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Abstract :

This study explores the intricate interplay
between cultural constructs and gender
identity within the plays of renowned Indian
playwright Girish Karnad. By examining
works such as Yayati, Hayavadana, and
Naga-Mandala, the research delves into how
Karnad’s narratives navigate the tensions
between tradition and modernity. The
analysis highlights Karnad’s use of myth,
folklore, and history to critique and
reinterpret traditional gender roles, revealing
the complexities and contradictions inherent
in cultural perceptions of gender. Through a

close reading of his plays, this study
demonstrates how Karnad challenges
patriarchal norms and advocates for a more
fluid and inclusive understanding of gender
identity. The research underscores the
relevance of Karnad’s work in contemporary
discussions on gender, offering insights into
the ongoing dialogue between cultural
heritage and progressive values. By situating
Karnad’s plays within broader socio-cultural
contexts, this study contributes to the
discourse on the evolution of gender
constructs in modern Indian literature.
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RESEARCH PAPER

Introduction

Girish Karnad, one of India's most celebrated playwrights, has made significant
contributions to modern Indian theatre. His plays often explore complex themes such as cultural
identity, tradition, and modernity. One of the prominent aspects of his work is the nuanced
portrayal of gender identity, challenging traditional roles and stereotypes. This study aims to
analyze how Karnad’s plays reflect and critique cultural constructs of gender, examining the

balance between traditional values and modern perspectives.

Karnad's use of mythology, folklore, and historical contexts provides a rich tapestry to
explore these themes. For instance, in Yayati (1961), he revisits the Mahabharata tale, focusing
on issues of duty, desire, and the consequences of one's choices on others' lives. This play
highlights how traditional narratives can be reinterpreted to question established gender norms
(Bhatnagar, 2002).

In Hayavadana (1971), Karnad blends folklore and contemporary issues to address
identity and personal fulfillment. The characters in this play struggle with societal expectations
and personal desires, reflecting the conflicts between traditional and modern viewpoints (Naik,
1984). Similarly, Naga-Mandala (1988) uses folk stories to explore marital relationships and
women's autonomy, revealing the tensions between patriarchal traditions and the quest for
individual identity (Dhawan, 1999).
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Research Question

How do Girish Karnad's plays explore and critique cultural constructs of gender identity,

balancing the tensions between tradition and modernity?
Objectives

1. To analyze the portrayal of gender roles in Girish Karnad's plays: Examine how traditional
gender roles are depicted and challenged in plays such as Yayati, Hayavadana, and Naga-
Mandala. Bhatnagar, M.K. (2002).

2. To explore the use of mythology, folklore, and historical contexts in shaping gender identities.
Investigate how Karnad employs mythological and folk narratives to question and reinterpret
established gender norms. Naik, M.K. (1984).

3. To understand the balance between traditional values and modern perspectives in Karnad’s
works.  Analyze how characters navigate the tension between adhering to traditional
expectations and pursuing personal desires and autonomy.Dhawan, R.K. (1999).

4. To evaluate the relevance of Karnad’s plays in contemporary discussions on gender identity.
Discuss the impact of Karnad’s critique of patriarchal norms on current gender discourses in
Indian society and literature. Rajan, P.K. (1991).

5. To contribute to the broader discourse on the evolution of gender constructs in modern Indian
literature. Place Karnad’s plays within the larger context of Indian literary traditions and the

evolving conversation on gender and identity. Dharwadker, Aparna Bhargava. (2005).
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Theory And Methodology
Theory

The theoretical framework for this study is based on gender theory and cultural criticism.

1. Gender Theory: This theory examines how society constructs and perceives gender roles and
identities. Scholars like Judith Butler argue that gender is not an inherent trait but a performance
shaped by societal expectations (Butler, 1990). This perspective will help analyze how Karnad's
characters either conform to or resist traditional gender roles. Butler, Judith. (1990).

2. Cultural Criticism: This theory looks at how cultural narratives and practices influence
individual identities and social structures. By applying cultural criticism, we can understand how
Karnad uses myth, folklore, and history to critique and reinterpret traditional cultural constructs.
Eagleton, Terry. (1996).

Methodology

The study will employ a qualitative research methodology, focusing on literary analysis of

Karnad's selected plays.

1. Textual Analysis:

Perform a close reading of Yayati, Hayavadana, and Naga-Mandala to identify themes related to
gender identity and cultural constructs. Analyze the dialogues, character interactions, and plot
developments to understand how Karnad portrays gender roles and the tension between tradition
and modernity. Culler, Jonathan. (1997).

2. Contextual Analysis:

Study the historical, cultural, and social contexts in which Karnad wrote these plays. Examine

how contemporary issues during Karnad's time influenced his portrayal of gender and cultural
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3. Comparative Analysis:
Compare the treatment of gender and cultural constructs in Karnad's plays with other
contemporary Indian playwrights. Explore similarities and differences to highlight Karnad’s

unique approach and contributions to modern Indian theatre. Chaudhuri, Asha Kuthari. (2005).
Analysis and Discussion

1. Portrayal of Gender Roles in Yayati

In Yayati, Karnad reinterprets the Mahabharata story, focusing on themes of duty, desire, and
sacrifice. The play presents characters who are bound by traditional roles but also question these
roles. For instance, Devayani and Sharmishtha are women caught in a patriarchal society, each
struggling with her sense of identity and agency. Devayani’s desire for control and

Sharmishtha’s defiance highlight the complexities of gender roles within a traditional framework
(Bhatnagar, 2002).

2. Exploration of Identity in Hayavadana

Hayavadana deals with the search for completeness and identity. The play’s central characters,
Devadatta and Kapila, embody different aspects of masculinity, challenging the audience’s
understanding of male identity. Padmini, the female protagonist, desires a combination of
intellect and physical strength, reflecting her struggle against traditional female roles. This

exploration shows how modern desires can conflict with traditional expectations (Naik, 1984).
3. Women’s Autonomy in Naga-Mandala

In Naga-Mandala, Karnad uses folklore to address women's autonomy and marital relationships.
The protagonist, Rani, gains agency through magical intervention, questioning the constraints

placed on women by society. The play critiques the patriarchal system and emphasizes the need
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for women’s self-empowerment. Rani's journey from a passive wife to a woman asserting her

identity illustrates the clash between tradition and modernity (Dhawan, 1999).

4. Tension Between Tradition and Modernity

Across his plays, Karnad juxtaposes traditional narratives with modern sensibilities. This tension
is evident in the way characters navigate their roles and desires. For example, the conflict in
Hayavadana between mind and body reflects modern existential questions against a traditional
backdrop. Similarly, in Yayati, the characters' struggles with duty and personal desires highlight
the enduring relevance of ancient myths in contemporary society (Dharwadker, 2005).

5. Contemporary Relevance

Karnad’s plays continue to resonate in contemporary discussions on gender. By challenging
patriarchal norms and advocating for a more nuanced understanding of gender identity, his works
contribute significantly to the evolving discourse on gender in Indian literature. This relevance
underscores the importance of reexamining cultural constructs to foster more inclusive and

equitable societies (Rajan, 1991).
Conclusion

Girish Karnad's plays offer a profound exploration of cultural constructs and gender
identity, skillfully balancing the tensions between tradition and modernity. Through works like
Yayati, Hayavadana, and Naga-Mandala, Karnad critiques and reinterprets traditional gender

roles, revealing the complexities and contradictions inherent in cultural perceptions of gender.

In Yayati, Karnad uses mythology to question rigid gender roles, highlighting how

characters struggle with societal expectations and personal desires. Hayavadana further examines
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identity and fulfillment, showing the conflict between intellect and physicality, and challenging
traditional masculine ideals. Naga-Mandala focuses on women's autonomy, critiquing patriarchal

constraints and advocating for self-empowerment.

Karnad’s ability to intertwine myth, folklore, and contemporary issues allows him to
address the ongoing dialogue between cultural heritage and progressive values. His plays remain
relevant in contemporary discussions on gender, emphasizing the need for a more inclusive and

fluid understanding of identity.

Overall, Karnad’s work contributes significantly to modern Indian literature, offering
valuable insights into the evolution of gender constructs. By challenging patriarchal norms and
exploring the interplay between tradition and modernity, his plays encourage a re-examination of

cultural narratives to foster more equitable and inclusive societies.
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