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Abstract:

Girish Karnad’s The Fire and the Rain (1998) reimagines an episode from the Mahabharata to interrogate
the relationship between ritual authority, social hierarchy, power, and human suffering. While the play
foregrounds the spiritual ambitions and conflicts of upper-caste male characters such as Yavakri and
Paravasu, it also presents Nittilai, a hunter woman located outside the dominant Vedic and ritualistic order,
as a significant alternative source of moral authority. This article examines Nittilai’s marginalization and
ethical agency within the social and patriarchal structures represented in the play. Drawing upon
postcolonial and subaltern perspectives, the study argues that Nittilai’s compassion, courage, and
resilience challenge the assumption that moral authority necessarily derives from caste, sacred knowledge,
ritual status, or supernatural power. Her actions provide a counterpoint to the ambitions of characters
whose quests for knowledge, recognition, and authority become entangled with rivalry and violence. The
article further examines Nittilai’s social and gendered marginalization, her resistance to restrictive
expectations, and the circumstances surrounding her death. Her martyrdom is interpreted not simply as an
individual tragedy but as a dramatic exposure of the structures that subordinate marginalized lives to the
conflicts and ambitions of dominant groups. Through Nittilai, Karnad relocates ethical significance from
the ritual altar to ordinary human relationships and acts of compassion. The study thus reconsiders agency,
resistance, marginality, and moral authority in Karnad’s contemporary Indian drama.
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1. Introduction:

Girish Karnad’s The Fire and the Rain is a significant reworking of an episode from the Vana Parva of
the Mahabharata. Drawing upon the mythological narrative and reshaping it through the conventions of
modern drama and Indian theatrical traditions, Karnad transforms an inherited myth into a complex
exploration of human desire, rivalry, betrayal, sacrifice, and suffering. Rather than merely reproducing the
moral framework of the epic narrative, the play places its characters within a social world in which
religious authority, caste hierarchy, personal ambition, and patriarchal power intersect.

One of the central concerns of the play is the relationship between ritual knowledge and social authority.
The prolonged sacrificial ritual is undertaken with the stated purpose of restoring rain and prosperity to a
drought-stricken community. Yet the ritualistic world of the play is also marked by rivalry, jealousy,

IJFMR260589081 Volume 8, Issue 5, September-October 2026 1



http://www.ijfmr.com/

i International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

ambition, and violence. Paravasu’s position as Chief Priest and Yavakri’s pursuit of extraordinary
knowledge demonstrate how sacred knowledge can become associated with social status, personal
ambition, and the desire for superiority. The play therefore raises an important question: what happens
when ritual authority becomes detached from ethical responsibility and compassion?

Karnad does not necessarily reject spirituality or ritual itself. Rather, he interrogates the social and
psychological consequences of authority when sacred knowledge becomes a means of domination,
exclusion, or personal advancement. The distinction between ritual power and moral authority becomes
particularly significant when Nittilai is brought into focus. Unlike the Brahmin characters, she does not
possess ritual knowledge or supernatural power. Nevertheless, she repeatedly demonstrates an ability to
respond to suffering with compassion and courage.

Nittilai is therefore crucial to an alternative reading of the play. As a hunter woman situated outside the
dominant Brahminical and ritual order, she occupies a socially marginal position. Her marginality is
further complicated by gender and by the restrictive expectations surrounding her relationships and
community. Yet the very position that excludes her from formal structures of authority enables Karnad to
present her as a counterpoint to those structures. Her ethical strength is not derived from sacred learning,
caste status, divine favour, or institutional power. It emerges instead through her response to human
suffering.

This article argues that Nittilai functions as an alternative ethical centre in The Fire and the Rain. Her
compassion and resilience expose the limitations of a social order that grants authority primarily through
ritual, caste, gender, and institutional status. By placing Nittilai's moral agency alongside the ambitions of
Yavakri and the personal and artistic struggles of Arvasu, the play creates a significant contrast between
different forms of human aspiration. Nittilai’s eventual death further intensifies this contrast: the
marginalized woman who lacks formal authority becomes the character through whom the destructive
consequences of competing systems of power are most clearly revealed.

The study therefore focuses on three interconnected dimensions of Nittilai’s characterization: her position
as a marginalized woman, her moral agency and compassionate action, and her resilience in the face of
social and patriarchal violence. Through these dimensions, Nittilai can be read not merely as a victim of
the play’s conflicts but as a figure through whom Karnad questions the relationship between social power
and moral legitimacy.

2. Nittilai as an Embodiment of Moral Strength:

Nittilai emerges as one of the most significant embodiments of moral strength and human compassion in
The Fire and the Rain. She belongs to a socially marginalized community and remains outside the
dominant structures of ritual knowledge and Brahminical authority that shape much of the play. Her social
position limits her access to formal power, but it does not diminish her ethical consciousness.

The distinction between social status and moral worth is central to Nittilai’s characterization. The Brahmin
characters possess access to forms of knowledge and authority that Nittilai does not possess. Yet
possession of sacred knowledge does not necessarily produce compassion or ethical responsibility.
Nittilai, by contrast, responds to human suffering through empathy, loyalty, and courage. Her moral
authority therefore develops not through institutional recognition but through action.

This distinction becomes particularly significant within the ritualistic world of the play. The sacrificial
ritual is designed to benefit the wider community, yet the personal ambitions and conflicts surrounding it
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repeatedly generate suffering. Nittilai’s response to suffering provides an alternative ethical model. She
does not seek power over others; instead, she attempts to respond to vulnerable individuals with care.
Her characterization consequently challenges the assumption that authority and ethical superiority
necessarily coincide. The social order may place ritual specialists above marginalized individuals, but
Karnad complicates this hierarchy by giving Nittilai a moral consciousness that frequently contrasts with
the behaviour of characters who occupy positions of greater social authority.

Nittilai is therefore socially marginal but ethically significant. Her presence creates a counterpoint to the
ritual world of the play and allows Karnad to ask whether moral authority should be measured by social
position or by one's capacity to recognize and respond to human suffering. Through her, ethical worth
becomes associated with empathy, courage, loyalty, and responsibility rather than with caste privilege or
ritual accomplishment.

3. The Brahminical-Patriarchal Matrix and Subaltern Erasure:

The Fire and the Rain dramatizes the ways in which ritual, knowledge, social hierarchy, and gendered
authority can become interconnected forms of power. The play’s conflicts are not simply individual
struggles; they are shaped by a larger social structure in which access to knowledge and authority is
unevenly distributed.

Nittilai occupies a particularly vulnerable position within this structure. As a marginalized woman, she
stands outside the dominant systems that determine religious and social authority. Her concerns are
consequently different from those that dominate the lives of the Brahmin characters. While the latter are
frequently concerned with ritual achievement, knowledge, status, rivalry, and personal ambition, Nittilai’s
experiences remain closely connected to questions of survival, emotional bonds, dignity, and human
suffering.

Her marginalization is therefore both social and gendered. She does not possess the institutional authority
enjoyed by the male Brahmin characters, and her relationship with Arvasu brings the boundaries between
communities and social groups into sharper focus. Her association with a man from outside her own social
world challenges the rigidity of the hierarchy that separates marginalized communities from dominant
structures of authority.

Nittilai’s position can be examined productively through the concept of subalternity. Her marginal status
does not simply mean that she occupies a lower position in a social hierarchy; it also indicates her limited
access to the structures through which dominant society produces, recognizes, and legitimizes authority.
Her experiences are not central to the ritual system that governs the kingdom, even though she and her
community are among those affected by its consequences.

The irony is particularly significant. The elaborate ritual is undertaken ostensibly for the welfare of the
community, yet the lives and experiences of marginalized people remain peripheral to the structures that
control the ritual. Nittilai therefore exposes a contradiction at the heart of the social order: a system that
claims to act for collective welfare can simultaneously marginalize the voices of those who are most
vulnerable.

Karnad’s representation of Nittilai thus draws attention to a form of erasure that is social as well as
dramatic. She does not control the institutions of knowledge or ritual, but her experiences reveal the human
consequences of those institutions. Her marginal position enables the play to question whether a system
can claim moral legitimacy when those outside its structures of authority remain unheard or subordinated.

IJFMR260589081 Volume 8, Issue 5, September-October 2026 3



http://www.ijfmr.com/

i International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

Nittilai’s importance consequently lies not only in her victimization but also in the ethical perspective that
emerges from her marginal location. She becomes a figure through whom the play exposes the limitations
of dominant structures and brings suppressed experiences into the moral centre of the drama.

4. Nittilai’s Moral Compass: Subverting Ritualistic Egotism:

Nittilai’s choices become especially significant when they are contrasted with the motivations of Yavakri
and Arvasu. The three characters represent different forms of aspiration and different responses to social
and personal insecurity. Yavakri seeks knowledge and power; Arvasu struggles with questions of artistic
identity, love, betrayal, and recognition; Nittilai responds primarily through empathy and concern for
human life.

Yavakri’s pursuit of knowledge is closely associated with his desire to overcome humiliation and establish
superiority. His acquisition of extraordinary knowledge through divine intervention does not resolve the
conflicts that motivate his quest. Instead, knowledge becomes entangled with rivalry, ego, and the desire
for recognition. His trajectory consequently demonstrates how knowledge can become destructive when
it is separated from ethical responsibility.

Arvasu presents a different but related struggle. His journey through theatre, love, betrayal, and suffering
reflects a search for personal and artistic identity. His aspirations are not identical to Yavakri’s, yet he too
becomes caught within a world in which recognition, personal desire, and social relationships generate
conflict.

Nittilai offers an alternative ethical possibility. She possesses neither the ritual knowledge of the Brahmins
nor the supernatural powers associated with Yavakri’s quest. Her strength is instead expressed through
compassionate action. Her response to Arvasu, particularly when he is vulnerable and endangered, is not
governed by calculations of power or personal advantage. Her actions demonstrate a willingness to value
human life and emotional responsibility over rigid social expectations.

The contrast among these characters can therefore be understood as a contrast between different forms of
power and recognition. Yavakri seeks knowledge as a means of overcoming humiliation and achieving
superiority. Arvasu struggles to find identity and recognition through artistic and personal experience.
Nittilai, by contrast, derives significance from her ability to care for others.

This contrast does not mean that Nittilai is entirely outside the conflicts of the social world. Rather, it
demonstrates that her response to those conflicts differs fundamentally from the pursuit of power that
characterizes other characters. She does not attempt to establish superiority over others. Her resistance is
expressed through ethical action.

Nittilai’s moral authority is consequently paradoxical. She has little formal social authority, yet she
demonstrates qualities that the holders of institutional authority frequently fail to embody. Her
characterization thus challenges the equation between social status and moral legitimacy. Karnad suggests
that sacred knowledge, caste status, divine favour, or artistic achievement cannot by themselves guarantee
ethical authority.

Nittilai’s importance therefore extends beyond her role as a sympathetic character. She becomes a means
through which Karnad redefines the location of moral value within the play. The centre of ethical
significance moves away from the ritual altar and toward ordinary acts of human compassion.

5. Resilience as Resistance: Surviving Systemic Violence:
Nittilai’s resilience forms another important dimension of her characterization. Her experiences place her
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within overlapping structures of social, gendered, and domestic constraint. Her marital circumstances
reveal the extent to which personal relationships can become sites of patriarchal control.

Nittilai’s endurance should not simply be interpreted as passive submission. Her continued commitment
to compassion and human dignity gives her endurance an ethical dimension. Although she is constrained
by the expectations surrounding her, she does not completely surrender her capacity to make moral
choices. Her actions demonstrate that resistance need not always take the form of open confrontation. It
can also emerge through the refusal to abandon compassion under conditions of pressure.

Her relationship with her husband exposes another dimension of patriarchal power. The violence and
suspicion directed towards her demonstrate how her choices are judged through social expectations
concerning loyalty, marriage, and female behaviour. Her compassion towards Arvasu becomes, within
this framework, a transgression rather than a virtue.

This transformation of compassion into “betrayal” is central to the tragedy of Nittilai. Her ethical action
conflicts with the expectations imposed upon her, and the social structures surrounding her respond
through judgement and exclusion. Her marginalization therefore becomes more severe precisely because
she exercises moral agency.

Nittilai’s social exclusion is significant because it demonstrates the cost of challenging established
expectations. Her community becomes a source of judgement rather than protection, and her personal
choices become grounds for condemnation. Yet her commitment to human connection remains central to
her characterization.

Her final death brings these conflicts to their tragic culmination. Nittilai’s death should not be regarded
merely as a narrative casualty. It crystallizes the consequences of the competing systems of power that
structure the play. The marginalized woman who lacks ritual authority becomes the victim of violence
generated by jealousy, suspicion, patriarchal expectations, and the larger conflicts surrounding the ritual
world.

Her death therefore carries symbolic significance. The sacrificial world of the play is organized around
formal ritual, sacred authority, and prescribed offerings. Yet Nittilai’s death introduces another conception
of sacrifice: the involuntary sacrifice of a marginalized human being whose compassion has brought her
into conflict with the social structures surrounding her.

The contrast is particularly striking. The ritual seeks to restore fertility to the land, while the human
relationships surrounding the ritual produce emotional and physical destruction. The formal sacrificial
system promises collective welfare, yet Nittilai’s experience reveals the suffering that remains hidden
beneath such claims.

Nittilai is consequently caught between overlapping structures of domination. On one side stands the
Brahminical ritual order, with its hierarchy of sacred knowledge and authority. On the other stands the
patriarchal social environment that restricts her personal choices. Her tragedy emerges from the interaction
of these structures rather than from a single isolated conflict. Nevertheless, her death need not be read
simply as defeat. The significance of her character lies in the ethical perspective she leaves behind. She
does not overcome the structures that oppress her, but her actions expose their limitations. Her compassion
becomes a form of resistance because it refuses to accept the idea that social boundaries should determine
the value of human life.

6. Nittilai’s Martyrdom and the Reconfiguration of Sacrifice:
Nittilai’s death provides the most powerful symbolic convergence of the article’s central concerns. Her
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martyrdom occurs within the larger context of ritual, sacrifice, violence, and the search for redemption.
Consequently, her death invites a comparison between the formal sacrifice performed by the priests and
the human cost borne by those who remain outside the structures of ritual authority.

The ritual world of the play is concerned with restoring rain and maintaining cosmic and social order.
Nittilai’s death, however, reveals another side of that order: the marginalized individual can become
expendable when dominant interests collide. Her death thus exposes the gap between the stated purpose
of ritual and the human consequences of the social system surrounding it.

Nittilai’s sacrifice is fundamentally different from the ritual sacrifices represented in the play. She does
not willingly seek death for a religious purpose, nor does she possess the institutional authority to define
its meaning. Her death instead emerges from the destructive social forces that surround her. It is precisely
this lack of control that makes her martyrdom significant within a subaltern reading.

The symbolism of fire and drought can also be reconsidered through Nittilai. The drought is not merely a
natural condition; throughout the play it is associated with a world marked by conflict, desire, violence,
and moral disorder. Nittilai’s compassion provides a striking contrast to this atmosphere of spiritual and
social barrenness.

In this sense, Nittilai becomes associated with an alternative form of “fertility’” not simply physical fertility
or the return of rain, but the capacity for human relationships to remain compassionate in conditions of
violence. Her moral strength challenges the assumption that restoration can be achieved through ritual
alone. Her martyrdom therefore brings this article’s central argument.

7. Conclusion:

Nittilai's resistance is not aggressive rebellion; it is a quiet anchor of empathy against crushing machinery.
She is crushed between Brahminical order and tribal patriarchy. Ultimately, her martyrdom is not defeat.
The drought is symptomatic of a spiritually parched civilization. Nittilai is the only figure rooted in
emotional fertility. When Indra grants rain, it is not because of the Brahmins' Yagna, but because of
Arvasu's selfless act inspired by Nittilai. Karnad privileges ethics of care over politics of ritual.
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