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Abstract :

Kannada stage performance has a rich heritage and it has played a significant role in social, cultural and literary
history of Karnataka. Beyond being a medium of entertainment, it has served as a tool of social transformation.
Through drama, playwrights have raised questions about inequality, caste discrimination, women’s rights,
education, corruption, environmental issues, and other pressing concerns. This paper explores the tradition of
Kannada drama as a mirror of society, tracing its journey from the early mythological plays to the socially
conscious dramas of the modern era.
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Introduction :

Drama has always been one of the most powerful literary forms to address and reflect social realities. In Karnataka,
theatre has not only showcased cultural richness but also acted as a catalyst for social change. Kannada dramas,
written and performed over centuries, have carried strong messages about human values, justice, equality, and
awareness.

From the early days of Yakshagana and mythological plays to modern experimental theatre, Kannada drama has
evolved as an active medium of social awakening.

Historical Background :

1. Traditional Roots — Yakshagana, Bayalata, and Dasara plays carried moral lessons and indirectly conveyed
social values.

2. Early Modern Period (19th century) — Drama began to address social issues such as superstition, caste, women’s
education, and reform.

Pioneers like Kuvempu, T.P. Kailasam, and B.M. Srikantaiah brought realistic issues into theatre.
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3. Navodaya and Navya Movements — Kannada dramas started to question authority, tradition, and modernity,

creating new social awareness.

Social Awareness Themes in Kannada Drama :

1. Caste and Social Inequality

Basavanna’s vachana tradition influenced later playwrights.

Plays like “Tughlaq” (by Girish Karnad) highlight politics, power, and social contradictions.
Kailasam’s dramas criticized blind adherence to traditions.

2. Women’s Issues and Gender Equality

Dramas raised questions on women’s education, child marriage, and dowry.

Modern plays portray the struggles of working women, domestic violence, and empowerment.
3. Corruption and Politics

Girish Karnad, Chandrashekhara Kambara, and P. Lankesh used theatre to expose corruption and political
hypocrisy.

4. Education and Modernity
Plays by Kuvempu emphasized the need for rational education.

Kannada stage became a platform for the writers to promote scientific temper and progressive thinking.

5. Environmental and Contemporary Issues

Recent dramas focus on environment, globalization, and migration.

Kannada theatre groups like Samudaya use drama as a tool for creating awareness on labor rights and social justice.
Contribution of Major Playwrights :

T.P. Kailasam — Known as the “Father of Modern Kannada Drama,” he criticized social evils, hypocrisy, and
outdated traditions.

Kuvempu — His plays carried strong messages on human values and rationality.

Girish Karnad — Blended history and mythology with contemporary social concerns.
Chandrashekhara Kambara — Brought folk traditions alive with themes of social awareness.
P. Lankesh and Samudaya Group — Used drama as activism to awaken the masses.

Impact on Society :

Kannada dramas always created awareness among masses regarding women’s rights, education, equality and
justice.

They questioned superstitions, orthodoxy, and blind faith.

Theatre became a people’s medium to challenge oppressive systems.
[J]NRD2508236 International Journal of Novel Research and Development (www.ijnrd.org)



http://www.ijnrd.org/

© 2025 IJNRD | Volume 10, Issue 8 August 2025 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IJ]NRD.ORG
Modern Kannada theatre has lions share to educate masses about human rights, democracy secularism and about

environment.

Challenges :

Decline of theatre audiences due to cinema and digital media.
Commercialization of drama reducing its reformist role.

Need for strong institutional support to keep socially conscious theatre alive.
Conclusion :

Kannada drama is not just a mirror but also a lamp that illuminates social realities. It has evolved into a
force of social change, creating awareness and inspiring reforms. From Kailasam to Karnad and beyond, Kannada
playwrights have shown that theatre can be a medium of transformation, bridging tradition and modernity. In the
age of globalization, Kannada drama continues to play a crucial role in shaping social awareness and building a
more equitable society.
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