 8). The sacred landscape of Indian tradition is transformed into
an emblem of desecration—a powerful metaphor for what Baudrillard calls the “ecstasy of waste”
(Baudrillard 95).

The priest’s commodification of faith epitomizes the transformation of the sacred into spectacle.
When he declares, “The gods accept only cash these days,” (Alekar 19), the absurdity underlines the
commercialization of spirituality in urban modernity. Religion, once a site of transcendence, becomes
a service industry—a theme resonant with Marx’s theory of reification and Baudrillard’s critique of
commodified culture. The sacred, in Alekar’s play, no longer transcends; it circulates as a sign in an
economy of exchange.

Fredric Jameson’s insight that postmodernism produces a “waning of affect” is pertinent here (10).
The characters exhibit emotional detachment, responding to death not with grief but with negotiation.
Their interactions reflect the exhaustion of empathy in an over-mediated society. Alekar’s satire thus
transcends the local; it mirrors the global postmodern crisis of meaning.

However, Alekar’s engagement with decay is distinctly Indian. The “deluge” in the play evokes both
mythic purification and apocalyptic destruction. It recalls the Hindu cosmology of pralaya—the great
dissolution of the world—but in Alekar’s vision, the deluge brings no rebirth. As one character
remarks cynically, “The flood came and went. We dried the bodies and went back to work™ (Alekar
27). The cyclical promise of renewal embedded in Indian myth gives way to the flat temporality of
modern existence.

This ecological and moral degradation parallels what R. Radhakrishnan describes as “the postcolonial
exhaustion of utopian possibility” (Radhakrishnan 33). The modern Indian subject, burdened by
contradictory allegiances to faith and modernity, inhabits a world where the sacred is unmoored and
ritual has become residue.
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The Postmodern Indian Consciousness

Alekar’s Deluge encapsulates a distinctively Indian variant of postmodernism—one rooted not in
consumerist culture but in the ambivalence of inherited tradition. His characters are torn between the
comfort of ritual and the awareness of its hollowness. This tension reflects what Jean-Frangois.

Lyotard famously termed “incredulity toward metanarratives” (Lyotard xxiv). The grand narratives
of religion, family, and community persist, but their authority is no longer absolute.

Unlike Western postmodern texts that celebrate fragmentation, Alekar’s play laments it. His
characters cling to ritual as the last vestige of coherence. Yet, their gestures betray disbelief. The
protagonist’s widow, while performing the final rites, confides to another: “He believed in
everything—so that he would not have to think about anything” (Alekar 31). This confession reveals
the postmodern consciousness as one of weary awareness, not rebellion.

The humor that runs through the play—often black, absurd, and self-reflexive—embodies what
Hutcheon describes as “ironic complicity” (125). Laughter becomes a survival mechanism in a world
that has lost metaphysical meaning. As Asha Kuthari Chaudhuri observes, “Alekar’s irony is not
nihilistic; it is therapeutic, enabling audiences to confront despair through laughter” (Chaudhuri 115).

This ambivalent humor situates Alekar within the broader postmodern Indian sensibility that
Radhakrishnan terms “hybrid modernity.” India’s modern consciousness is neither wholly secular nor
entirely spiritual, but an oscillation between the two (33). The characters’ linguistic code-switching—
between Sanskritic ritual phrases and colloquial Marathi—mirrors this hybridity. It reflects Homi
Bhabha’s concept of the “third space of enunciation,” where meaning is produced through negotiation
rather than purity (Bhabha 37).

The deluge in Alekar’s title thus acquires multiple valences: it is at once mythic, historical, and
epistemic. It signifies not only the collapse of moral order but also an inundation of meanings—too
many truths, too many gods, too many histories. In this excess of signification, belief becomes
impossible, and the subject drowns in a sea of symbols.

Ritual, Theatre, and Performance as Metaphor

Alekar’s Deluge functions simultaneously as ritual and as a critique of ritual. Richard Schechner’s
definition of ritual as “restored behavior”—a performance of remembered acts divorced from their
original context—applies aptly here (Schechner 52). Alekar’s characters enact rites they do not
comprehend, thereby performing both faith and its absence.

Theatre, for Alekar, becomes a meta-ritual—a space where the community confronts the death of
meaning by reenacting it. The play’s funeral sequence operates as theatre within theatre: actors
perform mourners, and the audience becomes witness to their simulation of belief. The playwright
thus collapses the distinction between ritual action and dramatic representation.

In a revealing moment, the priest remarks, “We have done this so many times that the gods must be
bored too” (Alekar 25). This line exposes the redundancy of ritual and the theatricality of faith. The
act of worship itself becomes performance art—emptied of transcendence but rich in spectacle. As
Hutcheon asserts, postmodern art “foregrounds the act of representation itself” (124). Alekar’s stage,
with its oscillation between sincerity and parody, compels the viewer to recognize the performative
nature of cultural life.

2007



International Journal of Psychosocial Rehabilitation, Vol. 23, Issue 06, 2019
ISSN: 1475-7192

Furthermore, Alekar’s dramaturgy resonates with Bertolt Brecht’s “alienation effect,” designed to
prevent emotional absorption and promote critical reflection. When the corpse speaks or the actors
address the audience directly, Alekar disrupts the illusion of realism. The spectators are reminded that
they, too, are participants in the ritual of theatre, complicit in the collective amnesia that sustains
cultural forms without content.

Thus, Deluge becomes both theatre and critique—a dramatized anthropology of belief’s afterlife. In
transforming sacred ritual into metatheatrical commentary, Alekar achieves what Baudrillard
describes as “the transparency of evil”’: the exposure of the system through its own excess (Baudrillard
31). The play’s ending, with the corpse’s voice fading beneath the mechanical chants of the living,
encapsulates this paradox—the triumph of form over meaning, spectacle over substance.

The Language of Ruin

Alekar’s language is itself an enactment of postmodern dissonance. His Marathi idiom blends the high
register of Sanskrit chants with the coarse humor of street speech. This stylistic hybridity performs
what Bhabha calls the “third space,” where linguistic purity dissolves and new meanings emerge (37).
The collision of registers—sacred and secular—creates a verbal landscape of ruin, where faith and
irony coexist uneasily.

For instance, when the priest quotes a sacred verse only to mispronounce it for comic effect, the
disruption undermines both the authority of religion and the stability of language. “These words once
moved mountains,” a character sighs, “Now they move nothing but lips” (Alekar 34). The lament
captures the exhaustion of language as a vessel of transcendence.

The recurring imagery of flood and debris—words, sounds, gestures—symbolizes the inundation of
history and speech in postmodern consciousness. As Baudrillard writes, “Meaning flows like water,
endlessly, until it evaporates into simulation” (Baudrillard 12). Alekar’s “deluge” is precisely this: a
flood of signifiers detached from their sacred referents.

At the same time, Alekar’s linguistic play preserves the vitality of folk idiom. His humor draws on
the oral traditions of Marathi tamasha and kirtan, recontextualizing them within a modern urban
sensibility. In doing so, he achieves what Meena Gokhale describes as “a theatre of ruin that still
sings” (Gokhale 81). The coexistence of laughter and lament in Deluge renders it a deeply human
text—one that finds beauty in decay and poetry in disillusionment.

Alekar’s postmodern consciousness thus arises from within tradition, not against it. His critique of
ritual is inseparable from his affection for it. As Chaudhuri observes, “Alekar’s plays mourn the death
of belief, yet their very performance resurrects the communal act of meaning-making” (114). In this
sense, Deluge embodies the paradox of the postmodern Indian condition: the inability to believe and
the impossibility of not believing.

Findings

The analysis of Satish Alekar’s Deluge demonstrates that the playwright articulates a distinctively
Indian expression of postmodernism, one grounded not in Western aesthetic imitation but in the
experiential disillusionment of a society negotiating between faith and modernity. The play’s
structural and thematic elements reveal how ritual, language, and consciousness collapse into
performance—signifying a broader cultural exhaustion reflective of the postcolonial Indian condition.

2008



International Journal of Psychosocial Rehabilitation, Vol. 23, Issue 06, 2019
ISSN: 1475-7192

Ritual as Simulation: At the heart of Deluge lies the transformation of ritual into simulation, where
religious and social ceremonies are performed as mechanical acts devoid of transcendence. The
cremation rites, repeated without belief, enact what Jean Baudrillard describes as the “substitution of
the real by its signs” (Baudrillard 2). Alekar’s stage becomes a mirror of this hyperreality—the
characters chant mantras, negotiate death rituals, and maintain religious decorum, not to connect with
the divine but to fulfill social expectation. The result is an unsettling theatricality of faith: ritual as
spectacle, belief as choreography.

Fragmented Temporality: Alekar’s dramaturgy subverts linear narrative to express the disjointed
temporality of postmodern urban life. Scenes unfold in circular, repetitive sequences that dissolve
distinctions between past, present, and future. This aligns with Fredric Jameson’s observation of
postmodern “perpetual present” and the “waning of historicity” (Jameson 72). The temporal
fragmentation in Deluge mirrors a consciousness detached from continuity, where memory and
meaning exist only as fleeting performances.

Cultural Hybridity: Alekar indigenizes postmodern aesthetics by embedding folk motifs, absurdist
humor, and urban realism within the Marathi cultural idiom. His interweaving of local dialects, ritual
chants, and bureaucratic speech creates what Homi K. Bhabha terms the “third space of enunciation”
(Bhabha 37)—a hybrid zone where opposites coexist. This hybridity challenges binary readings of
traditional versus modern, sacred versus profane, demonstrating that Indian postmodernism emerges
from within the contradictions of cultural coexistence rather than external imitation.

Collapse of Moral Metanarratives: The spiritual and nationalist grand narratives that once offered
meaning are portrayed in Deluge as empty shells of ideology. The priest’s transactional behavior and
the family’s mechanical observance of rites reflect Jean-Francois Lyotard’s “incredulity toward
metanarratives” (Lyotard xxiv). Alekar reveals the erosion of moral authority in both religion and
modern rationality, suggesting that Indian consciousness now oscillates between belief and irony,
piety and parody, without resolution.

Theatrical Reflexivity: Finally, Alekar turns theatre itself into an instrument of philosophical
reflection. Drawing upon Richard Schechner’s idea of ritual as “restored behavior” (Schechner 52),
Deluge stages the death ritual as performance, inviting the audience to recognize their own
participation in cultural simulation. The speaking corpse, a grotesque inversion of ritual hierarchy,
embodies the postmodern collapse of sign and meaning—where death becomes a commentary on the
death of authenticity itself.

In conclusion, Deluge reframes postmodernism through an Indian epistemic lens, where faith,
language, and morality disintegrate under the pressure of modern skepticism. Alekar’s theatre moves
from ritual to ruin—not in despair but in revelation, exposing the hollowness of inherited structures
while opening new spaces for reflective consciousness.

Conclusion

In Deluge, Satish Alekar transforms the Marathi stage into a philosophical arena where death, ritual,
and theatre converge to reveal the crisis of meaning in postmodern India. Through the interplay of
absurd humor, fragmented narrative, and linguistic hybridity, Alekar dramatizes a consciousness
caught between reverence and skepticism. The play’s “deluge” is both literal and symbolic—a flood
that erases certainties yet leaves behind the sediment of memory.

2009



International Journal of Psychosocial Rehabilitation, Vol. 23, Issue 06, 2019
ISSN: 1475-7192

By employing theoretical frameworks from Baudrillard, Lyotard, Jameson, Hutcheon, Schechner, and
Bhabha, we can see how Deluge articulates an indigenous postmodernism that speaks to India’s own
historical and cultural contradictions. It does not imitate Western postmodernity; rather, it translates
it into the idiom of Indian ritual, community, and decay.

Ultimately, Alekar’s genius lies in his ability to find vitality within ruin. His theatre does not lament
the loss of belief but exposes the resilience of performance—the last surviving ritual in a disenchanted
world. As the corpse says in the play’s final moment, “The flood recedes, but the stage remains”
(Alekar 38). In that haunting line, Alekar captures the enduring truth of postmodern Indian
consciousness: even amid ruins, the performance goes on.
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