Dramatic Prakrit and the Diversity of Middle Indic Registers in Śūdraka’s Mṛcchakaṭika  
This presentation will explore the sociolinguistic world of Śūdraka’s Mṛcchakaṭika (c.3rd century CE), or The Little Clay Cart, exploring how language functioned in various ways in the early Indian urban culture. This play is a type of prakaraṇa, a genre implemented in drama that invents its plot from mundane, everyday urban life rather than drawing from epic mythology; hence, primarily fictitious in its content and plot. It takes place in the politically unstable city of Ujjayinī, which in its description, richly captures the "citi-ness" of its surroundings, staging not just an erotic sentiment (śṛṅgāra rasa) between the impoverished Brahmin Cārudatta and the wealthy courtesan Vasantasenā, but also street fights, a burglary that denotes ‘artwork’, a corrupt justice system, and a political upheaval. While traditionally ascribed to the mythical or historical King Śūdraka, the play is widely considered an expanded and complex(socio-linguistically) version of Bhāsa’s (c.1st century CE) earlier work, Cārudatta.     
Moving beyond the conventional understanding that dramatic Prakrit is simply a record of natural, everyday speech or a rigid application of rules to drama, I situate it, through my research, as an intentional strategy employed by the author. It was a highly stylized form and could possibly have conveyed urban social differences and denoted intimacy. threat, and moral dilemmas; alternatively, also conveying the social codes acceptable and setting the norm for acceptable and condemnable social conduct.  
The play distributes refinement, sarcasm, and threat across a complex hierarchy of registers, proving that language choice did not denote one’s social position hierarchically in a watertight way. Cārudatta speaks Sanskrit to reflect his ritual education and ethical standpoint, illustrating that linguistic prestige does not guarantee material security. Sanskrit is also strategically granted to Āryaka, a commoner turned revolutionary, to subtly legitimize his political claim to the throne, and is used ironically by the Brahmin thief Śarvilaka to plan the theft; but while acting on this plan, he uses Prakrit. In contrast, Śaurasenī is included not as a 'low' or a strictly female dialect, but as the shared language of daily life. Used by courtesans, male attendants, court judges, and even children, Śaurasenī is read as a register for domestic intimacy and emotional depth. Furthermore, the play incorporates specific dialects for comedy, critique, and villainy. For instance, Maitreya, the Vidūṣaka, uses the Prācyā dialect, whose slight unfamiliarity and comic word choices give him room to critique the social order and pass sarcastic remarks. On the other hand, the villain, Saṃsthānaka uses Śākārī, a marked dialect with heavy use of aggressive sound distortions and thick phonetics. His forceful, non-consensual pursuit of Vasantasenā is framed linguistically as culturally incompetent and morally contemptible social conduct, despite his closeness to the royal court. Marginal voices are also carefully represented to mark the boundaries of urban impurity and violence.    
Mṛcchakaṭika, thus, serves as a significant historical archive of premodern urban/social audibility. The distribution of Sanskrit and diverse Prakrits on stage allowed the playwright to distribute power, humor, and ethical social codes. Rather than asking what the inhabitants of early Ujjayinī literally spoke, this presentation will demonstrate how premodern urban society used a structured linguistic system to hear, interpret, and evaluate the complex social hierarchies audibly imagined.       
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