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Abstract 

This study examines the representation of womanhood in the plays of Girish Karnad, an eminent Indian playwright 

whose works have significantly contributed to contemporary Indian theatre. Through a critical analysis of selected 

plays, including "Nagamandala," "Hayavadana," and "Tughlaq," this research explores how Karnad portrays female 

characters and their roles within the socio-cultural context of India. The study delves into themes of identity, 

autonomy, patriarchy, and resistance, highlighting the complexities and multifaceted nature of womanhood as depicted 

in Karnad's works. By scrutinizing the narrative techniques and character development employed by Karnad, the 

research aims to provide a nuanced understanding of his perspective on gender issues and the broader implications for 

Indian society. This study also considers the influence of traditional myths and folklore on Karnad's portrayal of 

women, as well as the impact of his work on contemporary discussions about gender and feminism in Indian theatre. 

 

Keywords 

Girish Karnad, Womanhood, Indian theatre, Gender roles, Patriarchy, Identity, Autonomy, Resistance, Myths and 

folklore, Feminism 

INTRODUCTION 

Girish Karnad, a towering figure in Indian theatre, is celebrated for his profound contributions to the dramatic arts 

through his unique blend of traditional narratives and contemporary themes. Born in 1938, Karnad's prolific career 

spanned over five decades, during which he authored numerous plays that have left an indelible mark on Indian theatre. 

His works, rich with cultural symbolism and rooted in Indian mythology, often grapple with complex social issues, 

making them a subject of extensive academic interest. 

One of the most compelling aspects of Karnad's plays is his portrayal of womanhood. In a society deeply entrenched 

in patriarchal values, Karnad's female characters stand out for their depth, strength, and resilience. His nuanced 

depiction of women challenges the conventional stereotypes and provides a critical commentary on the gender 

dynamics prevalent in Indian society. By exploring themes of identity, autonomy, and resistance, Karnad's plays offer 

a profound insight into the lived experiences of women and their struggles against societal constraints. 

This study seeks to examine the representation of womanhood in Karnad's selected plays, including "Nagamandala," 

"Hayavadana," and "Tughlaq." Through a detailed analysis of these works, the research aims to uncover the layers of 

meaning embedded in Karnad's portrayal of female characters. It explores how traditional myths and folklore are 

reinterpreted to reflect contemporary gender issues and how Karnad's narrative techniques contribute to the broader 

discourse on feminism and gender equality in Indian theatre. 

The plays of Girish Karnad serve as a rich tapestry of cultural and social commentary, where the depiction of 

womanhood is not merely a reflection of societal norms but a critique and reimagining of them. This research 

endeavors to highlight the significance of Karnad's work in the ongoing dialogue about gender and its representation 

in literature and theatre, providing a deeper understanding of his artistic vision and its impact on modern Indian 

society. 

TRADITIONAL ROLES AND EXPECTATIONS 

In the socio-cultural context of India, traditional roles and expectations for women have been deeply influenced by 

centuries-old customs, religious practices, and societal norms. These roles often confine women to specific duties and 

behaviors, primarily centered around domestic responsibilities, subservience to male authority, and adherence to rigid 

moral codes. Girish Karnad’s plays provide a reflective critique of these traditional roles, highlighting both their 

persistence and their impact on women's lives. 
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Domestic Sphere 

Traditionally, women in India have been primarily seen as caretakers of the home. Their roles include managing 

household chores, nurturing children, and maintaining family honor. This expectation is often depicted in Karnad’s 

plays, where female characters are shown grappling with the confines of domesticity. For instance, in "Nagamandala," 

the protagonist Rani is initially portrayed as a submissive wife, whose identity is largely defined by her role within 

the household. The play explores her journey towards self-realization and autonomy, challenging the traditional 

expectation that a woman's place is solely in the home. 

Subservience to Male Authority 

Another pervasive expectation is the subservience of women to male authority figures, whether fathers, husbands, or 

other male relatives. This dynamic is evident in many of Karnad's plays, where female characters must navigate their 

lives under the control and scrutiny of men. In "Hayavadana," Padmini’s desires and actions are constantly evaluated 

and judged by the male characters, reflecting the societal norm that women should conform to male expectations and 

decisions. 

Moral and Ethical Codes 

Women are often burdened with upholding strict moral and ethical standards, which dictate their behavior and choices. 

These codes of conduct are enforced through societal pressure and cultural traditions. In Karnad’s "Tughlaq," the 

female characters, although not central to the plot, are subjected to these moral expectations, reflecting the broader 

societal insistence on female virtue and chastity. 

Resistance and Reinterpretation 

While Karnad’s plays highlight these traditional roles and expectations, they also emphasize the resistance and 

reinterpretation of these norms by the female characters. His works often depict women challenging their prescribed 

roles and seeking new identities beyond societal constraints. For example, in "Nagamandala," Rani’s transformation 

from a passive victim to an assertive individual symbolizes the potential for women to transcend traditional roles and 

assert their own agency. 

Through his nuanced portrayal of traditional roles and expectations, Karnad not only critiques the limitations imposed 

on women but also celebrates their resilience and capacity for self-determination. His plays serve as a powerful 

commentary on the evolving understanding of womanhood in Indian society, encouraging a re-examination of 

entrenched gender norms and the potential for change. 

Analysis of Traditional Female Characters 

 

Girish Karnad’s plays offer a rich tapestry of traditional female characters, each embodying different facets of 

womanhood within the Indian socio-cultural context. By examining these characters, we can gain a deeper 

understanding of the constraints and complexities faced by women in traditional roles, as well as their responses to 

these challenges. 

Rani in "Nagamandala" 

Rani, the protagonist of "Nagamandala," is a quintessential traditional female character initially portrayed as a 

submissive and obedient wife. Her life is confined within the domestic sphere, dictated by her husband’s whims and 

societal expectations. However, as the play progresses, Rani’s character undergoes a significant transformation. The 

magical and folkloric elements in the play, such as the enchanted story and the shape-shifting cobra, serve as catalysts 

for Rani’s awakening. Her journey from passivity to assertiveness challenges the traditional narrative of female 

submission, showcasing her inner strength and desire for autonomy. 

Rani's initial acceptance of her plight and her later rebellion highlight the duality of traditional female roles—where 

obedience and resilience coexist. Her eventual empowerment, symbolized by her ability to control her destiny and 

assert her rights, serves as a critique of the traditional expectation that women should remain passive and subservient. 
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Padmini in "Hayavadana" 

Padmini, a central character in "Hayavadana," is a complex portrayal of a woman caught between traditional 

expectations and personal desires. As a wife, Padmini is expected to conform to the ideals of fidelity and devotion. 

However, her attraction to her husband’s friend and the subsequent body-swap conundrum illustrate her struggle with 

these expectations. Padmini’s character delves into the theme of desire and the conflict between societal norms and 

personal fulfillment. 

Karnad uses Padmini’s situation to explore the constraints placed on women’s sexuality and their pursuit of happiness. 

Her actions, while controversial within the traditional framework, underscore a broader commentary on the limitations 

of rigid moral codes and the need for a more nuanced understanding of female agency. 

Queen in "Tughlaq" 

 

In "Tughlaq," the female characters, including the queen, are often overshadowed by the dominant male figures and 

political intrigues. However, their presence and the subtle influences they exert reflect the traditional roles of women 

in supporting and influencing the men around them. The queen’s role, although not central to the narrative, underscores 

the expectation that women should operate within the background, providing moral and emotional support to their 

male counterparts. 

The queen’s character, while embodying traditional virtues of loyalty and discretion, also hints at the unacknowledged 

power and influence women can wield within patriarchal structures. Her ability to navigate the complexities of court 

life and maintain her dignity amidst chaos serves as a testament to the resilience and strength of traditional female 

roles. 

Devi in "The Fire and the Rain" 

In "The Fire and the Rain," Devi represents the archetypal virtuous woman, embodying purity, devotion, and self-

sacrifice. Her character is deeply rooted in traditional Indian values, where women are revered for their spiritual and 

moral strength. Devi’s unwavering dedication to her husband and her ultimate sacrifice highlight the idealized virtues 

expected of women in traditional narratives. 

However, Karnad’s portrayal of Devi is not one-dimensional. Through her interactions and the unfolding events, the 

play critiques the societal expectation that women should always be self-sacrificing and subservient. Devi’s character 

becomes a vehicle for exploring the tension between individual desires and societal duties, shedding light on the often-

overlooked personal struggles of women in traditional roles. 

Conclusion 

Through these traditional female characters, Girish Karnad not only reflects the societal norms and expectations of his 

time but also critiques and reinterprets them. His nuanced portrayal of women, balancing traditional virtues with a 

quest for autonomy and identity, challenges the audience to reconsider the roles assigned to women in Indian society. 

Karnad’s characters embody the complexities of womanhood, revealing both the limitations imposed by traditional 

expectations and the potential for resistance and transformation. 

 

STRUGGLE FOR IDENTITY AND AUTONOMY 

The struggle for identity and autonomy is a recurring theme in Girish Karnad’s plays, where female characters often 

grapple with societal constraints to assert their individuality and independence. This theme highlights the internal and 

external conflicts faced by women as they navigate a patriarchal society that imposes rigid roles and expectations upon 

them. 

Rani in "Nagamandala" 

Rani’s journey in "Nagamandala" exemplifies the struggle for identity and autonomy within a traditional framework. 

Initially, Rani’s identity is confined to her role as a submissive wife, subject to her husband's neglect and societal 

expectations. Her transformation begins with the intervention of magical elements, particularly the enchanted story 

and the shape-shifting cobra, which symbolize the potential for change and self-realization. 

Through these fantastical elements, Rani starts to reclaim her identity, challenging the passive role assigned to her. 

Her interactions with the cobra, who takes on the form of her husband, allow her to experience love and respect, which 

were previously denied to her. This duality in her relationship emphasizes her quest for a more fulfilling and 

autonomous identity. By the end of the play, Rani emerges as a more assertive and self-aware individual, having 

navigated the complexities of her desires and societal norms. 

Padmini in "Hayavadana" 

Padmini’s character in "Hayavadana" is marked by her struggle to reconcile her personal desires with societal 

expectations. As a woman, she is expected to conform to the traditional roles of wife and mother, yet her attraction to 

her husband’s friend reveals her yearning for a more nuanced and liberated identity. The body-swap scenario in the 

play becomes a metaphor for Padmini’s internal conflict and her quest for wholeness. 
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Padmini’s struggle is not merely about choosing between two men but about seeking a composite identity that 

acknowledges her desires and intellect. Her character challenges the notion that women’s identities should be solely 

defined by their relationships with men. Instead, Padmini’s journey underscores the importance of self-discovery and 

the assertion of one’s individuality, even within the confines of societal expectations. 

Queen in "Tughlaq" 

The queen in "Tughlaq," although not a central character, embodies the subtle yet significant struggle for autonomy 

within a patriarchal court. Her influence on the king and her role in the political dynamics of the court highlight the 

often-unseen power women can wield. Despite being relegated to the background, the queen’s actions and decisions 

reflect her efforts to maintain her identity and autonomy in a male-dominated environment. 

The queen’s struggle is emblematic of the broader challenges faced by women in positions of influence who must 

navigate their roles with discretion and tact. Her character illustrates that the struggle for autonomy is not always overt 

but can manifest in the nuanced ways women exert influence and assert their presence within restrictive structures. 

Devi in "The Fire and the Rain" 

Devi’s character in "The Fire and the Rain" epitomizes the struggle for identity and autonomy through her unwavering 

devotion and ultimate sacrifice. Her traditional virtues of purity and selflessness are juxtaposed with her personal 

suffering and unfulfilled desires. Devi’s journey is marked by her internal conflict between her duty to her husband 

and her own aspirations for recognition and fulfillment. 

While Devi’s actions conform to the traditional expectations of a virtuous woman, her character reveals the underlying 

tensions between societal duties and personal identity. Her ultimate sacrifice can be seen as both a fulfillment of her 

traditional role and a tragic commentary on the cost of denying one’s autonomy. Devi’s struggle underscores the need 

for a more holistic understanding of womanhood that values both traditional virtues and individual aspirations. 

Conclusion 

Girish Karnad’s portrayal of the struggle for identity and autonomy in his female characters provides a critical lens 

through which to examine the complexities of womanhood in Indian society. By depicting their internal and external 

conflicts, Karnad challenges the audience to consider the multifaceted nature of female identity and the importance of 

autonomy. His characters’ journeys reflect the broader societal shifts towards recognizing and valuing women’s 

individuality and their right to self-determination. Through their struggles, Karnad’s plays advocate for a more 

inclusive and equitable understanding of gender roles, where women’s identities are acknowledged and celebrated in 

their entirety. 

 

CHARACTERS' QUEST FOR SELF-IDENTITY 

Girish Karnad's plays often center around the quest for self-identity, particularly for female characters who strive to 

define themselves beyond the traditional roles imposed by society. This quest involves a complex interplay of internal 

realizations and external confrontations, reflecting the broader struggle for individuality and autonomy in a patriarchal 

context. 

Rani in "Nagamandala" 

Rani's quest for self-identity in "Nagamandala" is marked by her transformation from a passive, submissive wife to a 

more assertive and self-aware individual. Initially, Rani’s identity is shaped by her husband’s neglect and the 

traditional expectations of obedience and loyalty. However, the magical elements in the play, particularly the 

enchanted story and the shape-shifting cobra, serve as catalysts for her self-discovery. 

Through her interactions with the cobra, who assumes the guise of her husband, Rani experiences respect and 

affection, which were previously absent in her life. This relationship allows her to explore her desires and assert her 

individuality. By the end of the play, Rani has navigated the complexities of her dual relationships and emerged with 

a stronger sense of self. Her journey underscores the theme of reclaiming identity through self-awareness and personal 

agency. 

Padmini in "Hayavadana" 

Padmini’s quest for self-identity in "Hayavadana" is intricately tied to her desires and the societal expectations of 

womanhood. Torn between her husband and his friend, Padmini’s character embodies the conflict between personal 

fulfillment and traditional roles. The body-swap incident, where her husband and his friend exchange heads, becomes 

a metaphor for Padmini’s search for a composite identity that encompasses both intellect and physical desire. 

Padmini’s struggle highlights the limitations of defining identity through relationships alone. Her character challenges 

the notion that a woman's identity should be confined to her roles as wife and mother. Instead, Padmini seeks a holistic 

self-identity that recognizes her intellectual and emotional needs. Her journey reflects the broader theme of asserting 

one's individuality in the face of societal constraints. 

Queen in "Tughlaq" 

In "Tughlaq," the queen's quest for self-identity is subtle yet significant. As a female figure in a predominantly male-
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dominated court, her identity is often overshadowed by the political machinations around her. However, the queen's 

influence on the king and her strategic decisions reveal her quest for autonomy and recognition within the restrictive 

environment of the court. 

The queen's struggle to maintain her identity while fulfilling her duties reflects the broader challenges faced by women 

in positions of influence. Her character illustrates that the quest for self-identity can manifest in nuanced ways, where 

women assert their presence and influence through resilience and strategic acumen. The queen's journey emphasizes 

the importance of acknowledging and valuing women's roles beyond traditional expectations. 

Devi in "The Fire and the Rain" 

Devi’s quest for self-identity in "The Fire and the Rain" is characterized by her devotion and ultimate sacrifice. Her 

character embodies the traditional virtues of purity and selflessness, yet she grapples with personal suffering and 

unfulfilled desires. Devi's internal conflict between her duty to her husband and her own aspirations highlights the 

tension between societal expectations and individual identity. 

While Devi’s actions conform to the traditional ideals of a virtuous woman, her character reveals the cost of denying 

one’s autonomy. Her ultimate sacrifice serves as a poignant commentary on the sacrifices women make to uphold 

societal norms. Devi’s journey underscores the need for a more nuanced understanding of self-identity that balances 

traditional values with individual aspirations. 

Conclusion 

Girish Karnad's portrayal of the quest for self-identity in his female characters offers a profound commentary on the 

complexities of womanhood in Indian society. Through their journeys, Karnad explores the interplay of traditional 

roles, personal desires, and societal constraints. His characters' quests for self-identity highlight the importance of 

recognizing and celebrating individuality and autonomy. By delving into their internal and external struggles, Karnad's 

plays advocate for a more inclusive and equitable understanding of gender roles, where women’s identities are 

acknowledged in their full complexity and depth. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Girish Karnad's plays masterfully depict the intricate quest for self-identity and autonomy among his female 

characters, set against the backdrop of traditional Indian societal norms. Through nuanced portrayals of characters like 

Rani, Padmini, the Queen, and Devi, Karnad illuminates the multifaceted nature of womanhood, challenging 

conventional stereotypes and highlighting the internal and external struggles women face in asserting their 

individuality. His works not only critique the limitations imposed by patriarchal structures but also celebrate the 

resilience and strength of women who navigate these constraints. By weaving together themes of identity, autonomy, 

and resistance, Karnad's plays contribute significantly to the discourse on gender and feminism in Indian theatre, 

encouraging a re-examination of entrenched gender norms and advocating for a more inclusive and equitable 

understanding of women's roles in society. 
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