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Abstract : 

This comparative study explores the 

presentation and critique of gender 

dichotomy in Girish Karnad's plays 

Nagamandala and Hayavadana. By 

analyzing the characters, themes, and 

narrative structures, the research delves into 

how Karnad challenges traditional gender 

roles and societal expectations. In 

Nagamandala, the focus is on Rani's 

transformation and empowerment against 

patriarchal norms, while Hayavadana 

addresses identity and completeness through 

its characters, particularly Padmini. The 

study highlights Karnad's use of myth and 

folklore to offer a nuanced critique of 

gender issues in Indian society. 
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RESEARCH PAPER 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Girish Karnad, a luminary in Indian theater, masterfully blends traditional Indian 

narratives with contemporary themes, offering deep insights into societal constructs. His 

plays often engage with complex issues such as identity, power, and especially gender 

dynamics. Two of his most celebrated works, Nagmandala and Hayavadana, provide rich 

ground for examining the dichotomy of gender roles and identities. 

 

In Nagmandala, Karnad tells the story of Rani, a young wife trapped in a loveless 

marriage to Appanna, who is indifferent and unfaithful. Through the use of magical realism, 

Karnad subverts traditional gender roles, presenting Rani’s journey from subjugation to 

empowerment. Scholars like Aparna Bhargava Dharwadker (1993) have noted that Rani’s 

transformation reflects broader feminist themes, highlighting the struggle for female agency 

in a patriarchal society. 

 

Hayavadana, on the other hand, explores themes of identity and completeness through 

the intertwined lives of Devadatta, Kapila, and Padmini. The play’s narrative, involving a 

man with a horse’s head, questions the rigid binaries of human and animal, and by extension, 

male and female. Erin B. Mee (2008) argues that Hayavadana delves into the fluidity of 

identity, challenging traditional gender norms by depicting characters whose desires and 

actions defy societal expectations. 

 

The socio-cultural context of India is pivotal in understanding these plays. Both 

Nagmandala and Hayavadana reflect and critique the patriarchal structures prevalent in 

Indian society. A.K. Ramanujan (1999) has discussed how Karnad’s works act as societal 

mirrors, revealing deep-seated gender biases and prompting introspection . 

 

This paper aims to analyze the representation of gender dichotomy in Nagmandala 

and Hayavadana, exploring how Karnad deconstructs traditional gender roles and presents a 

nuanced understanding of gender identity. By examining the characters, themes, and socio-
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cultural contexts of these plays, this study seeks to uncover the ways in which Karnad 

challenges and redefines notions of masculinity and femininity. Additionally, this research 

will situate these plays within the broader discourse on gender in Indian literature, 

highlighting Karnad’s contribution to contemporary feminist thought and the conversation on 

gender equality in Indian theater. 

 

Research Questions  

 

 How do Girish Karnad’s Nagmandala and Hayavadana portray gender roles and 

identities? This question aims to explore the depiction of male and female characters 

and the traits associated with each gender in the plays. Mee, E. B. (2008).  

 In what ways do the characters in Nagmandala and Hayavadana challenge or 

conform to traditional gender norms? This question investigates specific instances 

where characters either defy or adhere to conventional gender roles and examines the 

implications of these actions. Dharwadker, A. B. (1993). 

 What role does magical realism play in deconstructing gender dichotomy in 

Nagmandala? This question explores how the use of magical elements in Nagmandala 

influences the portrayal and perception of gender roles. Mukherjee, T. (2006).  

 How does the use of traditional Indian theater forms in Hayavadana contribute to the 

exploration of gender identity and roles? This question examines how Karnad’s use of 

traditional theater forms like Yakshagana enhances the narrative’s exploration of 

gender issues. Karanth, B. V. (1991).  

 What similarities and differences can be identified in the treatment of gender 

dichotomy in both plays? This question aims to compare and contrast the two plays, 

highlighting common themes related to gender and pointing out differences in their 

approach .Krishnamoorthy, K. (2002).  

 How do these plays reflect and critique the socio-cultural context of India concerning 

gender roles? This question looks at how the plays mirror the societal norms of their 

time and critique the existing gender dynamics within the Indian socio-cultural 

context. Ramanujan, A. K. (1999).  
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Theory and Methodology 

Theoretical Framework 

 

1. Feminist Theory 

Feminist theory will be central to this analysis, as it provides tools for examining how 

gender roles and identities are constructed, represented, and challenged in literature. This 

theory critiques the patriarchal structures that perpetuate gender inequality and explores ways 

to deconstruct these norms. Butler, J. (1990).  

 

2. Postcolonial Theory 

Postcolonial theory will be used to understand the socio-cultural context of India, 

where traditional gender norms are deeply intertwined with colonial history and cultural 

identity. This perspective helps in exploring how Karnad's plays engage with and critique 

these inherited structures. Spivak, G. C. (1988).  

 

3. Myth and Modernity 

The intersection of myth and modernity in Karnad's works will be explored to 

understand how traditional narratives are reinterpreted to address contemporary gender 

issues. This approach highlights the dynamic interplay between past and present in shaping 

gender discourses. Mukherjee, T. (2006).  

 

Methodology 

 

1. Textual Analysis 

Close Reading: Detailed examination of Nagmandala and Hayavadana will be 

conducted to analyze the portrayal of gender roles and identities. This will involve a close 

reading of the texts, focusing on character development, dialogues, and narrative techniques. 

Culler, J. (1997).  

 

2. Comparative Analysis 

Thematic Comparison: Comparing the themes related to gender dichotomy in both 

plays will help identify common motifs and differences in their approach to gender issues. 
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This method will provide insights into how each play addresses the topic uniquely. 

Krishnamoorthy, K. (2002).  

 

3. Contextual Analysis 

Socio-Cultural Context: Examining the plays within the socio-cultural context of 

India will be crucial. This involves understanding the historical and cultural backdrop against 

which Karnad wrote these plays and how it influences the portrayal of gender.Ramanujan, A. 

K. (1999).  

 

4. Interdisciplinary Approach 

Integration of Theories: Combining insights from feminist theory, postcolonial theory, 

and myth studies will provide a comprehensive understanding of gender dichotomy in the 

plays. This interdisciplinary approach will allow for a more nuanced analysis. Butler, J. 

(1990). Spivak, G. C. (1988).  

 

Analysis and Discussion 

 

Analysis of Nagmandala 

 

Character Analysis: Rani and Appanna 

In Nagmandala, Rani represents the traditional, oppressed Indian wife. Initially 

submissive and powerless, her character undergoes a transformation through the play's use of 

magical realism. The magical story and the Naga’s (snake’s) love empower Rani, 

symbolizing the reclaiming of female agency. 

 

Appanna, Rani’s husband, embodies patriarchal authority. His indifference and infidelity 

highlight the gender inequalities prevalent in Indian society. 

 

 

Magical Realism and Gender Dichotomy 

The use of magical realism in Nagmandala serves to challenge traditional gender 

roles. The transformative power of the magical story reflects the potential for change and 

empowerment in real life. Dharwadker, A. B. (1993).  
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Themes of Empowerment and Subjugation 

The play explores themes of empowerment and subjugation through Rani's journey. 

Her eventual empowerment signifies a broader commentary on the potential for women to 

transcend traditional roles. Mukherjee, T. (2006).  

 

Analysis of Hayavadana 

 

Character Analysis:Devadatta, Kapila, and Padmini 

In Hayavadana, the characters of Devadatta and Kapila explore the dichotomy of 

intellect and physicality, respectively. Padmini’s attraction to both reflects the complex nature 

of human desires and the fluidity of identity. 

 

Padmini herself challenges traditional female roles by expressing her desires openly, breaking 

the conventional mold of the passive, submissive woman. 

 

Mythical Elements and Gender Identity 

The use of mythical elements, such as the horse-headed man Hayavadana, questions 

rigid binaries of identity. The blending of human and animal traits symbolizes the fluidity and 

complexity of gender and identity. Mee, E. B. (2008).  

 

Traditional Theater Forms 

Karnad’s use of traditional Indian theater forms like Yakshagana enriches the 

narrative, providing a familiar cultural context while addressing modern gender issues. This 

blend of tradition and modernity allows for a nuanced critique of gender norms. Karanth, B. 

V. (1991).  
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Comparative Analysis 

 

Common Themes 

Both plays challenge traditional gender roles and highlight the potential for 

transformation and empowerment. Rani’s journey in Nagmandala and Padmini’s in 

Hayavadana reflect a quest for self-identity and autonomy. Krishnamoorthy, K. (2002).  

 

Contrasting Elements 

While Nagmandala uses magical realism to subvert gender norms, Hayavadana 

employs mythical and traditional elements to explore the fluidity of identity. The former 

focuses on the empowerment of a single female protagonist, while the latter delves into the 

complexities of multiple characters' identities and desires.Dharwadker, A. B. (1993).  

Cultural and Social Commentary 

 

Both plays reflect and critique the socio-cultural context of India. They expose the 

deep-seated gender biases and call for introspection and change. Karnad’s works act as 

societal mirrors, prompting audiences to reconsider their perceptions of gender 

roles.Ramanujan, A. K. (1999).  

 

Discussion 

 

Subversion of Traditional Gender Roles 

Karnad’s plays effectively subvert traditional gender roles through their narratives and 

characters. By portraying strong, complex female protagonists, Karnad challenges the 

patriarchal norms and highlights the potential for female empowerment. 

 

Role of Magical and Mythical Elements 

The integration of magical realism in Nagmandala and mythical elements in 

Hayavadana enriches the narratives and provides a unique lens through which to view gender 

issues. These elements enable a critique of rigid gender binaries and underscore the fluidity of 

identity. 
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Cultural Resonance and Modern Relevance 

The use of traditional theater forms and cultural narratives allows Karnad’s plays to 

resonate deeply with Indian audiences while addressing contemporary issues. This blend of 

tradition and modernity makes his critique of gender roles both culturally relevant and 

impactful. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Girish Karnad’s Nagmandala and Hayavadana offer profound insights into the 

complexities of gender dichotomy, challenging traditional roles and identities through 

innovative narrative techniques. By employing feminist and postcolonial theoretical 

frameworks, this research has highlighted how Karnad critiques and deconstructs patriarchal 

norms, presenting a nuanced understanding of gender.Girish Karnad’s Nagmandala and 

Hayavadana provide a critical examination of gender dichotomy, utilizing innovative 

narrative techniques to challenge traditional norms and offer a more fluid and nuanced 

understanding of gender identity. By blending traditional narratives with contemporary 

themes, Karnad not only critiques the patriarchal structures of Indian society but also 

contributes significantly to the broader discourse on gender equality in literature and theater. 

His works remain relevant and impactful, encouraging continued exploration and dialogue on 

the complexities of gender roles and identities. 

 

Empowerment Through Magical Realism in Nagmandala 

Nagmandala utilizes magical realism to empower its protagonist, Rani, symbolizing 

the potential for transformation and liberation within a patriarchal society. The play’s 

narrative arc from subjugation to empowerment underscores the themes of female agency and 

autonomy. Dharwadker, A. B. (1993).  

 

Fluidity of Identity in Hayavadana 

In Hayavadana, Karnad explores the fluidity of identity through the characters of 

Devadatta, Kapila, and Padmini. The interplay between intellect and physicality, human and 

animal, challenges the rigid binaries of gender and identity, reflecting a more complex and 

multifaceted understanding of human desires. Mee, E. B. (2008).  
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Integration of Traditional and Modern Elements 

The integration of traditional Indian theater forms with contemporary themes allows 

Karnad to resonate with audiences while addressing modern gender issues. This blend of 

tradition and modernity not only enriches the narrative but also provides a culturally relevant 

critique of gender roles. Karanth, B. V. (1991).  

 

Socio-Cultural Reflection and Critique 

Both plays serve as mirrors to Indian society, reflecting the deep-seated gender biases 

and calling for introspection and change. By situating his narratives within the socio-cultural 

context of India, Karnad’s works prompt audiences to reconsider their perceptions of gender 

roles and identities. Ramanujan, A. K. (1999).  
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