
SP Publications 

International Journal of English and Studies (IJOES) 
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal, Volume 8, Special Issue-2: 2026   

ISSN: 2581-8333 | Impact Factor: 8.337(SJIF) 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

58  A One-Day National Seminar on Empowering Women of Pages and Pixels: From Vulnerability 

to Agency by Department of English, Government College (A), Ananthapuramu, on 31-01-2026 

Empowering Voices: Representation of Women in Girish Karnad’s Dramatic 

Works 
 

1
Thangallapally Sreedhar 

Research Scholar, Bharatiya Engineering Science & Technology Innovation University 

Sri Sathya Sai, Andhra Pradesh 
2
Dr. K.Ravi Sankar

 

Lecturer in English, S.V.G.M. Govt. Degree College, Kalyanadurg, Andhra Pradesh. 

 

 

 

Abstract 

Girish Karnad occupies a seminal position in modern Indian drama for his innovative 

reworking of myths, folklore, and history to interrogate contemporary social realities. 
Among the most compelling aspects of his dramaturgy is his nuanced representation of 

women characters. Far from being passive figures confined to patriarchal norms, women in 

Karnad’s plays articulate desire, assert agency, resist oppression, and negotiate identity 
within restrictive social frameworks. This article examines the representation of women in 

select plays of Girish Karnad—particularly Naga-Mandala, Hayavadana, Yayati, and A Heap 

of Broken Images—to explore how female characters emerge as empowered voices. Through 
feminist and cultural analysis, the study argues that Karnad redefines womanhood in Indian 

theatre by foregrounding women’s subjectivity, questioning patriarchal morality, and 

presenting empowerment as a process shaped by resistance, compromise, and self-

realization. 
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Introduction 

Indian English drama in the post-independence period witnessed a significant 

transformation with the emergence of playwrights who sought to reinterpret tradition while 

addressing modern anxieties. Girish Karnad (1938–2019) stands out as a dramatist who 
skillfully blended myth, folklore, and history with contemporary concerns. While his plays 

explore themes such as identity, power, morality, and existential conflict, a recurring and 

crucial concern is the representation of women within patriarchal social structures. 
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Traditionally, women in Indian literature and drama were often depicted as symbols 

of virtue, sacrifice, or suffering. Feminist literary criticism has long questioned such 
representations, emphasizing the need to foreground women’s voices, desires, and agency. 

Karnad’s plays significantly contribute to this discourse by portraying women as complex 

individuals who challenge social conventions, articulate personal desires, and resist male 
dominance. His women characters are neither idealized nor demonized; rather, they are 

portrayed as human beings negotiating oppressive systems. 

This article examines how Karnad’s dramatic works empower women through voice, 
choice, and consciousness. By analyzing major female characters across selected plays, the 

study highlights how Karnad critiques patriarchy and reconstructs female identity within 

Indian dramatic tradition. 

Patriarchy and Gender Dynamics in Karnad’s Dramatic World 

Patriarchy forms the socio-cultural backdrop of most of Karnad’s plays. Marriage, 

sexuality, lineage, and power relations are shaped by male authority, often relegating women 

to subordinate positions. However, Karnad does not merely depict patriarchal oppression; he 

exposes its contradictions and injustices by giving women the space to speak and act. 

In Karnad’s drama, patriarchy manifests through control over women’s sexuality, 

restriction of female mobility and expression, social surveillance of women’s morality, and 

institutionalized male privilege.  Yet, within these constraints, women characters display 
remarkable resilience. They question norms, seek fulfillment, and, in doing so, unsettle the 

ideological foundations of patriarchy. Karnad’s theatre thus becomes a site of negotiation 

between tradition and transformation. 

Rani in Naga-Mandala: From Silence to Selfhood 

Naga-Mandala (1988) is perhaps Karnad’s most powerful feminist text. Based on a 

folk tale, the play centers on Rani, a young woman trapped in a loveless marriage with 
Appanna, a domineering husband who neglects and imprisons her emotionally and 

physically. 

At the beginning of the play, Rani embodies the archetype of the silent, submissive 

wife. She is denied affection, autonomy, and dignity. Her suffering reflects the plight of 
countless women in patriarchal marriages where obedience is demanded and individuality 

suppressed. However, the play gradually transforms Rani’s character from a victim into an 

empowered subject. 

The entry of the Naga (cobra), who assumes Appanna’s form and becomes Rani’s 

lover, symbolizes the awakening of her emotional and sexual self. Importantly, Karnad does 

not depict Rani’s desire as sinful. Instead, her fulfillment is portrayed as natural and 
necessary, thereby challenging patriarchal notions that equate female sexuality with 

immorality. 
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The public trial scene marks the climax of Rani’s empowerment. Forced to prove her 

chastity, Rani confronts the community’s moral authority. Her survival and eventual 
elevation to divine status invert patriarchal judgment. Ironically, the same society that sought 

to punish her ends up worshipping her. Through this transformation, Karnad exposes the 

hypocrisy of patriarchal morality and affirms a woman’s right to self-respect and dignity. 

Rani’s journey signifies the emergence of voice from silence and selfhood from subjugation, 

making Naga-Mandala a landmark text in feminist dramatic discourse. 

Padmini in Hayavadana: Desire, Choice, and Female Consciousness 

In Hayavadana (1971), Karnad explores the philosophical question of identity 

through a mythic narrative. While the central conflict revolves around two male friends, 

Devadatta and Kapila, Padmini’s character is crucial in driving the narrative forward. 

Padmini is portrayed as intelligent, perceptive, and emotionally complex. Unlike 
traditional portrayals of women as passive recipients of male desire, Padmini acknowledges 

her own attraction and articulates her emotional conflict. Her desire for Kapila’s physical 

strength alongside Devadatta’s intellect complicates simplistic notions of fidelity and virtue. 

Padmini’s choices disrupt patriarchal expectations. She refuses to suppress her desires or 

conform to an idealized image of womanhood. Although the play ends tragically, Padmini’s 

character stands as a powerful representation of female consciousness—one that dares to 

desire, choose, and question. 

Through Padmini, Karnad critiques the social discomfort surrounding female desire 

and highlights the emotional costs of denying women autonomy. Her tragedy lies not in her 

desire but in a social structure that refuses to accommodate female complexity. 

Women in Yayati: Resistance within Myth 

Karnad’s Yayati (1961) reinterprets a myth from the Mahabharata, focusing on the 

king Yayati’s obsession with youth and pleasure. While Yayati’s moral failure forms the 
central theme, the women characters—Devayani, Sharmishtha, and Chitralekha—offer 

significant insights into gender relations. 

Devayani asserts her rights within marriage and challenges Yayati’s authority, while 

Sharmishtha resists social hierarchy and expresses her own desires. Chitralekha’s anguish 
over imposed sacrifice exposes the emotional cost of patriarchal expectations placed upon 

women.  Although these women operate within mythic and patriarchal constraints, they 

articulate dissent and assert individuality. Their resistance may not dismantle the system 
entirely, but it exposes its moral bankruptcy. Karnad thus presents empowerment as partial 

and negotiated, reflecting real social limitations faced by women. 

Modern Womanhood in A Heap of Broken Images 

Karnad’s engagement with women’s empowerment is not limited to mythic settings. 

A Heap of Broken Images (2004) presents a contemporary urban woman, Manjula Nayak, a 

successful writer confronting questions of language, authenticity, and identity. 
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Manjula’s conflict arises from societal expectations regarding success, gender, and cultural 

legitimacy. Her internal struggle reflects the modern woman’s dilemma: balancing ambition 
with social judgment. Though the play is introspective rather than overtly political, it 

foregrounds the psychological dimension of empowerment. 

Manjula’s refusal to conform to imposed narratives about success and authenticity 
underscores Karnad’s continued commitment to representing women as thinking, 

questioning individuals in modern India. 

Female Desire as a Tool of Resistance 

One of the most radical aspects of Karnad’s drama is his treatment of female desire. 

In many traditional narratives, women’s desire is either suppressed or condemned. Karnad, 

however, presents desire as a source of self-knowledge and resistance. 

In Naga-Mandala and Hayavadana, female sexuality becomes a means through which 
women assert identity and challenge male dominance. By legitimizing women’s desires, 

Karnad destabilizes patriarchal control over women’s bodies and moral codes.  This thematic 

emphasis aligns Karnad’s drama with feminist thought that views bodily autonomy as central 

to empowerment. 

Limits and Ambiguities of Empowerment 

While Karnad empowers women through voice and agency, his plays do not present 

utopian resolutions. Women often achieve empowerment within existing structures rather 
than dismantling them entirely. This ambiguity reflects the complexities of real-world gender 

politics. 

Rani’s empowerment, for instance, occurs within marriage and social validation. 
Padmini’s assertion leads to tragedy. Such endings underscore the costs of resistance and the 

resilience required for self-assertion. Karnad thus avoids simplistic feminist triumphalism, 

opting instead for nuanced realism. 

Conclusion 

Girish Karnad’s dramatic works offer a profound exploration of women’s lives, 

struggles, and aspirations. Through mythic, historical, and contemporary narratives, he 

redefines female representation in Indian theatre by foregrounding women’s voices, desires, 
and agency. His women characters resist patriarchal oppression not merely through rebellion 

but through self-awareness, choice, and articulation. 

By portraying empowerment as a process rather than a destination, Karnad captures 
the complexities of women’s lived experiences. His drama remains deeply relevant to 

feminist literary studies and continues to inspire critical engagement with issues of gender, 

power, and identity. 
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