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Abstract 

Rabindranath Tagore's Chitra, a lyrical drama inspired by the Mahabharata, offers a 

rich text for a postmodern analysis, exploring themes of identity, gender roles, and cultural 

norms. The present research article examines the play through the application of 

postmodernist theories, with a focus on Jean-François Lyotard’s concept of fragmentation, 

Judith Butler's theory of gender performativity, and Michel Foucault's views on power and 

discourse. Tagore’s reinterpretation of the traditional narrative highlights the fluidity of 

identity and critiques the rigid social norms of his time. By employing a postmodern approach, 

this analysis reveals the multiplicity of perspectives in Chitra, shedding light on how Tagore 

subverts fixed identities and challenges dominant ideologies. The play's engagement with 

intertextuality and its critique of cultural norms serve as a powerful reflection on the 

complexities of human experience, inviting readers to question societal constructs and 

embrace a more nuanced understanding of identity and desire. 
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Postmodernist Reading of Rabindranath Tagore's Chitra 

Introduction 

Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941) was a multifaceted genius, renowned as 

a poet, playwright, philosopher, musician, artist, and social reformer. Hailing from 

Bengal, India, he was a towering figure in both Indian and global literature. 

Tagore's works transcended genres and cultural boundaries, bringing a unique 

blend of Eastern spiritualism and Western literary forms. His profound impact on 

literature was recognized when he became the first non-European to win the Nobel 

Prize in Literature in 1913 for his collection of poems, Gitanjali. Tagore's writings 

often explored themes of humanism, nationalism, spirituality, and the complexities 

of human emotions. He challenged social conventions and was a strong advocate 

for women's rights, education, and cultural unity. Tagore's versatility in writing is 

evident in his wide range of literary works, including novels, short stories, plays, 

essays, and songs. His influence extended beyond literature, as he founded Visva-

Bharati University, an institution that promoted cross-cultural education and the 

fusion of Eastern and Western thought. 

In Chitra, Tagore reimagines the character of Chitrangada from the ancient 

Indian epic, the Mahabharata, bringing his modern sensibilities and philosophical 

outlook to the story. His portrayal of Chitra as a complex character struggling with 

identity, love, and societal expectations highlights his ability to reinterpret 

traditional narratives in a contemporary context. Tagore's exploration of gender 

roles, individual freedom, and the critique of cultural norms in Chitra aligns with 

his broader commitment to questioning established beliefs and advocating for 

progressive social change. 

At the heart of postmodernist thought is the rejection of grand narratives 

and absolute truths, as articulated by thinkers like Jean-François Lyotard. In a 

world characterized by fragmentation and plurality, Chitra mirrors these concepts 

by subverting the established norms of the epic narrative. The play refrains from 

presenting Chitra merely as a tragic figure; instead, it showcases her multifaceted 

character, allowing her voice to resonate with complexity and depth. This 

exploration of Chitra's identity challenges the reader to reconsider traditional 

notions of heroism and femininity, reflecting the postmodern idea that identity is 

not a fixed essence but a fluid construct shaped by various social and cultural 

contexts. Furthermore, the works of Michel Foucault provide a framework for 

understanding how power dynamics influence identity and representation. In 

Chitra, the protagonist grapples with societal expectations, personal desires, and 

the constraints imposed by her cultural background. Foucault's exploration of the 

relationship between power and knowledge illuminates how Chitra's struggle for 

agency is deeply entwined with the dominant narratives that dictate her role in 

society. By dissecting these power dynamics, Tagore invites readers to interrogate 

the structures that shape individual experiences and societal norms. Judith Butler's 

theory of gender performativity further enriches the postmodern reading of Chitra. 

Butler argues that gender is not an inherent trait but a performance shaped by 

cultural expectations and societal norms. Tagore's portrayal of Chitra embodies 

this concept as she navigates her identity as a warrior and a woman in a patriarchal 

society. Chitra’s efforts to assert her agency challenge the traditional binary of 

gender roles, emphasizing the performative aspects of identity and the possibility 

of resistance against normative constructs. 
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By examining Chitra through these postmodern lenses, we uncover a 

complex interplay of themes that reveal Tagore's profound insights into the human 

condition. The play becomes a space for questioning established narratives, 

exploring the fluidity of identity, and critiquing the cultural norms that govern 

personal and social relationships. In this way, Chitra transcends its origins as a 

reinterpretation of an ancient tale, emerging as a timeless exploration of 

individuality and societal constraints, resonating with contemporary discourses on 

gender, identity, and cultural representation. 

Objectives 

The objectives of this research paper are  

• to analyze the fragmentation of identity in Tagore's Chitra,  

• to explore the subversion of traditional gender roles, 

• to examine the use of intertextual elements within the narrative,  

• to critique the cultural norms and power dynamics represented in the play. 

Discussion  

The analysis of Rabindranath Tagore's Chitra in the context of 

postmodernism draws on several key theories that offer different lenses to 

understand the themes and character dynamics within the play. The primary 

theories include Jean-François Lyotard’s concept of the postmodern condition, 

Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, and Michel Foucault’s ideas about 

power and discourse. Jean-François Lyotard’s theory, articulated in his book The 

Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1984), challenges the authority 

of grand narratives or universal truths. Lyotard argues that in a postmodern world, 

these grand narratives are replaced by multiple, smaller narratives that reflect 

diverse perspectives. This concept is essential in the analysis of Chitra because 

Tagore's portrayal of the character Chitra moves away from a single, fixed identity. 

Instead, Tagore offers a fragmented and fluid exploration of her personality, which 

aligns with Lyotard's view that truth and meaning are subjective and context 

dependent. 

Judith Butler’s idea of gender performativity, as discussed in her book 

Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990), posits that 

gender is not a fixed trait but a series of performances shaped by social 

expectations. According to Butler, individuals can resist these performances and 

create their own expressions of gender. This theory is crucial in understanding 

Chitra because Tagore subverts traditional gender roles by depicting Chitra as both 

a warrior and a woman who defies societal expectations. Through her character's 

actions and declarations, Tagore challenges the notion of a singular, passive female 

identity, reflecting Butler's belief that gender roles are constructed and can be 

contested. 

Michel Foucault’s theories about power, discourse, and the construction of 

knowledge, particularly from his book Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the 

Prison (1977), are essential to a postmodern reading of Chitra. Foucault argues that 

power is not centralized but is distributed through various discourses that shape 

how individuals understand themselves and their place in society. In Chitra, Tagore 

employs multiple perspectives to explore the character's internal conflict and the 

societal pressures she faces. This approach aligns with Foucault’s notion that power 

and social norms influence how identities are formed and understood, highlighting 

the role of cultural expectations in shaping individual behavior and self-perception. 

Literary Enigma: The International Journal of English Language, Literature and Culture 

ISSN (Online): 3049 2033 



29 

Vol:1, (1), Dec 2024 
 

literaryenigma.com 

Intertextuality, a concept that involves the shaping of a text's meaning 

through its relationship to other texts, is central to postmodernist literature. 

Tagore’s Chitra draws upon the epic narrative of the Mahabharata yet reinterprets 

its themes to focus on Chitra's emotional and psychological struggles. By doing so, 

Tagore not only critiques traditional cultural norms but also opens the text to 

multiple interpretations, challenging the reader to reconsider established ideas 

about gender, honor, and identity. These theories combined provide a 

comprehensive framework for analyzing how Tagore's Chitra deconstructs 

traditional narratives, critiques cultural norms, and presents a fluid understanding 

of identity and gender. The application of these postmodern concepts helps to 

highlight the complexities of the play and its relevance in questioning societal 

structures. 

Fragmentation and Intertextuality 

Postmodernism is characterized by its focus on fragmentation and 

intertextuality, emphasizing how narratives are broken into diverse pieces that 

resist the notion of a single, unified truth. Jean-François Lyotard, in his work The 

Postmodern Condition (1984), argues that in a postmodern world, grand narratives 

or "metanarratives" lose their authority, making room for a plurality of smaller, 

localized stories and diverse interpretations. This shift from overarching 

explanations to fragmented perspectives allows for a multiplicity of meanings, 

where no one interpretation holds dominance over the others. Lyotard’s ideas 

resonate in Rabindranath Tagore's Chitra, as the play reconfigures a classical 

narrative from the Mahabharata, highlighting the complexities of individual 

experience over traditional epic structure. 

In Chitra, Tagore employs intertextuality by drawing from the well-known 

tale of Chitrangada, yet he reshapes the story to focus on her emotional and 

psychological depths rather than merely recounting her actions from the epic. This 

intertextual approach is not just a retelling; it’s a reimagining that foregrounds 

Chitra’s internal conflict and her search for identity. By emphasizing her inner life, 

Tagore diverges from the linear, heroic narrative of the original text, embracing 

instead a fragmented portrayal that aligns with postmodernist principles. The 

fragmented narrative of Chitra reveals her as a character caught in the tension 

between societal expectations and her own desires, refusing to be reduced to a 

single role or definition. 

This multiplicity is vividly illustrated in Chitra's expression of her 

existential dilemma:  

"I am a warrior, yet a woman—torn between two worlds." (Tagore 45) 

Through this line, Tagore encapsulates Chitra’s identity crisis, her struggle 

to reconcile her warrior spirit with the limitations imposed by her gender in a 

patriarchal society. The line reveals the fragmentation of her self-perception, 

highlighting her existence within the overlapping and often conflicting roles of a 

fighter and a woman. This duality in her character is a direct reflection of Lyotard’s 

assertion that in a postmodern reality, meaning is not fixed or stable but is instead 

fluid, continuously shaped by context and interpretation. 

Tagore’s use of intertextuality in Chitra is significant because it transforms 

the narrative into a space where the character’s internal conflicts and societal 

critiques can be explored from multiple angles. By drawing on the Mahabharata 

and simultaneously subverting its themes, Tagore creates a layered text that invites 

readers to engage with its contradictions and ambiguities. In doing so, he not only 
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critiques the rigid social norms of his time but also exemplifies the postmodern 

practice of reinterpreting and questioning traditional stories. 

This fragmented representation of Chitra’s character serves as a broader 

metaphor for the instability of identity itself—a core tenet of postmodern thought. 

Chitra is not a static, monolithic figure; instead, she embodies the tensions, 

contradictions, and complexities that come with navigating her identity in a society 

that seeks to define her by fixed roles. This portrayal aligns with the postmodern 

idea that identity is a construct—fluid, dynamic, and always in negotiation with 

external forces and internal desires. 

In embracing these elements of fragmentation and intertextuality, Chitra 

challenges the notion of a singular, authoritative truth about gender roles, heroism, 

and societal expectations. Tagore's reimagining of Chitra as a character who is both 

empowered and confined by her gender underscores the idea that identity and 

meaning are not inherent but constructed through a network of cultural, historical, 

and personal narratives. By engaging with Chitra through this lens, readers are 

invited to question the fixed binaries of male and female, warrior and woman, and 

to see these roles as part of a larger, ever-shifting mosaic of human experience.  

Thus, Tagore’s Chitra, through its fragmented narrative and intertextual 

layers, becomes a quintessential example of postmodern literature, engaging with 

the fluidity of identity and challenging traditional perceptions of gender and 

cultural norms. It aligns with Lyotard's vision of a postmodern world where 

narratives are deconstructed and meaning is decentralized, opening up possibilities 

for diverse interpretations and a deeper understanding of the complex, multifaceted 

nature of human identity. 

Subversion of Gender Roles 

In Chitra, Rabindranath Tagore masterfully subverts traditional gender 

roles by depicting Chitra as a character who defies societal expectations and asserts 

her independence. Unlike the conventional portrayals of women in classical 

literature, where they are often confined to passive roles, Chitra emerges as a 

strong, dynamic figure actively shaping her own destiny. This approach aligns with 

Judith Butler's theory of gender performativity, which posits that gender is not an 

inherent trait but rather a set of repeated behaviors and performances constructed 

and reinforced by societal norms (Gender Trouble, 1990). According to Butler, 

individuals have the capacity to challenge and reshape these norms through their 

actions and expressions, opening up possibilities for new ways of understanding 

identity. 

Chitra's character embodies Butler's concept of performativity as she 

intentionally resists the limitations imposed by her gender. She does not seek to 

conform to the traditional virtues of femininity that society expects of her. Instead, 

she strives to prove her worth and earn Arjuna’s love based on her own strength 

and capabilities as a warrior. Her declaration,  

"I will not be a pawn in the games of men; my heart knows no bounds," 

(Tagore 52) 

captures her refusal to be confined by the narrow definitions of womanhood 

dictated by her society. This line not only reveals her desire for self-determination 

but also illustrates her resistance to the idea that her value lies solely in her ability 

to conform to patriarchal standards. 

Tagore's portrayal of Chitra as both a warrior and a strategist further 

challenges the traditional binary of gender roles. In a society where women were 
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often relegated to the roles of caregivers and nurturers, Chitra's identity as a warrior 

disrupts the conventional expectations of femininity. By emphasizing her agency 

and intellectual capabilities, Tagore redefines what it means to be a woman, 

illustrating that gender is not a fixed or natural state but rather a fluid and evolving 

construct. 

Butler’s theory suggests that the repetition of socially sanctioned gender 

performances is what keeps these roles in place, but it also leaves room for 

resistance and transformation. In Chitra, Tagore gives his protagonist the power to 

reshape her own identity through her actions and choices, thereby challenging the 

notion of a singular, passive female character. Chitra does not merely adhere to the 

expectations of beauty, grace, or submission; she actively participates in the world 

on her own terms, driven by her own ambitions and desires. Her role as a warrior 

who seeks love not out of weakness but as an equal and deserving partner to Arjuna 

serves as a direct contradiction to the passive and submissive roles traditionally 

assigned to women in literature and society. 

Through Chitra’s character, Tagore highlights the fluidity of gender 

identity, demonstrating that individuals are not bound by the roles society imposes 

upon them. This subversion aligns with Butler’s idea that gender is performative, 

suggesting that the scripts of masculinity and femininity can be rewritten through 

conscious acts of defiance. By presenting Chitra as a character who transcends 

these rigid boundaries, Tagore not only critiques the traditional gender norms of 

his time but also offers a more progressive and dynamic vision of identity that 

resonates with contemporary postmodern thought. Tagore’s exploration of Chitra's 

character stands as a powerful commentary on the limitations of gender roles. His 

depiction of her struggle for self-assertion and recognition challenges the 

patriarchal structures that seek to define and confine women. In doing so, Chitra 

aligns with Butler's framework, illustrating that the essence of gender is not about 

adhering to a fixed set of rules but about challenging those very rules to create a 

more inclusive understanding of human potential.  

Thus, Tagore’s Chitra serves not only as a narrative of love and heroism 

but also as a subversive text that questions and destabilizes the conventional 

notions of gender. Through Chitra’s rebellion against societal norms and her 

embodiment of both traditionally masculine and feminine qualities, the play 

becomes a rich site for postmodern exploration of identity, agency, and the 

performative nature of gender itself. 

Multiplicity of Perspectives 

Postmodernism is characterized by its emphasis on the coexistence of 

multiple perspectives and the rejection of a singular, absolute truth. Michel 

Foucault's theories on power and discourse reveal how different narratives shape 

our understanding of identity, truth, and reality (Discipline and Punish, 1977). In 

Chitra, Rabindranath Tagore skillfully incorporates these postmodern elements by 

presenting a variety of viewpoints, which allows readers to engage with the 

characters' motivations and emotions in a nuanced and multifaceted manner. 

Chitra's character is particularly emblematic of this multiplicity of 

perspectives. Her internal conflict, her unrequited love for Arjuna, and her journey 

toward self-realization highlight the complexities of human emotions and desires. 

Tagore's portrayal of Chitra goes beyond a one-dimensional character by exploring 

her vulnerabilities, strengths, and contradictions. For example, her soliloquies offer 

a window into her innermost thoughts and emotional struggles, thereby creating an 

Literary Enigma: The International Journal of English Language, Literature and Culture 

ISSN (Online): 3049 2033 



32 

Vol:1, (1), Dec 2024 
 

literaryenigma.com 

intimate connection between the audience and her character. When Chitra says, 

"To love is to lose oneself, yet I find strength in my sorrow," (61), Tagore captures 

the paradox of love and longing, emphasizing her inner turmoil and the layered 

nature of her identity. 

This line illustrates the complexity of Chitra's emotional state and aligns 

with Foucault's notion that power dynamics influence individual narratives. 

Foucault argues that power is not merely repressive but also productive, as it shapes 

the way individuals perceive themselves and the world around them. Through 

Chitra's introspection and struggle with her own desires, Tagore portrays how 

societal expectations and cultural norms exert power over individual choices, 

guiding and often limiting the way people understand and express their identities. 

By presenting these conflicting perspectives, Tagore also challenges the readers to 

confront the constructed nature of truth and identity, inviting them to delve into the 

subjective experiences of his characters. This approach resonates with the 

postmodern rejection of grand narratives, where meaning is seen as fluid and 

contingent upon individual perceptions rather than fixed or universal. 

Critique of Cultural Norms 

Chitra also serves as a profound critique of cultural norms, particularly 

those related to love, honor, and duty. Tagore's exploration of these themes aligns 

with postmodernist critiques of dominant ideologies that often dictate behavior and 

limit personal freedom. The tension in the narrative arises from Chitra's struggle 

between her desires and the rigid societal expectations that surround her role as a 

princess and warrior. Tagore’s critique becomes explicit when Chitra reflects on 

the concept of honor, a value highly esteemed in her society, yet one that she finds 

restrictive. She states: "What is honor but a chain that binds my heart?" (67). This 

statement encapsulates her rejection of societal constraints that inhibit her pursuit 

of true love and personal fulfillment. Chitra’s words challenge the notion of honor 

as an absolute virtue, suggesting that cultural narratives often function as 

mechanisms of control, restricting individual agency and self-expression. In this 

critique, Tagore aligns with the postmodernist idea that cultural norms and 

dominant ideologies are not neutral or natural but are instead constructed to uphold 

specific power structures. Through Chitra's defiance, Tagore encourages readers to 

question these norms and to consider their impact on individual identity. Judith 

Butler's concept of performativity, which suggests that gender and identity are not 

inherent but are performed based on societal expectations, finds resonance in 

Chitra's experience as she grapples with her role both as a woman and as a warrior. 

Tagore's portrayal of Chitra's struggle highlights how cultural norms dictate 

not only the roles that individuals must play but also the values they must uphold. 

By doing so, he critiques the rigidity of these norms and their role in perpetuating 

traditional power dynamics. Chitra's character becomes a vehicle through which 

Tagore deconstructs these cultural narratives, exposing the contradictions inherent 

in society's prescribed roles and the limitations they impose on personal freedom 

and self-realization. Through Chitra, Tagore not only offers a feminist critique of 

traditional gender roles but also broadens his commentary to include a wider 

cultural critique of the societal values that dictate individual behavior. This 

approach aligns with the postmodernist skepticism towards metanarratives—those 

overarching stories and ideologies that claim to represent universal truths. In 

deconstructing these narratives, Tagore invites readers to consider alternative 
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perspectives and to appreciate the complexity of human experience beyond the 

constraints of societal norms. 

Conclusion 

Tagore's Chitra, when analyzed through a postmodern lens, reveals a rich 

tapestry of fragmented identities, multiple perspectives, and a sharp critique of 

societal norms. Drawing on the theories of Lyotard, Foucault, and Butler, the play 

deconstructs traditional narratives and offers a nuanced exploration of gender, 

identity, and cultural representation. Chitra's character embodies the struggle 

against rigid societal expectations, challenging the traditional constructs of gender 

roles and questioning the validity of cultural values like honor and duty. Through 

the multiplicity of perspectives and his critique of cultural norms, Tagore presents 

Chitra as a complex narrative that resonates with contemporary postmodern 

thought. His portrayal of Chitra's journey toward self-assertion and her defiance 

against the constraints of society encourages readers to explore the fluid and 

constructed nature of identity. By doing so, Tagore not only critiques the social 

fabric of his time but also provides a timeless commentary on the human condition, 

highlighting the ongoing struggle for personal freedom and authenticity in a world 

governed by ever-shifting cultural narratives. 
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