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 The subaltern is a person or a group of people that have been 
excluded from society. They do not have a voice and are lost in the 
world due to Assimilation and Colonize. A subaltern study borrows 
Post modernist ideas. Subaltern meaning “of inferior rank” is a term 
adopted by Antonio Gramsci. According to Arundhati Roy, “There’s 
really no such thing as the ‘voiceless’. These are only the deliberately 
silenced or the preferably unheard”.
 In the post colonial theory subaltern studies occupy remarkable 
place; it derives its force from Marxism and post structuralism. 
Subaltern studies is primarily concerned with socio-cultural and 
historical aspects of the society incorporating the entire people that 
is subordinate in terms of class, caste, age, gender and office, or in 
anyother way. Taslima Nasrin, a feminist writer who was exiled 
from Bangladesh in 1994, defended the subaltern group in her 
writing especially women. She was exiled because of her extreme 
ideas and blaspheming the Quran. Saiyeda Khatun talks about Nasrin 
in her article “A site of subaltern articulation: The ecstatic female 
body in the contemporary Bangladeshi novels of Taslima Nasrin”. 
This article is basically based on how Nasrin empowers subaltern 
women, focusing on Bangladeshi women. Subaltern always stands 
in an ambiguous relation to power subordinate to it but never fully 
consenting to its rule, never adopting the dominant point of view or 
vocabulary as expressive of its own identity.

 In his play Nagamandala, Karnad offers knowledge into 
the private lives of women. The main protagonist of the play 
is Rani. Right from the beginning of the play, the blazes that 
show up in the “Prologue” of the play speak to in figurative 
terms the distinctive lives of the women of the village. The 
flares accumulate at mid-night to enlighten stories concerning 
the private lives of couples and cheer in their findings.Karnad 
has explained the origin of this play as follows: “Nagamandala 
is based on two oral tales  I heard from A.K.Ramanujan. these 
tales are narrated by women, normally the older women in the 
family-while children are fed in the evenings in the kitchen or 
being put to bed.”(16)
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Karnad describes about the predicament of Rani in the main plot of the play:
“The position of rani in the  story of  Naga-mandala, for instance, can be seen as metaphor for 
the situation of a young girl in the bosom of a joint family where she sees her husband only 
in two unconnected roles- as a stranger during the day and as the lover at night. Inevitably, 
the pattern of relationships she is forced to weave from these disjointed encounters must be 
something of a fiction. The empty house rani is locked in could be the family she is married 
into”(6)

 The story in the play represents the life of woman, a commodity to be passed on. Although 
having an existence of its own, she acquires fulfillment when passed on to her husband. If kept 
as a secret, she is likely to become the mystery of life itself as in the case of rani and then it is 
interpreted in various ways subject to supernatural forces. In the main plot of the play, Karnad 
subtly acknowledges that gender is one of the reasons that prevent a woman from achieving identity 
and freedom in patriarchy. To eradicate these socio-cultural evils, he very dexterously makes use 
of myth and folk tales. He endeavors to show through the story of rani that the family in patriarchy 
is a hindrance in the way of woman’s realization or her identity.
 Simone de Beauvoir, the twentieth-century feminist critic, agrees with the view that “In 
patriarchy the young girl does not accept the destiny assigned to her by nature but by society and 
yet she does not repudiate it completely. Thus she is divided against herself”. In India a woman 
can endure almost any injustice while serving her husband or family. She obeys her husband like 
a dumb domestic animal. Karnad in the play expresses his concern and preoccupation with the 
distress of women in a patriarchal society in which a man enjoys privileges while a woman has to 
be content with only a few.
 The women are the worse sufferers because, more often than not, it is the husband who torments 
and deserts his wife for another woman.commenting on the central theme of the play, SaratBabu 
observes that karnad through this play:

“……not only exposes male chauvinism, the oppression of women, the great injustice done 
to them by men and patriarchal culture but also stealthily deflates the concept of chastity. He 
seems to suggest that matriarchy which according to Bachofen’s theory of mother right is the 
lost paradise of mankind will come again”(10)

Nagamandala begins with the description of  Rani’s story as:
“A young girl. Her name….it doesn’t matter. But she was an only daughter, so her parents 
called her Rani. Queen. Queen of the whole wide world. Queen of the long tresses. For when 
her hair was tied up in a knot, it was as though a black king Cobra by curled on the nape of 
her neck, coil upon glistening coil. When it hung loose, the tresses flowed, a torrent of black, 
along her young limbs, and got entangled in her silver anklets”(11)

 Her fond father finds a match for her and gets her married to a young man who is rich and whose 
parents are dead. His name is Appanna. He takes her to his village. Rani thus enters her wedded 
life like most girls with lots of expectations but is shocked by Appanna’s neglect. Both, Rani and 
Appanna do not know how they can relate to each other. The very first dialogue between them 
reveals the future of Rani:

APPANNA. Have we brought in all the bundles?
RANI. Yes.
APPANNA. Well, then, I will be back tomorrow at noon.keep my lunch ready. I shall eat 
and go. (12)

 Rani looks at him nonplussed. Appanna pays no attention to her, goes out, shuts the door, and 
locks it from outside and goes away. She runs to the door, pushes it finds it locked, peers out of 



53

SHANLAX
International Journal of English

http://www.shanlaxjournals.in

the barred window. He is gone. It happens to her everyday. Nights he enjoys in the arms of his 
concubine. Rani has to remain locked all alone in her house throughout the night. She doesnot 
know what is happening and is perplexed to observe her husband’s attitude. She cannot even weep. 
She goes and sits in a corner of her room, talks to herself indistinctly. She indulges in reveries in 
order to calm her trouble. She asks Appanna in her reverie-where are you talking me? To which she 
gets the answer from the Eagle in her dream as:

‘Beyond the seven seas and the seven isles. On the seventh island is a magic garden. And in 
that garden stands the tree of emeralds. Under that tree, your parents wait for you’. So Rani 
says:’Do they? Then please, please take me to them-immediately. Here I come’. So the eagle 
carries her clear across the seven seas……(13)

 Obviously, Rani is mentally a child craving for parental affection. So she moans,’Oh Mother!’ 
and ‘Oh Father!’ in her sleep. The next day before Appanna leaves, she expresses her plight thus:

RANI. Listen-(Fumbling for words) Listen- I  feel – frighten – alone at night-                
APPANNA.What is there to be scared of ?  Just keep to yourself. No one will bother you. 
Rice!
(pause)
RANI. Please, you could-
APPANNA.Look, I don’t like idle chatter. Do as you are told, you understand?
(Finishes his meal, gets up)
I will be back tomorrow for lunch. (14)

 Here Appanna is behaving like a male chauvinist who does not care for the female feelings and 
forces his wife to comply with his orders. He treats her as if she were a non-human being. He has 
an utter contempt for his wife. It is this mental torture that forces her to fly into the lap of parents. 
He does not allow Rani even to come out from the four walls of her own house. Karnad through 
Rani’s predicament tries to expose how women fall a victim to male and patriarchal culture. He 
depicts the real life situation of a woman’s sufferings after marriage. He also exposes the fact that 
men enjoy liberty but women are kept in a ‘Bird’s Cage’ on account of the combative behaviour of 
male.
 One day somehow Kurudavva, an intimate friend of Appanna’s mother succeeds in tracing 
Rani’s house. She detects the presence of rani in the locked room. Her suspicion on Appanna is 
increased when she learns that Appanna still pays a visit to his concubine inspite of his beautiful 
wife at home .Kurudavva express her wordings,

“Whatever he is, he is the son of my best friend. His mother and I were like sisters. Poor 
thing, she died bringing him into this world .now new daughter-in-law comes to her house. 
How can I go on as though nothing has happened? Besides, I haven’t slept a wink since you 
told me you saw Appanna in his concubine’s courtyard. He has got himself a bride- and he 
still goes after that harlot?”(15)

 Rani feels happy to see someone has come to her and has shared her feelings for she did not 
sleep a wink at night since the day of her marriage. She express her inner feelings to thr blind 
ladyKurudavva, and asks her to convey her plight to her paents. Kurudavva realizes that rani must 
have been deprived from the right of becoming a wife, a natural consequence of marriage. She gives 
Rani a piece of root which she got from a mendicant when she herself was young and unmarried.
 Kurudavva instructs Rani while giving her a small piece of the root thus:

“Take this small piece. That should do for a pretty jasmine like you. Take it! Grind it into a 
nice paste and feed it to your husband and watch the result. Once he smells you he won’t go 
sniffing after that bitch. He will make you a wife instantly”(15)

 Rani who does not know what it is to be a wife says,”I am his wife already”(16) what Karnad 
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explores through Rani’s relation with Appanna is that most of the Indian virgins do not know what 
the rights of a wife in a family are. They carry out orders of their husbands, act as maidservants, 
cook food, mob the floor, etc. without raising any questions. Husbands behave as tyrants like 
Appanna. Women have to bear their tyranny silently. They do not allow them even to share the 
affection of others. This is clear when we look at Rani’s position in her house after marriage to 
Appanna.
 Kurudavva , sensing the seriousness of  Rani’s problem, offers her the larger piece of the magical 
root saying, “Feed him this larger piece of root”(18) Following her advice and instructions, Rani 
prepares the paste of this magical root and pours it into the curry which instantly turns blood red. 
Instead of her husband the king cobra consumes the aphrodisiac liquid. Because of that the cobra 
falls in love with Rani. He takes the shape of Appanna and enters Rani’s house through the drain 
in the bathroom every night. He takes pity on Rani for her pathetic condition and showers parental 
affection on her.
 Cobra assuages the hurt feelings of Rani with enquiries such as :

 NAGA. Did it hurt….the beating this morning?
 RANI. No
 NAGA. Locked up in the house all day..you must be missing your parents.
 RANI. (Struggling to hold back a sob) NO.
 NAGA. They doted on you, didn’t they?
 (she suddenly burst out into a fit of weeping.)
 NAGA.(Startled) What is it ?
 (Rani continues to howl)
 I know .you want to see your parents, don’t you? All right. I will arrange that.
 (She looks at him dumbfounded.)
 Truly.Now , smile. Just a bit. Look, I will send you to them only if you smile 
 Now. (20)

 Naga continues to visit Rani’s house at night until she becomes pregnant. Naga does not feel 
happy because he thinks that Rani’s pregnancy can reveal his identity .he asks Rani to keep it a 
secret from him as long as possible. But after five months Appanna notices her inflated body. He 
is shocked since he has never slept with his wife. He at once comes to the conclusion that his wife 
must have committed adultery.
 The ordeal-episode of Rani taken by the elders of the village also reflects that a female has no 
place when it comes to judgement. It shows how patriarchy inadvertently works and favours males. 
Simone de Beauvoir points out:

“When a boy revolts against his father, against the world, his violence is effective; he picks 
a quarrel with a comrade, he fights and he affirms his standing as subject with his fists: in a 
word, he imposes himself upon the world, he transcends it. But it is not for the adolescent girl 
to affirm or impose herself, and this is what fills her heart with revolt: she may hope neither to 
change the world nor to transcend it; she knows, or at least believes, that she is fettered-and 
perhaps she even wants to be she can only destroy. There is desperation in her rage; when 
provoked she breaks glasses, window-panes, vases-not indeed to conquer fate, but simply by 
way of symbolical protest”(38)

 Naga turns away, telling Rani to go for snake ordeal. She runs to naga and embraces him 
sayng,”please hold me tight. I am afraid!”(37). The next day the village Elders sit in judgement. 
They listen to Appanna and Rani. Appanna tells them, “since the day of our wedding. I have not 
once touched my wife or slept by her side and yet she is pregnant”(38). Elder then ask Rani to prove 
her chastity by taking the oath while holding a red-hot iron rod or plunging her hand in boilng oil. 
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But Rani requests them to permit her to take the snake ordeal. They concede to her request. She 
goes to the ant-hill, plungs her hand into it and pulls the cobra out. While holding it she swears:

“Since coming to his village, I have held by this hand, only two…. My husband and this 
cobra. Yes, my husband and this cobra. Except for these two, I have not touched any of the 
male sex. Nor have I allowed any other male to touch me. If I lie, let the cobra bite me” (39)
The cobra didn’t bite her. But to the utter surprise of the onlookers it slid up her shoulders and 
spread its hood like an umbrella over her head. It swayed its hood gently over her shoulder 
like a garland, slid down again and went into the antill. Appanna falls prostrate at her feet 
saying, “forgive me, I am a sinner. I was blind…..” (41). But Rani gently takes him in her 
arms.

 Thus the play Naga-Mandala questions the patriarchal rigid codes which demand the fidelity of 
a woman to her husband but not that of a husband to his wife. Appanna who has openly committed 
adultery is not questioned by anyone. The elder doesn’t find any fault with him. Nobody thinks of 
the innocence of Rani. She shares bed with naga without knowing that he is another man. She was 
infact under the impact of naga’s magical power. Her failure to unravel the truth is owing to the 
suppression of the rational faculty of women through the ages.
 Thus, the entire journey of Rani from her childhood to motherhood implicitly shows her struggle 
to achieve identity and honour society. She is tormented, tortured and suppressed at every phase of 
her life only due to dominant male power over her. Thus patriarchy inextricably plays a suppressive 
role over her. She remains immature both physically and mentally because she is not allowed to 
express her views or feeling. Rani is not allowed to share her feeling with other women, but as soon 
as she receives affection she grows, develops and gains confidence and courage. MitiPanday points 
out in this context:

“The new woman has punctured the stereotype fallacies attributed to female nature and 
demanded a position of equality for herself. Her success in the fields so far reserved exclusively 
for men has confirmed researchers in psychology that there is no inherent difference in the 
aptitude of man and woman” (51)
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