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A woman has become the centre of   discussion in the post- colonial literature and social 

strata of India as well as Western Countries. The lives of women have been manipulated 

by the patriarchy in all ages and cultures, undoubtedly in different ways by prescribing 

values, norms, gender roles and ethics to keep the male dominance at the top. Silvia  

Walby in ‘Theorising Patriarch’, observes, it is “a system of social structures and practices 

in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women. Today, Girish Karnad is considered 

as one of the most significant Indian dramatists. He as a dramatist of post- modern era 

fascinates us with the marvellous world of his plays, critically evaluated the mind and 

behaviour of his female protagonists in a collective perspective, impact of the patriarchy, 
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women’s endeavour to fulfil their desires final crises and their extinction from their world. 

We encounter with him a playwright as a thinker, artist, actor, poet, and a producer who as 

a true culture-smith intends to awaken the contemporary Indian intelligentsia from cultural 

amnesia. Girish Karnad has emerged as a living legend in the contemporary Indian 

English drama. His output, which ranges from Yayati to Wedding Album, marks the 

evolution of Indian theatre since four decades. Karnad transmutes and transforms his 

source material to such an extent, being an actor and theatre man himself, that the modern, 

contemporary, individual talent incorporates the tradition into a trans-creation that is rich 

and strange. Karnad admirably succeeded in his attempt to show the Indian playwrights as 

well as the world Theatre Community at large how our past and present can coalesce to 

give present-day existence meaning and to theatre activity a direction.  The present paper 

discusses various philosophical and theoretical aspects of a woman who struggles 

audaciously against patriarchy, male dominance and gender discourse. Karnad, being a 

glorious son of land, inherits a rich legacy of the tradition and culture, and this is how the 

artistic creation in his plays finds an expression and a respectable place in the society.  

Keywords:  Social strata, Indian Theatre, Feminism in Indian English drama, human 

sensibility 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 A literary art attains cosmic value when it reflects human experience and sensibility 

faithfully, and also corresponding with the universal socio- moral codes. Drama has immersed 

as a potent literary mode of representation of human sensibility that is universal and is beyond 

the limitations of time and space. It is the oldest, authentic, and the most appealing form of 

literature. It has also been acknowledged as an instrument to human entertainment and 

enlightenment for ages. It has close affinity and affiliation with religion since time 

immemorial. Our great epics like the Ramayana and the Mahabharata also attempt to define 

drama and dramaturgy. The Mahabharata defines drama as a mixture of poetry, story, action 

etc. The great ancient Indian poet and the creator of the Ramayana, Valmiki uses the word 

'Nat' or 'Narataka'-meaning an actor or a performer. In literatures, the writers have 
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conspicuously taken up the issues and problems of women focussing on delineation from 

different perspectives and points of view. Their creative sensibility has always been 

responsive to the problems of women and her position in society and culture. Our society and 

culture, organised on the basis of Chaturverna, patriarchal system and male dominance needs 

to be explicated in order to mark the women’s position in the Indian Social System.  

During the ancient period as the Rigveda mentions “women were fully the equal of men as 

regards access to and capacity for the highest knowledge, even the knowledge of the 

Absolute or Brahma”[Mookerjii, p. 1). It has been mentioned in the Brihadaranyaka 

Upanishad also that women were given equal rights, freedom and opportunity in the religious 

debates to express their views. Sita, Shakuntala, Savitri and Draupadi, though were stated 

under patriarchal control and were never meek and docile at the mercy of the dominating 

male consciousness. There has been enough literature, glorifying the enslaving value and 

deifying the women characters to observe it faithfully. As in the Ramayana, Sita undergoes 

the fire ordeal to prove her chastity to Rama which has been a cultural guide to Indians. In 

many religious texts and Dharamshastras woman’s place is described not only as a deity, but 

also as an essential part of man’s development and existence, which is also deified as ‘Adi 

Shakti’. The proverbial saying 

‘Yatra naryastu pujyante, ramante tatra devatah’  

        Brings the message that God lives in the place where woman is worshipped. Besides her 

exalted place as ‘Prithvi’, she has to play the role of an advisor, slave, partner, mother, whore 

and friend. 

Karyeshu mantra, Karmeshu daasi 

Rupecha laxmi, Kshmaya dharitri.  

Bhojeshu mata, Shayaneshu rambha,  

Shat karma yukta, Kula Dharamapatni. 

 In the later period, such glorious concept of woman disappeared slowly and patriarchy 

started making control over her position and suppressed her identity. The Hindu concept of 
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marriage usserly demands a ‘commitment’ where she has to be faithful, playing subordinate 

roles, child-bearing agency, paying respect to elders in the family and remaining truthful to 

her husband to preserve the honour in the society. Her extra- marital relationship condemns 

and she is ostracized. 

2.  STATUS OF WOMEN IN THE PLAYS OF KARNAD  

Girish Karnad, a living legend strikes upon these issues and traditional bondages in his 

endeavour to free the woman from the authority of society. Girish Karnad in the capacity of 

writer, director and actor substantially contributed to enrich the tradition of Indian English 

theatre. His well-known plays are Yayati, Tughlaq, Hayvadana, Nagmandala... Girish 

Karnad rejuvenated, expanded and refashioned the Indian theatre. By delineating woman’s 

position in the context of the contemporary post-colonial Indian society, Karnad draws a 

parallel line to be in touch with the past reality and mythical , folkloristic presentation and 

establishes continuity in such a manner that his play acquires an epic dimension. The most 

important feature of his play, viewed by different critics from different perspectives, is the 

creation of female protagonists in a radical manner. While performing their social roles in the 

family and society, Karnad’s women take care of their desires and to achieve them to find 

their own way. In a conversation with Tutun Mukherjee, he relates “I used to know a married 

woman once who positively blossomed after she had an extra- marital affair. If womanhood 

finds fulfilment in love that happens to be outside marriage, why should that is considered 

wrong? Radha’s love for Krishna was such” [Mukherjee, T.p.43].  

Girish Karnad thus has glorified the extra- marital relationship through his dramatic art, 

while he knows that it is for sensual fulfilment. His parents’ love- relationship groomed his 

literary sensibility and he showed his creativity by showing a human touch: 

“I was an adolescent when I learnt that both my parents were married before they married 

each other. In fact, my mother was a widow when she was a nineteen, but instead of being 

confined to her home, she showed an extra-ordinary courage and became a nurse. And that is 

how she met my father. My father had an ailing wife, who required nursing. They must have 

lived together before they finally got married. They made me realize that my mother was 

human and had human desires” Mukherjee,T .p.42]. 
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Girish Karnad as a matured humanist realizes his responsibilities towards society. He 

accepts the consciousness of human desires when he says, “the subject of any plan has to be 

the human spirit.”[4] In order to understand Karnad’s perspective of women it is essential to 

carry women’s place and status in mythical context or the folklores that are un-detachable 

part of our cultural psychology. The influence of Indian as well as European schools and 

theories is clear through his writings. The non-Aristotelian dramatic writing, the epic drama 

by Brecht also, was very popular and Karnad has used this technique in many of his plays. 

Camus’ ‘Caligula’ provided ‘absurd’ concept of the human situation to Karnad’s ‘Tughlaq’ 

and ‘Broken Images’. Sartre’s idea of atheism and existentialism profoundly influenced him 

while writing ‘Hayavadana’ and ‘Nagamandala’. He appreciates Coctean and Anouilh also 

for “they rejected the realistic set and were rethinking the use of myths to represent modern 

life; what he diversified in almost all his plays like Yayati, Tughlaq, Hayvadana, 

Nagmandala ,The Fire and the Rain, The Cock Dough, Flowers  and Broken Images, 

which were written with a view of a social reform where they glorify  the Indian aspects as 

well, when he talks in context with the Parsi theatre the folk theatre, the Natyashastra and 

inherits the cultural aspects which moulded his attitude towards human life and desires. 

Taken in on his own terms, his plays are not “mere imitation of life but are the representation 

of philosophical abstraction.” [Seetha, B p.89]. His prime motive was to create a rebel 

against the established values of a primarily orthodox society. The female characters in his 

plays are invisible but they do follow the customs and rituals, participate in worship as well 

as carnal desires.  

3. PSYCHO-ANALYSIS OF WOMEN IN THE PLAYS OF G. KARNAD 

Under the influence of Sartre, Camus, Kiekegaard and other existentialists many Indian 

dramatists like  Tagore  Sri Aurobindo, T.P. Kailasini, Karnad and other existentialists 

bestow action with freedom exercised through choices made by their female characters. 

Karnad has used myths, mythologies, legends and folklores/folktales by using imagination 

and creativity. He has thus “transformed myths and legends into a folk narrative style.”[ 

Ramaswamy, S.,p 78 ]Using this technique repeatedly, Karnad displayed that “the ancient 

Indian myths can be harnessed to address the modern sensibility of loss of individuality” 

[Boratti, Vijaykumar,M and Nikhila Harista.p.62]. For instance, if we talk about ‘Yayati’, the 
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first play of Girish Karnad where he reshaped ‘Adiparva’ of Mahabharata by giving it a 

modern touch. In its original story Sharmistha marries Yayati but this marriage infuriates 

Devayani who asks her father to bestow a curse of old age and decrepitude upon Yayati with 

a sharing clause that if someone shares it he would regain his youth. His four elder sons 

refuse to accept it, but the fifth one ‘Puru’ yields to his entreaties and accept the curse 

whereas in the play Yayati is already married to Devyani and later accepts Sharmistha as his 

wife. It is pathetic that King Yayati and his son Puru realize their evil deeds only at the cost 

of a life, Chitralekha. The dramatist portrays the selfless nature and the helpless plight of the 

Indian women who willingly sacrificing their lives; make the members of their family to 

realize their nobility. Thus Indian women serve as a contrast to Indian men.   

 

 In ‘Yayati’ the relationship is torn between the King, Devayani and Sharmistha ; in 

‘Hayavadana’, it is between Padmini, Devadutta and Kapila; in ‘Nagamandala’ it is 

between Rani, the Naga and Appanna;  in ‘Broken Images it is between Pramod, Manjula and 

Malini; In ‘The Fire and the Rain’ it is between Vishakha and Yavakri  and Parvasu and 

between Nittilai, her husband and Arvasu. Vishakha lives in the world of imagination that 

after marriage, she would have her children, learned husband and a happy family with a 

respectable place in society. After a year of romantic exuberance, mechanically generated, 

Parvasu leaves her alone, alienated till his death and family ruins. Karnad’s “Women are full 

of dreams and desires but they cannot live happily because they are denied from their right to 

live with the men of their choice” [Dhanvel, P, p.118]. Rani, in “Nagmandala”, however, 

reconstructs her almost broken family as feminism overpowers human control, and 

establishes her supremacy the matriarchal   power in real li fe. It shows an indication and 

warning to the people and society that the days of make –belief are now buried into the 

history and if a woman wish to commence her visionary twist, she is equally able to achieve 

it without the support of a male companion. ‘Naga-Mandala’, also projects the lack of 

responsibility of his cruel hero Appanna who barely and brusquely talks to his captive wife 

Padmini during the day and goes away at night to his concubine after locking the wife in. 

Indian women think of their husbands to all in all of their life.  
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 The psycho-philosophical views of Freud and Lacan also, provide an insight which would be 

of great assistance while understanding Karnad’s women and their psyche. Lacan has 

recognised Freud’s concepts “deviating from the original discovery of the linguistic structure 

of the unconscious in favour of the scientific model of id, ego and super ego” [Dhanvel, P, 

p.78]. Women in India are taken for granted as men have failed to realize that she too has 

feelings and emotions. She is exploited simply because she is a woman and no one cares to 

ask for her consent. Though Kapila realizes that Devadatta is not a suitable partner for 

Padmini, as the two families decide, their marriage takes place leading to the utter failure of 

their life. Karnad portrays the way marriages are fixed in India. Padmini, though an 

enchanting woman, wages a war against the patriarchal order of command and ultimately she 

too becomes a prey to the tyranny of the patriarchal society. It is the undeniable reality that 

Indian culture considers marriage to be the supreme blessing for a woman, because it offers 

her salvation through her service to her husband. For her, chastity is superior and preferable 

to life itself. But, she denied love, enjoyment, entertainment and freedom, which are 

indispensable to the growth of her personality.  

 

After a profound study in ‘female sexuality’ and ‘femininity’, Freud comes to the conclusion 

that “female sexuality has an archaic and inscrutable quality, rendering it only partly 

accessible two coherent analysis” [Bristow,p 78]. The treatment meted out to Rani Throws 

light on the mindset of the patriarchal society which has not changed significantly even in the 

contemporary times. A man is permitted to keep as many wives or mistre sses as he wishes, 

but women are forbidden to such a privilege in the contemporary society. The terms 

‘pativrita’, ‘loyalty’ and ‘chastity’ are the terms restricted exclusively to women in India to 

pin them down under male domination. The young maid Vishakha in ‘The Fire and the Rain’ 

is trapped by her own family members and their relatives. Raibhya, the father- in- law, who is 

the patriarch of the family, is lustful and gets his lust fulfilled through Vishakha, his 

daughter- in- law. The young girl becomes a victim of the ascetic Yavakri, the father- in-law 

forgetting his shameful act. He grabs her by hair, beats her and kicks her. He even calls her as 

a whore forgetting that he himself has committed the shameful, illegitimate act. A woman in 

a traditional society is not even permitted to express her feelings of love to another man; she 

has to seal her heart within herself like a body within a grave. She is accused and punished, 
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whereas men doing the same crime escape from the accusation and punishment. Karnad, in 

his plays, has portrayed the harsh and realistic situation faced by women in India.  In Lacan’s 

view, “the desiring subject is split between demand and need. That’s why he says desire is 

neither the appetite for satisfaction, nor the demand for love, but the difference that results 

from the subtraction of the first from the second, the phenomenon of their 

splitting”[Lacan,p.287]. In his plays, namely ‘Hayavadana’, ‘The Fire and the Rain’ and 

the ‘Naga-Mandala’, Karnad has exhibited two worlds -- internal and external. The internal 

world is that of the husband and the wife, the external world comprises the friends, brothers, 

father and even concubines. The wife is isolated and kept aloof from the external world. The 

husbands try to exert their monopoly over their wives in various ways and try to retain their 

hold over them and if they fail, they get emotionally charged and destructive. Only in a fit of 

jealousy, Devadatta kills himself, Appanna tries to shame Rani in public and Parvasu leaves 

the sacrifice incomplete and comes looking for revenge. In Karnad’s plays, the one who 

suffers for the choices and actions of others is always a woman.  

 

      4. CONCLUSION 

      The literature is replete with the examples of women who were oppressed because they tried 

to cross the threshold in the male dominated social milieu. The male has voice, presence and 

power, whereas the female is silent, absent and powerless. Taught to repress her own desires 

and train to practice self-effacement, she has taken birth to aciculate a male constructed 

definition which she has to internalise. Therefore, when she speaks it is patriarchy that speaks 

through her. Women slavery leaves men free to pursue their wishes. The solitary confinement 

of women in the plays of Girish Karnad symbolises the chastity belt of middle ages, the 

reduction of women’s talents to housework and the exclusion of women from enlightenment 

and enjoyment. Thus, it is concluded with the views of Showalter that “we have seen our fore 

mothers as mindless, down-trodden souls, accepting century after century the fetters of their 

lot with passivity unheeding or incapable of perceiving their exclusion from society. Women’s 

relationships to themselves and society have been essentially static, as fixed as to render 

women of the past mute and dumb, unable to write, speak or even see the truth” [Bennet p 

229].



Volume II Issue I, April 2014   ISSN 2321 - 7065 

352 

References 

[1] Mookerji, Radha Mukund: “Women in Ancient India, in Women of India,” New Delhi: 

Govt. of India, p.1 (1957) 

[2] Mukherjee, Tutun: “In his Own Voice: A Conversation with Girish Karnad, Girish 

Karnad’s Plays: Performance and Critical Perspective,” p.43 (2000) 

[3] Mukherjee, Tutun: “In his Own Voice: A Conversation with Girish Karnad, Girish 

Karnad’s Plays: Performance and Critical Perspective,” p.42 (2000) 

[4] Karnad, Girish: I am trying to create a Tradition of my own: An interview with Chaman 

Ahuja, http: tribuneindia.com/1999/99mar21/Sundayview.htm,3/30/2007  

[5] Seetha, B: “Quest of Completeness in Hayavadana and Nagamandala”, in Tutun 

Mukherjee (ed.), Girish Karnad’s plays: Performance and Perspectives, p.89 (2000) 

[6] Ramaswamy, S: ‘Indian Drama in English: A Tentative Reflection’, in C.D. Narsimhaiah 

(ed.), Makers of Indian English Literature, Delhi: Pencraft International. p.278, (2000) 

[7] Boratti, Vijaykumar,M and Nikhila Harista: ‘Playing upon the Possibilities: Ma Nishada 

(1964) as Agayasana’ in the 1990’s in Tutun Mukherjee (ed.), Girish Karnad’s plays : 

Performance and Perspectives, p. 62 

[8] Dhanvel,P.: “Indian Imagination of Girish Karnad,” New Delhi, Prestige books, p. 118 

(2000) 

[9] Dhanvel,P.: “Indian Imagination of Girish Karnad,” New Delhi, Prestige books, p. 78 

(2000) 

      [10] Bristow, Joseph: “Sexuality,” India: Routledge p.78 (2007) 

      [11] Lacan, Jacques:” Ecrits: A selection”, p. 287 (2002) 

      [12] Bennet, Dona: “Naming the Way Home”: Longspoon  p. 229 

 


