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Preface from the Editors

To the readers of Dravida Pozhil, Warm Greetings!

We express our heartfelt gratitude to you for joining the journey of Dravida Pozhil

and for your continued support of this journal. This research journal was launched
with a profound vision, and your immense support remains the foundation as we
continue to move forward in that direction. This issue features six research articles:

1.
2.

SNV R W

Self-Respect and Rationalism: Contemporary Relevance

Revolutionary Reformer and Visionary Leader: The Legacy of Dravidian
Feminism

Dismantling Dharma: Gender, Power, and Manusmriti
Aram in the Perspective of Valluvar

Was Thiruvalluvar a Believer? A Periyarist Reading
The Great Personality Arignar Anna

We invite you, our readers, to continue traveling with us on this educational

journey of Dravida Pozhil, rooted in Dravidian ideology. You can participate in this
journey by contributing research articles, through your reading, and by providing
feedback on the content. We kindly request you to share Dravida Pozhil to help it
reach even wider circles within the academic field.

Honorary Editor :
* Dr. R. Balakrishnan |.A.S.(Rtd)

The Board of Editors :

* Prof. Dr. M. Naganathan

* Prof. Dr. P. Jagadeesan

* Prof. Dr. Sp. Thinnappan

* Prof. Dr. P. Kalimuthu

* Prof. Dr. Nam.Srinivasan

* Prof. Dr. Kannabiran Ravishankar
* Dr. V. Neru

* Dr. Soma llangovan

* Prof. Dr. B.R. Veeramani
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SELF-RESPECT AND RATIONALISM: ENDURING
RELEVANCE IN CONTEMPORARY INDIA

Dr. R. Saravanan, M.A. M.B.A.,M.Ed,,
P.G.D.JPR..PG.D.PM.R.P.G.D.C.A.,PhD,

Abstract: . J

A layman could think in a curious manner what happened hundred years ago and what

would happen after a hundred years. During the span of hundred years anything would increase
or decrease or even disappear. Self-respect as an idea would survive till men continued to
think rationally. Rooted in rationalism, Self-Respect Movement waged a critique of tradition
and provided a space for human treatment which aimed ultimately to give up the practices of
inhuman treatment in social, cultural and political spheres. The achievements are the results of
the combined efforts of individual, society and polity. They imply both psychological change and
legal enactments on the part of the individual and the state respectively. This paper addresses
these issues with contemporary relevance.

Keywords : Rationalism, Self-Respect, Dravidian Ideology, Tradition, Social justice.

Introduction : self-respect embedded in rationalism to
remove such discrimination. His idea was
developed into a movement. It became a
political force to bring out social justice in
Tamil Nadu. The self-respect movement
in its one hundred years of long service

has brought out several changes and

Man needs to associate himself and
to be associated with his fellow men.
Social and political life for generations
witnessed frictions in such kind of
relationship. Discrimination became

a common mode of exhibiting social
inequality in terms of several categories.
In India caste remains one such
category of discrimination and social
inequality since ancient times. Periyar
E.V. Ramasamy formulated his idea of

attained achievements in social and
political spheres. The movement still has
certain space to achieve both at individual
and social levels. The contemporary
relevance of the movement would explain
the space.
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Periyar and the Self-Respect Movement:
A Retrospective

Periyar EVR spent almost seven
years with the Congress from 1919 to
1925. In fact, he was attracted to the
Congress and Gandhi when Rajaji came
close to him. At the same time, he began
to express the need for representation
for the non-Brahmins. Periyar supported
Gandhi's agitations to free India from the
British. His involvement in the Congress
activities made him the elected Secretary
of the Coimbatore Congress Conference
in 1914.[1] Subsequently he joined the
Madras Presidency Association, an
associate body of the Congress Party
which was in favour of communal
representation.[2]

Periyar made some arrangements
before leaving Congress officially. It
was mainly due to the conflict with the
Brahmin elites in the Congress. Though
the non-Brahmin or Dravidian ouftfits
were in vogue since the late nineteenth
century and the Justice Party tried to
articulate the non-Brahmins interests,
Periyar was able to appear as prominent
leader to attack the Brahmanism. His
idea of self-respect includes a broader
rationalistic perspective with a solid
scheme for Dravidian advancement. He
launched the Self- Respect Movement
in December 1925. It was an anti-
Congress, anti-Brahmin, but pro-
Dravidian and dynamic social movement
based on scientific humanism,

secularism, rationalism and atheism.
Its main objective was to establish a
casteless and classless society. Its
policy was to oppose the domination of
high castes; its social policy to eradicate
casteism and its economic policy was
to establish Samadharma.[3] In order
to spread its ideas, he started a Tamil
weekly called Kudi Arasu which created
an awakening among the people. Later,
Periyar participated in the Satyagraha at
Suchindrum near Nagercoil in 1926 to
allow the low caste Hindus to walk in the
streets and roads around the temple.[4]
The Suchindrum Satyagraha suddenly
came to an end with the formation of
new roads for other castes. Next year,
he convened the First Non-Brahmin
Conference in Madurai to oppose
Brahmin suzerainty vehemently.

Periyar continued to form several
Self-Respect Leagues all over Tamil
Nadu, to spread the principles of Self-
Respect Movement. In 1927, he became
the editor of the Tamil daily Dravidian
published by the Justice Party. In the
same year, he removed his caste title
Naicker from his name.[5] He did it
to reveal his opposition to casteism.
Meanwhile, he also had the chance to
meet Gandhi in Bangalore and discuss
Hinduism with him. At that time, Gandhiji
stood for Varnashrama, nationalism
and swaraj while, Periyar stood for the
demolition of these. As a rationalist,
Periyar advocated Self-Respect
Marriage which was revolutionary in

8 209amen - et 2025  HINGHL QoD



nature. He suggested that it must be
conducted without the assistance of
any priest of religion.[6] To spread the
principles of Self-Respect Movement,
he started an English rationalist weekly
called Revolt which began publication
on 7 November 1928. Wishing to
convey his vision to the common man,
he convened the First Self-Respect
Conference at Chengalpattu in February
1929.[7] His speeches and resolutions
in this conference reflect different
facets of his Self-Respect Movement.
Subsequently, the second and third Self-
Respect Conferences were convened
at Erode and Virudhunagar in 1930 and
1931 respectively to propagate his ideas
of rationalism and revolution.[8] In the
first Self-Respect Conference held at
Chengalpattu in 1929, a Resolution was
passed to guarantee social equality and
freedom from economic exploitation
to all castes and creeds. The leaders
of the Justice Party participated
actively in it. The Conference heralded
the formal inauguration of the Self-
Respect Movement, though EVR began
immediately after he left the Congress
in 1925. Meetings were held all over
Tamil Nadu. Meetings highlighted his
rationalism and exposing the domination
of Brahmin and the perpetuation of
social evils.

For a long time, it seemed that the
newspapers were produced mainly
for men and ignored women. But
Kudi Arasu paid much attention to the

women's needs. The editor encouraged
women journalists like Neelavathi
and Ramamirthammal, by publishing
their articles. Since 1930, Kudi Arasu
published many articles on communism
and socialism. On the economic front,
the articles aimed at the cancellation
of all national and private debts and
sought nationalization of all properties.
It wanted to improve the conditions of
the workers and peasants of the land by
securing for them seven hours’ labour
and increased wages. He set the primary
aims of the movement to dislodge the
Brahmins from positions of power and
destroying the caste system. It worked
for unity among people, irrespective of
caste and creed. It aimed to establish a
casteless society.[9]

In 1931, EVR visited Russia and
attended the May Day Celebration of
1932, and he was introduced as the
leader of atheistic thought from India.
For sometimes, apart from rationalism
and anti-Brahmanism, he began to
pronounce socialism and feminism in
his speeches and writings. Singaravelu,
a socialist leader, came close to EVR at
that time. Singaravelu gave the opening
address in the conference of Self-
Respecters, in Madras, in December
1931. He informed the Self-Respecters
that only a Socialist Society can be
free from caste discrimination, religious
distinctions and economic disparities.
Further, Singaravelu wrote a series
of articles in Kudi Arasu on socialism,

DRAVID/XZEHEM july - September 2025 9



science and on moral beliefs. A new
programme was drawn up and placed
before the meeting of the Self-Respect
workers, in Erode, in December 1932. It
suggested the foundation of a political
party of Self Respecters called Self-
Respect Socialist Party of South India.
[10] Self-Respect Movement conducted
atheistic and rationalistic propaganda
and opposed the pervasive influence
of irrationalism and exploitation by one
community over the others. It became
very active in its propaganda against
god, religion and superstitious beliefs.

It was during the second quarter of the
Twentieth Century that the compulsory
introduction of Hindi, in selected schools,
triggered the Anti-Hindi Agitation.
EVR and his men were arrested and
imprisoned. While EVR was in Bellary
Jail for his participation in the Anti-Hindi
Agitation the Tamil Women's Conference
was held at Wall Tax Theatre in Chennai
on 13 and 14 November 1938 under the
leadership of Neelambigai Ammaiyar.
In this Conference, the title Periyar
was conferred on EVR in absentia for
his invaluable service to promote the
welfare of women and their rights.[11]

Women issue is another important
feature in his thought. EVR spread the
ideology of emancipation of women and
worked for their empowerment and their
rights. It was imperative for ushering
in an egalitarian society and for the
liberation of the nation. The Movement
believed that free, liberal, rational and

10

scientific education alone would break
the patriarchal bondage from which
the women suffered. He created an
awakening in the Tamil society for
equal educational and employment
opportunities for women and worked
for the equality of women with men.
He vehemently criticized the practice
of Devadasi system. The dedication of
young women, as devadasis to Hindu
temples, degenerated into prostitution
inside and outside the precincts of the
temples. As they were misused by the
priests, he demanded its abolition. He
condemned the barbarous practice of
child marriage and advocated widow
remarriage. According to him, the
practice of child marriage arranged at the
girls’ tender age led to early widowhood.
The child became a widow before it
understood the meaning of 'widow' and
demanded widow remarriage. He also
stressed the need for property rights
for women on par with men. Marriages
should be treated as contracts which
could be broken by mutual consent. To
prevent the spread of Aryan culture,
he organized Self-Respect marriages
without thali, the sacred knot around the
gir’s neck. Brahmin priests were never
allowed to conduct these marriages,
which were freed from religious rituals.
The Self-Respect Movement strongly
advocated divorce, women remarriage,
abortion and equal rights for women.
The Self Respect marriage included
inter-caste marriage, widow remarriage

209amen - et 2025  HINGHL QoD



and marriage by consent. Thousands of
Self- Respect Marriages were conducted
which ushered in a new era of women
liberation.

Periyar says, “In a highly civilized
state there can be no room for laziness.
If there are some lazy people, they
cannot impair the efficiency of the
State. Those who do not labour shall
not eat, will be the rule of the future...
What is deemed to be mean, and dirty
work nowadays will cease to carry such
a notion in the future. Scavenging,
Sweeping, dishwashing, etc., will all be
the job of the machine...In as much as
there will be dignity of labour what is now
considered low and dirty will rank high in
the future and there will be competition
for such unique work in the name of
social service and public esteem.” [12]

His interest in politics per se was
secondary. His main concern was
social reform. Politics is the game of
those who, among other things, aspire
for power, Periyar was against fighting
elections and capturing power. He
insisted a feeling of self-respect and
brotherhood in the society. He believed
that the feeling of self-respect would
create awareness about the existing
discrimination based on birth thereby
the people would raise high. This would
make the caste disappear in the long
run. He said that freedom and self-
respect are closely related. He said,
“Those who are for freedom today
are neglecting the self-respect and

DRAVID/XZEHEM july - September 2025

human dignity of man. This is nothing
but absurd. Without self-respect there
will be no good of freedom.” [13] He
further added, “It is the self-respect ideal
that commands feelings of freedom.
The freedom of self-respect prevails
strikingly. But the freedom of real lovers
will not be clear even to himself. Even
if he understands, it may be only in the
case of particular thing.” [14]

Conclusion

The need for and importance of the
concept of self-respect propagated
by Periyar during his lifetimes is still
relevant today. Though several rational
and reformative ideas of Periyar have
been put into practice both at the levels
of individual and the state, there is
still enough scope to bring out certain
changes. It is up to the individual and
society to bring out such changes despite
the government promulgated laws. For
instance, the growing attachments to
superstition and caste identity remain
strong. Thus, the relevance of the self-
respect movement would continue in
future as well.
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THE REVOLUTIONARY REFORMER AND
THE VISIONARY LEADER:
THE LEGACY OF DRAVIDIAN FEMINISM

( )
D. Durgalakshmi pn.p., > o
e 2 u 4
&y
Dr. B.R. Veeramani, Professor
g J
Abstract

Feminism is an ongoing struggle for every woman to overcome societal obstacles and attain
dignity, rights and equality across all spheres of life. By promoting education, independence and
self-respect for women, the Dravidian movement has gradually developed the feminine gender in
Tamil Nadu. This study explores the concept of Thanthai Periyar and Dr. K. Veeramani showing
how the feminist principles of one generation was carried forward to the next generation. It
highlights the significance of Dravidian movement as a paradigm of gender equality, rational
thinking and social transformation and demonstrates how their ideas continue to inspire defiance
against the oppression of women in contemporary Tamil society. This study also examines how
their ideas challenged traditional social institutions such as marriage, family and religion which
often reinforced gender inequality. By situating Dravidian feminism within a broader social
context, the article highlights its relevance to contemporary discussions on womens rights and
social justice.

Keywords

Feminism, Dravidian movement, Thanthai Periyar, Dr. K. Veeramani, Women’s
empowerment, Self-Respect.
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Introduction :

Across centuries, women have
confronted several social and cultural
restrictions that set boundaries for their
education, freedom, participation in public
life and even in their own family.

Social structures that enslave women
were created and enslaved and tortured
women directly and indirectly in the
name of God and religion, claiming
that rituals, laws and customs were the
norms of life. (Marappan 630)

In India particularly in Tamil Nadu,
women’s discretion and independence
often tied to traditional customs and
family responsibilities that favoured
male authority and discouraged women
empowerment. During this time,
several reformers in Tamil Nadu started
movements to break the old beliefs that
chained women to the patriarchal society
and bring equality among all. Especially,
the Dravidian movement emerged as one
of the most influential social revolutions
in South India, it is not only promoting the
concepts of self-respect, rational thinking
and social justice but also a gender
equality. This movement disclosed the
eyes of women to fight for their rights and
gain recognition in a society.

Patriarchal values were deeply
embedded in everyday life, shaping
women’s roles within the family and
limiting their participation in decision-
making processes. Marriage, religion
and caste operated together to control
women’s choices and reinforce male
dominance. In such context, feminist
though did not emerge merely as a
demand for rights but as a struggle for
human dignity and self-respect.

DRAVID/XZEHEM july - September 2025

This study examines how Dravidian
ideology articulated and institutionalized
ideas of women’s equality through the
frameworks of education, self-respect
and rationalism. The study also seeks
to understand how these feminist ideas
questioned existing power structures. It
further examines how Dravidian ideology
offered alternative ways of conceptualizing
women’s roles in both private and public
spaces. By connecting the philosophies of
two major reformers, the article explores
how these ideas influenced women’s
progress and continue to inspire modern
Tamil society. By doing so, it emphasizes
the transformative nature of Dravidian
ideology in shaping gender-conscious
social reform.

Feminism and the Dravidian Movement

Feminism in Tamil Nadu developed
in a different way compared to Western
countries. The Dravidian movement
began in the early twentieth century. It
strongly opposed the idea that women
should remain dependent on men and
household roles. Leaders like Thanthai
Periyar, believed that true social progress
could happen only when women were
educated, respected and given equal
chances in every field. This new phase
of feminism begins in Tamil Nadu through
the Self-Respect movement founded
by Thanthai Periyar. Unlike Western
feminist movements, which largely
focused on legal and political rights,
Dravidian feminism emerged as a social
and cultural movement. It addressed
everyday forms of oppression faced by
women such as domestic control, religious
restrictions and social expectations. This
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approach made feminism accessible
to women from different social and
economic backgrounds. Through the
Self-Respect Movement, the Dravidian
leaders encouraged women to pursue
education and questioned traditions that
suppressed them.

Periyar’s policies were of great benefit
to the Tamils who had adopted the
policy of atheism and had risen from
conservatism to transcend the basic
occult principles. Because the passing
of the old and the passing of the
new is the civilization of the Tamils.
(Marappan 638)

It challenged practices such as child
marriage, widow remarriage, dowry and
equal property rights. This Dravidian
movement encouraged feminism in Tamil
Nadu a strong societal base for both
women’s freedom and social equality. The
movement emphasized that education
was the most powerful tool to achieve
gender equality. It is based on the belief
that when a woman becomes educated,
she not only elevates herself but also
reinforces her family and society. It gave
women a new identity and confidence to
question traditional gender roles.

Feminist Ideals of Thanthai Periyar

Thanthai Periyar E.V. Ramasamy
was one of the prominent voices for
women'’s rights in Tamil Nadu. Beyond
sympathy and clarity his approach to
women'’s liberation is deeply efficient.
He believed that our society couldn’t
attain real progress if women were tied
to religious customs, social and familial
restrictions.

If the oppression that exists among
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human beings in the world is to be
abolished, the arrogance and cruelty with
which society treats women as inferior
must be destroyed. Only when this attitude
disappears will the seeds of equality and
freedom begin to grow. (Periyar 73)

He encouraged women to think
critically and to reject superstition and
blind faith. According to him, education
was the best way to build self-respect and
liberation. Rationalism played a crucial role
in Periyar’s feminist thought. He believed
that blind faith and superstition were tools
used to justify women’s oppression. By
encouraging rational thinking, he aimed
to free women from fear-based obedience
and empower them to make independent
choices.

Again, he believed that the idea of
the sacredness of marriage is but part of
the patriarchal ideology to cheat women
into accepting their own enslavement.
(Manoharan 7)

For Periyar, marriage should be a
relationship based on freedom and
equality between partners. He rejected the
idea that marriage should place women
in a position of obedience or inferiority.
Instead, he viewed marriage as a shared
life where neither partner dominates the
other. He wanted women to get educated
not just to get job opportunities, but also
to gain knowledge, courage and freedom
of thought. Periyar also spoke strongly
against treating women more harshly
than men. He mentioned that society
always expected women to be pure,
obedient and to be calm but allowed men
to wander freely. He wanted to cease
gender discrimination and make people
believe that a woman does not depend
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on marriage or family life but on her ability,
wisdom and self-respect. “He states
that marriage should represent a life of
freedom and equality and that it should
not be a life of subordination or hierarchy”
(gtd. in. Surya 424). For Periyar, feminism
is not a separate movement but a part of
his dream to construct a fair and equal
society. He not only forced women to be
independent, also asked men to change
their thinking too because equality blooms
both men and women stand and respect
each other.

Periyar challenged the value that
conservative Tamil Society placed on
Karpu, which can be loosely translated as
chastity, as a social hypocrisy that limits
the freedom of women while placing no
such limits on men. (Manoharan 6)

Periyar created several opportunities
for women to engage in public and social
life, take leadership roles and make their
own choices through the Self-Respect
movement. His vision of feminism was
wider all over Tamil Nadu based on
equality and justice that inspires Tamil
society even today.

Vision of Dr. K. Veeramani

After Thanthai Periyar, Dr. K. Veeramani
has played a significant role in upholding
the Dravidian ideas alive in modern
times. As a follower and thinker, he has
carried forward Periyar’s footsteps and
strengthened the Dravidian movement in
the modern era. Dr.K.Veeramani believes
that women’s freedom is a necessary
part of a fair and rational society. His
leadership demonstrates how feminist
ideas can evolve while remaining rooted
in foundational principles. By adapting
Periyar’s ideas to contemporary realities,
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Dr.K.Veeramani ensured that Dravidian
ideals on feminism remained socially
relevant and responsive to new forms of
inequality.

Like Periyar, Dr. K. Veeramani
continues to speak against gender bias,
superstitious and religious belief that
control personal freedom. Under his
guidance, many educational institutions
and social organisations have worked
to promote women’s education and
leadership especially in rural and
backward communities. He also stresses
that equality is not just legal rights but
about changing attitudes. He insists that
women should be treated equally even in
their homes, workplaces and thoughts. His
vision show that feminism is a continuous
process, not a completed goal. Through
his lifelong efforts Dr. K. Veeramani has
ensured that the message of Dravidian
ideals on feminism remains active still.
His leadership has helped modernize
the Dravidian feminist thought, blending
Periyar’s revolutionary principles with the
realities of the twenty-first century. By
combining rationalism with compassion,
he has shown that feminism is not just a
movement for women but a path toward
a more humane and equal society. His
visions keep the Dravidian movement
alive as a living force for equality and
justice.

Dr.K. Veeramani also focuses on the
moral and emotional side of womanhood.
He stresses that women should not only
seek equality but also inner strength, the
courage to say “No’, reject fear, guilt and
social pressures and pleasing everyone.

Only women in our society are more
affected by such a mentality. They become
the burnt out candles in the joint families,
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in offices and in factories. The basic
reason is, they want to please everyone
to make them happy rather than not
having the courage to refuse anything.
We should learn to emphatically say
“‘no" and “not possible” when needed.
(K.Veeramani 34)

His approach on feminism
foregrounds a human-centered ideology
that links women empowerment to the
restructuring of society as a whole.
In recent years, Dr.K.Veeramani
has continued to express the spirit
of the Dravidian movement through
various speeches, writings and public
addresses. He strongly encourages
women entering economic and political
spheres not as just a public speaker
but as decision-makers. His reformist
initiatives enabled women to emerge
as leaders and articulate their political
voices in the movement. This proves
that he not only speak in words but also
through his actions. He believes true
feminism must challenge every form
of inequality like caste, religion and
class because they are interconnected.
His idea is that when one group is
oppressed, the whole society becomes
weaker.

Dr.K.Veeramani pays special and
unique attention to how language
shapes gender equality. He points out
that even in our daily conversation,
many Tamil phrases disrespect women.
He emphasizes that using respectful
language in education and public
speaking is also a part of women’s
liberation. He argues that real feminism
should begin from the family. When
men and women share equal roles,
responsibility and respect at home,
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it naturally leads to a strong society.
He frequently addresses students
and youth to see equality as a shared
responsibility, not a women-only issue.
He reminds that respecting women is
a mark of intelligence and culture, not a
weakness.

Feminism in Modern Tamil Society

Today, Tamil women participate more
actively in politics, education, employment
and many other fields than earlier
generations. The principles of Dravidian
movement play vital role for this massive
social change and create a mindset that
values women’s voices and educating
women in both public and private life is an
enormous cultural change.

Periyar E.V Ramasamy’s fundamental
philosophy was centered on the belief
that all men and women should live with
dignity and have equal opportunities
to develop their physical, mental and
moral faculties. He was committed
to eradicating all forms of unjust
discrimination and promoting social
justice and a rational perspective.
(Tamilmani and Kannan 3116)

Tamil Nadu government introduced
many government policies supporting
education, reservation and welfare of
women are also inspired by the earlier
Dravidian concepts. At the same time,
women in modern society struggles in
different forms such as workplace bias,
sexual harassment, online harassment
and societal pressure to follow the earlier
traditions. Even though women are
beginning to work in various fields equal
to men, they are still expected to shoulder
most of the household responsibilities
without equal contribution from men.
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Thus, modern society presents differently
but obstacles to women never ceased.
Also, women still earn lower wages than
men, showing that gender inequality is
gradually rooted everywhere.

Media plays a major role in portraying
women as objects of beauty rather
than individual intelligence. Films,
advertisements and social media
reinforces regressive expectations on
women about beauty and behaviour.
Though we are digitally grown, women
with digital growth face new forms of
harassment such as online bullying and
body shaming. Even with increased
opportunities, women still struggle for
decision making for their own bodily
autonomy and equal access to health
care, showing that modern feminism
remains a crucial movement.

The Dravidian movement still continues
to shape the thoughts of people in Tamil
Nadu. In the present age, it reminds
society that women’s empowerment is
not a modern trend but it is a continuing
legacy of Tamil rationalistic thought. The
spirit of self-respect, equality and justice
that began decades ago still inspires new
generations to fight for a balanced and
bright future.

Conclusion

The rise of feminism has been a long
and powerful struggle towards equality
and social justice firmly rooted by the
ideals of Thanthai Periyar. Both Periyar
and Dr.K.Veeramani viewed feminism
as more than women'’s rights they saw it
as a path to social development, rational
thought and dignity for all. In today’s world,
where gender inequality and women
oppression still appear in new forms, the
Dravidian principles still remain relevant.
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It calls for women to stand with courage
and men to share the responsibility.
Dr.K.Veeramani’s leadership has shown
how the principles of the past can adapt
to the challenges of the present without
losing their core values. The continued
relevance of Dravidian feminism lies in its
ability to question authority, reject injustice
and promote rational human values. It
reminds society that feminism is not a
temporary movement but a continuous
process of social reform. The Dravidian
movement continues its principles not
only as political or social ideas but as an
inspiring force to question injustice and
build a society based on equality, respect
and human values.
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DECONSTRUCTING DHARMA: GENDER POWER
AND THE MANUSMRITI
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Abstract

The Manusmriti is one of the most important Hindu legal and ethical texts, traditionally
attributed to the sage Manu. It is a part of Dharmashastra literature and has had a profound
influence on Hindu law, social norms, and religious thought across centuries. It addresses all
aspects of human life from cosmogony and moral philosophy to legal and social regulations.
Manusmriti's depiction of women showcases them as libidinous creatures, who need to be
kept under control by the male authoritative figures in their lives. Feminist analyses argue that
Manusmriti institutionalized gender inequality, shaping social customs that marginalized women
for centuries. Manusmriti presents a hierarchical worldview in which, women must remain under
male guardianship throughout life.

Keywords: Manu Smriti, Hindhu law, Social norms, Feminism, Gender inequality

Introduction known as Manav Dharma Sastra or The
Laws of Manu. The text is said to be written

The Manu-smriti is one of the most  py the first law-giver, Manu, in Sanskrit
important and authoritative legal texts language. The Manusmiriti is also known
followed in Hinduism. It is also widely as Manava-Dharmasastra or The Laws
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of Manu. It is one of the most important
Hindu legal and ethical texts, traditionally
attributed to the sage Manu. It forms part
of the Dharmashastra literature and has
had a profound influence on Hindu law,
social norms, and religious thought across
centuries. Compiled around the Second
century BCE to Second century CE, the
Manusmriti consists of twelve chapters
and approximately 2,684 verses written
in Sanskrit. It addresses all aspects of
human life from cosmogony and moral
philosophy to legal and social regulations.

Its chapters cover duties of the
four social classes (varna), the four
stages of life (ashrama), sacraments,
education, marriage, laws of inheritance,
and governance. The text supports a
hierarchical social order based on the
varna (caste) system, prescribing detailed
duties for Brahmins (priests), Kshatriyas
(warriors), Vaishyas (merchants), and
Shudras (servants).

Manu Smriti has been criticized for
its endorsement of caste distinctions
and for passages that place women
in a subordinate position relative to
men, requiring them to be under the
guardianship of fathers, husbands, or
sons. Such aspects have drawn intense
modern criticism and debate regarding
equality and human rights. Historically,
Manusmriti influenced Hindu law codes
and social practices. However, its
authority has not been uniform across
time. Many Social reformers, such as
Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, Jyotiaro Phule and
Periyar E.V.R strongly opposed it for
legitimizing caste discrimination. Some
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Hindu traditions hold that Manusmriti is
not applicable in the current age, that is
Kali Yuga.

Manusmriti as a Patriarchal Text

The Manusmriti has been widely
criticized for its patriarchal and
discriminatory portrayal of women. While
it does contain some verses advocating
respect for women, much of the text
reflects an ideology that subordinates
women to men in every stage of life and
restricts their autonomy. The Manusmriti
explicitly states that a woman must
always remain under male guardianship,
her father when a girl, her husband when
married, and her sons in widowhood.
Verse 9.3 says: "Her father guards her
in childhood, her husband guards her in
youth, and her sons guard herin old age; a
woman is never fit for independence." This
language institutionalizes lifelong male
control over women. Denial of Autonomy
and Rights of Women in Manusmriti are
denied independent access to education,
legal autonomy, and religious life. Verse
9.18 states that women have no dealings
with sacred texts, a reflection of the notion
that they are unfit for spiritual and scholarly
pursuits. Similarly, women cannot serve
as witnesses in court because they are
considered ‘untrustworthy by nature.’ The
text defines their primary role as serving
their husbands and producing offspring.

Objectification and Sexual Control

The text uses metaphors that objectify
women as property or fields for male
‘seeds.’ In verse 33.9, a woman is
described as ‘the field’ while the man
is ‘the seed,” suggesting that her role is
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mainly reproductive. Other passages
present women as inherently lustful and
untrustworthy (9.14-16), asserting the
need for constant vigilance by men to
prevent moral corruption. The underlying
assumption is that women's sexuality
must be controlled for social order and
lineage purity.

Unequal Moral Standards

According to Manusmriti, adultery by
women warranted severe punishment,
public humiliation or even death, while
men faced lighter consequences. A
husband’s authority was absolute: a ‘good
woman’ was expected to obey and revere
her husband regardless of his moral
character, even if he was ‘addicted to
evil passions’. Prohibition of Remarriage
and Freedom. The text allows men to
remarry but forbids women from doing so
under any circumstances, declaring that a
widow must never mention another man’s
name. Even if abandoned or widowed,
she is to remain loyal to her husband’s
memory for life. This system reinforced
social and economic dependence on male
relatives. Modern scholars and reformers
view these doctrines as reflections of
the patriarchal structures of ancient
society. Feminists argues that Manusmriti
institutionalized gender inequality, shaping
social customs that marginalized women
for centuries. Reformers like Dr. B. R.
Ambedkar publicly denounced the text,
burning copies of it in protest against its
anti-women and casteist ideology.

In essence, Manusmriti portrays
women not as independent individuals
but as dependents and subjects of
male authority. Its legacy in reinforcing
gender hierarchy remains one of the most
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controversial aspects of Hindu social
history. Women are portrayed as sexually
promiscuous, secret, sly, and out to
capture men. Their bodies are frequently
objectified and more often devalued as
eliciting disgust.

-[67:2]The ritual of marriage is
traditionally known as the Vedic
transformative ritual for women;
serving her husband is (the
equivalent of) living with a guru,
and household chores are the rites
of the fire.

According to Nazeera & Kuruvilla,
sexuality became the primary site for
control of women through Manu. In
Manu, women are described as sexually
promiscuous, sly, wicked, secretive,
and out to hunt and capture men. They
are objectified and their bodies are
sexualised. Manusmriti's depiction of
women showcases them as libidinous
creatures, who need to be kept under
control by the male authoritative figures
in their lives - father and husband. Their
fundamental essence was that of high
libido and uncontrolled and troubling
carnal needs.

-[213:2]lt is the very nature of
women to corrupt men here on
earth; for that reason, circumspect
men do not get careless and
wanton among wanton women.

Women are perilous, according to
Manu, because even a respectable man
may lose his honor in their presence. He
claims that even a scholarly man, such
as a priest, should exercise caution and
vigilance when around women. Manu
views women as sexualized objects
and frequently as objects of pleasure,
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particularly for men from higher castes.
Manu suggests avoiding meetings at all
costs because, in his opinion, women are
only interested in seduction and a decent
man could easily lose his honor due to
their strong sexual cravings.

-[215:2]No one should sit in a
deserted place with his mother,
sister, or daughter; for the strong
cluster of the sensory powers drags
away even a learned man.

A woman has little control over her
life and is expected to comply with all of
her husband's orders. She must always
be faithful to her husband and comply
with all of his requests without raising
an objection. A good wife serves and
worships her husband like God, is quiet,
and modest. The way a wife acts toward
her husband is independent of how the
husband acts toward her; a good wife
must uphold her responsibilities even if
the husband is violent, abusive, freely
indulges his lust, and lacks any virtues.
She is not allowed to criticize her husband
or point out his errors.

Manusmriti's depiction of women
has drawn harsh criticism. Every facet
of a woman's life—economic, social,
political, and sexual—is attempted to be
restricted. Manusmriti is the pinnacle of
patriarchal society and injustice. Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar notes that Manusmriti has
drawn harsh criticism for its discriminating
and misogynistic viewpoints.

The view of the women was both
an insult and an injury to the
women of India. It was an injury
because, without any justification,
she was denied the right to acquire
knowledge which is the birthright
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of every human being. It was an
insult because after denying her the
opportunity to acquire knowledge,
she was declared to be as unclean
as untruth for want of knowledge
and therefore not allowed to take
sanyas, which was regarded as a
path to reach Brahma. (as cited in
Rege, 2013, p.121).

Manusmriti promotes child marriage
by advocating for young girls to be
married off. By asserting that a wife must
treat her husband like God even if he
lacks any divine attributes, it encourages
harsh and violent partnerships. It confines
women to a life of slavery and robs them
of their agency. In summary, it causes
them to be mistreated, oppressed, and
deprived of their dignity. It argues that
the wife must satisfy all of her husband's
wants and requirements, which is a case
for marital rape. In addition to portraying
women as sex objects, particularly for
men from higher castes, it simultaneously
encourages sexual aggression against
women and the caste system while
attempting to stifle their sexuality.

Manusmriti accuses women of being
seducers, making them accountable for
any wrong inflicted upon them. In any
instance of physical or sexual aggression,
the victim is held accountable. Abortion
rights and women's freedom of speech
are expressly forbidden under Manusmriti.
It becomes culturally acceptable to
govern women based on such dictums.
Manusmriti seems to make a judgment
about women without considering
alternative strategies or the advantages
of empowering women. Because the
majority of Manu-smriti's teachings are
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out of step with contemporary culture,
it is deemed irrelevant in today's world.
After Sir William Jones translated the
text, it became a highly significant topic
during British colonial control in India from
Sanskrit and utilized it to create a Hindu
common law. Many people characterize
it as an attempt by the British to carry
out their divide and conquer policy by
targeting Indians' religious beliefs.

Manusmriti presents a hierarchical
worldview in which, women must remain
under male guardianship throughout
life. Caste determines moral worth,
occupation, and social rights. Social
order is maintained through strict purity—
pollution rules. In contrast, the Indian
Constitution, shaped by Ambedkar’s
anti-caste vision, enshrines, Equality
before law (Article 14), Prohibition of
discrimination on grounds of sex, caste, or
religion (Article 15), Freedom and dignity
for all individuals (Articles 19 & 21).

Periyar insisted on total dismantling
of patriarchal scriptures like Manusmriti,
not mere reform. He placed caste at the
centre of women’s oppression, arguing
that gender inequality in India cannot be
separated from Brahminical dominance.
He promoted self-respect marriage, widow
remarriage, birth control, and women’s
sexual autonomy issues even mainstream
feminists were hesitant to foreground.
He criticized religious institutions, gods,
rituals, and priesthood as tools of women’s
subordination. Caste purity is maintained
by controlling women’s sexuality. Brahmin
male authority is upheld through rituals,
laws, and social norms.

Conclusion

Religious texts like Manusmriti
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legitimize both women’s subordination and
caste hierarchy. In contrast, Ambedkar and
Periyar, through rationalist and anti-caste
philosophies, argued for, the complete
annihilation of caste-based hierarchy.
Equality rooted not in tradition but in
individual dignity and scientific reasoning.
Liberation of women as essential for
dismantling caste. The rejection of
religious authority over personal rights.
Ambedkar criticised Manusmriti for
institutionalising caste and patriarchal
injustice. Periyar went further, calling for
its outright destruction as a symbolic act
against Brahminical domination through
Manusmriti. Together, their rationalist
frameworks promote a society based on
equal rights, freedom of choice, social
justice, secular and scientific ethics.
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Impact of Science on Society.

”It is not by prayer and humility that you cause things to go as you
wish, but by acquiring a knowledge of natural laws.

The power you acquire in this way is much greater and more reliable
than that formerly supposed to be acquired by prayer, because you
never could tell whether your prayer would be favorably heard in
Heaven.

The power of prayer, moreover, had recognized limits; it would
have been impious to ask too much. But the power of science has
no known limits. We were told that faith could remove mountains,
but no one believed it; we are now told that the atomic bomb can
remove mountains, and everyone believes it

(The Impact of Science on Society, p15 - 1951)

BERTRAND RUSSELL
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weaflgHeng Concise Oxford English Dictionary
Wewau@pomm euenrwennliLbhSsiSns:

A rationalistic outlook or system of thought

attaching prime importance to human rather

than divine or supernatural matters. (p. 693)

Webster's Collegiate Dictionary &.miwb
QaEsaroTeug):
A philosophy that usu. rejects supernaturalism
and stresses an individual’s dignity and worth
and capacity for self-realization through reason.
(p. 605)

Oxford Tamil-Tamil-English Dictionary &.miLb
eller&sLomeug):

Qsweis Howg BLWYwhmss
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snipy QFUHaEs® Wsearemw
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uriiensub Qss ey QzafllejubBsss
STaD. Q&S HSSTESSHT @ Flenewr
denere] - sWOHE sMmSHwW® cureTHHed
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BLluwrer GQumrmer CeumumrlenL ujb
Cpré@s.

“Beob & B euefl efl&bOLING SWHSHILD
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saflenwlLBGSG D WwuHdlwurgw. Quflwry
el SWOPE FHSHWCTH Demafll
Yenewhs @F 2 mlurereuf. GHLUUTSES
HmeueT@paipLamar auf 2me| @ mauld
(mutual) 2 peur@w. euer@Eheull HflHas@L
Quflur@w Quflurflwud UAsPsE
aueT@EhauHL QerHwenowing Ceuewr il
vafser; Qararh Qar@uy wenpuid
auerpld eaueamemwbud C&FLliuefsar.
agarGeu, Qeucl(p FWOPL veaTUTLBLU
GuUpTEEMLSEHL QP @ULTLIGSES
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snaredler SCrssd o ulL abhsbleurm
uewrLITL g I @S Feneniod sren eflssCsm
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QamansCy Crré@eugibd sHUFID I, WIeuFIDd
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SOIIYH HITOHET
Qgrésmufwid
dméeper
Concise Oxford English Dictionary
Webster's Collegiate Dictionary
Oxford Tamil=Tamil-English Dictionary

o o b=

SLGOTWTOTT Gy :

perermer gy, miflewl Cuyrdflwyrer Geuy
vwergpeny GlwrBluilwaelled up g p emereuf
Ul @ullewsdlwsdlad e eref
uLlLapdy Glupmeui. g, savCuri® Sulp-
SIp-gy Eiflevld, gy, EIfleLd-gy, Bilod-SLBlLp
gsrndlsafler < fiflwiy. Tolkappiyam in English,
Narrinai in English, Kalittokai in English, Paripatal
in English, Tirukkural in English, Applied Linguistic
Readings of Tolkappiyam (pgemen mye & afleir
<, Aflwy. @eugg Tolkappiyam: the Linguistics
Threshold (Qgme&miiSlwid: Glomyludlw esler
senveuruiled) ereieid med &S 2 érang).
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~
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On the Origin of the Inequality:

“Ambitious priests profited by these circumstances to perpetuate
their offices in their own families: at the same time the people,
already used to dependence, ease, and the conveniences of life, and
already incapable of breaking its fetters, agreed to an increase of its
slavery, in order to secure its tranquility.

Thus, having become hereditary, contracted the habit of considering
their offices as a family estate, and themselves as proprietors of
the communities of which they were at first only the officers, of
regarding their fellow-citizens as their slaves, and numbering them,
like cattle, among their belongings, and of calling themselves the
equals of the Gods and Kings of Kings”.

(A Dissertation On the Origin and Foundation of The Inequality of Mankind
and is it Authorised by Natural Law? - Jean Jacques Rousseau, 1754).

ROUSSEAU

Distinguished Genevan/French Philosopher, Composer & Writer.
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Self-Respect and Rationalism: Enduring Relevance in Contemporary
India
- Dr. R.Saravanan

Self-respect as an idea would survive till men continued to think rationally. Rooted in
rationalism, Self-Respect Movement waged a critique of tradition and provided a space
for human treatment which aimed ultimately to give up the practices of inhuman
treatment in social, cultural and political spheres. The achievements are the results of
the combined efforts of individual, society and polity. This paper addresses these issues
with contemporary relevance.

The Revolutionary Reformer and the Visionary Leader: The Legacy Of
Dravidian Feminism

- D.Durugalakshmi and Dr. B.R.Veeramani

This study explores the concept of Thanthai Periyar and Dr. K. Veeramani showing how
the feminist principles of one generation was carried forward to the next generation. It
highlights the significance of Dravidian movement as a paradigm of gender equality,
rational thinking and social transformation and demonstrates how their ideas continue
to inspire defiance against the oppression of women in contemporary Tamil society.

Deconstructing Dharma : Gender, Power and the Manusmirithi
- Bhavadharini Kandhasamy and Dr. Veeramani Ramachandran

The Manusmriti is one of the most important Hindu legal and ethical texts, traditionally
attributed to the sage Manu. It is a part of Dharmashastra literature and has had a
profound influence on Hindu law, social norms, and religious thought across centuries.
Feminist analyses argue that Manusmriti institutionalized gender inequality, shaping
social customs that marginalized women for centuries.
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