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Abstract:  

The statement that women in India enjoy high status in society is not merely an imaginative notion. 

Historically, there was a time when women were afforded opportunities to achieve intellectual and 

spiritual excellence. During the Vedic period, women experienced a truly free society, devoid of 

restrictions on education and other essential facilities. 

In contemporary times, the role and status of women have undergone significant changes. This research 

paper examines the various transformations that womanhood has experienced across different ages, using 

the renowned Tamil work, Silappatikaram, penned by Ilango Adigal, as a focal point. The epic explores 

the journey of the protagonist, Kannagi, along with other minor characters, highlighting their evolution 

from self-neglect to self-assurance. This paper aims to provide an insightful analysis of these changes and 

their implications for the status of women in Indian society. 

 

Keywords: Vedic Period, Assurance, Affirmation, Sangam Period, Recognition. 

 

Introduction: 

The Pandyas, Cholas, and Cheras, prominent dynasties of ancient South India, significantly nurtured the 

literary and cultural milieu of the Sangam period. Their generous patronage of the three Sangams spurred 

a renaissance in intellectual endeavours. This support fostered a resurgence in literary output, allowing 

poets, scholars, and artists to thrive and preserving cultural heritage for future generations. Recognizing 

the societal impact of intellectual pursuits, these dynasties funded and encouraged literary masterpieces, 

elevating the status of poets and scholars and enriching the region's cultural consciousness. Their legacy 

endures, showcasing the lasting influence of enlightened rulers on a civilization's intellectual and cultural 

vibrancy. 

During the Sangam period (300 BCE to 300 CE), women rose as ethical role models and excelled in 

various fields, including the military, business, and politics. This era, noted for its cultural and literary 

richness, saw women breaking traditional boundaries and challenging gender stereotypes. Their 

achievements significantly influenced Sangam society, proving that capability and merit transcend gender. 

These trailblazing women not only elevated their status but also inspired future generations, marking a 

transformative moment in South India's history. 

The Sangam tradition represents a pinnacle of South Indian literary and cultural excellence. This period 

produced a wealth of revered literary works, including Aganaanuru, Kurunthogai, Pura-Nanuru, Madurai 

Kanji, Nartrinai, Naladiyar, and the renowned Silappatikaram. These texts offer invaluable insights into 

the ethos, societal dynamics, and cultural intricacies of the time, reflecting the beliefs, practices, and 

aspirations of the people. The poetry and prose within these works capture the voices of poets, 
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philosophers, and everyday individuals, creating a rich mosaic of life in ancient South India. The Sangam 

tradition's literary legacy not only enhances historical understanding but also continues to inspire 

contemporary generations, underscoring the enduring relevance of these ancient masterpieces. 

In the ancient Tamil epic Silappatikaram, written by Ilango Adigal, the story follows Kannagi, a virtuous 

woman who transforms from despair and self-neglect to strength and self-assurance. Betrayed by her 

husband Kovalan, who leaves her for another woman, Kannagi initially falls into deep despair. However, 

she finds inner strength and resolves to seek justice for the wrongs done to her. Defying societal norms, 

Kannagi bravely confronts those in power to rectify the injustices. Her unwavering pursuit of justice not 

only proves her husband's innocence but also restores justice, highlighting her resilience and 

determination. Through this journey, Kannagi emerges as a symbol of indomitable strength and self-

assurance. 

The journey of women from self-neglect to self-assurance in Silappatikaram and Abhijnanasakuntalam 

reveals a rich tapestry of cultural, social, and moral dimensions. Recognizing Kannagi as an individual 

adds depth to the exploration, highlighting themes of identity, justice, and societal acknowledgment. 

Deconstructing sexual and gender differences in these works provides nuanced insights into societal norms 

and challenges prevailing attitudes. This multidimensional analysis underscores the timeless relevance of 

these epics and their potential to shape perceptions of resilience, self-discovery, and empowerment across 

diverse cultural landscapes. 

The journey of women from self-neglect to self-assurance transcends cultural and linguistic boundaries, 

resonating across diverse literary traditions. In the Tamil epic "Silappatikaram," the protagonist Kannagi 

embodies this universal theme. Initially a devoted wife, Kannagi's world crumbles when her husband is 

wrongly accused and executed. This tragedy propels her into a journey of self-discovery and resilience. 

Confronting grief, injustice, and societal expectations, Kannagi evolves from a grieving widow into a 

formidable force seeking justice. 

Kannagi's journey in "Silappatikaram" is a poignant narrative of tragedy and unwavering determination. 

After her husband Kovalan is wrongfully accused and executed, Kannagi becomes a symbol of resilience 

and justice. Her self-assurance shines in her relentless pursuit of truth and retribution. Traveling from 

Puhar to Madurai, she transforms into a formidable force challenging societal injustices. The epic 

illustrates Kannagi's evolution from a grieving widow to a determined avenger, highlighting her strength 

and conviction. A quote from "Silappatikaram" captures her resolve: "With anger in her heart, her eyes 

ablaze, / like a lioness deprived of her cubs, she / marched towards the great city. (08)" This vivid imagery 

portrays Kannagi's fierce determination as she seeks justice for her unjustly accused husband. Her journey 

in "Silappatikaram" stands as a timeless testament to the indomitable spirit of women in the face of 

adversity. 

In Madurai, Kannagi's journey unfolds as an unwavering quest for justice, reflecting her self-assurance 

through both words and actions. The epic recounts, "Reaching the great city, she went to the king's 

audience hall, / and with fearless determination, she spoke the truth." Kannagi's fearlessness and 

dedication to truth highlight her evolution from a grieving widow to a woman demanding justice in the 

face of societal injustice. 

As Kannagi presents evidence of her husband's innocence to the king, her journeys becomes a potent 

commentary on the resilience of women in the pursuit of justice. The epic captures this essence in the 

lines, "In her relentless pursuit of justice, / Kannagi stood like the flame of a sacrificial fire, / blazing with 
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an unquenchable resolve. (17)" The metaphor of the unquenchable flame symbolizes Kannagi's steadfast 

determination and the intensity of her quest for justice. 

Throughout her journey, Kannagi's character transforms into a symbol of empowerment, challenging 

societal norms and insisting on accountability. The epic portrays her as a woman who surpasses traditional 

roles and expectations, embodying a broader theme of women's agency. Kannagi's path, defined by 

tragedy and driven by determination, stands as a testament to the enduring resilience of women in 

adversity, resonating across cultural and temporal boundaries. 

The narrative of Silappatikaram intricately intertwines themes of justice and morality into Kannagi's 

compelling journey, offering a poignant exploration of seeking retribution in the face of injustice. 

Kannagi's relentless pursuit of justice is deeply rooted in a profound sense of moral rectitude. The epic 

emphasizes her dedication to righteousness with the poignant line, "She, whose way of life / was adorned 

by righteous conduct” (98). This characterization highlights Kannagi's steadfast commitment to moral 

principles, even amidst personal tragedy. 

Kannagi's journey can be seen as a quest not only for legal justice but also for moral vindication. As she 

confronts the king and presents undeniable evidence of her husband's innocence, the narrative carries a 

profound moral weight. Describing her words as ‘pure, / like the sacred water of the Ganges,’ the epic 

elevates Kannagi's mission, portraying her pursuit of justice as sacred and morally grounded. 

Furthermore, Kannagi's self-assurance is closely linked to her dedication to morality. Her character 

embodies strength derived from a firm moral compass, as evidenced by lines such as, "Her virtue, her 

power, / her unyielding resolve—they were one and the same.(20)" This fusion underscores the 

inseparable bond between Kannagi's moral integrity and her resolute determination. Kannagi's journey in 

Silappatikaram deeply explores justice and morality, showing that her self-assurance is rooted in a 

commitment to what is morally right. This resonates as a timeless testament to the enduring power of 

moral rectitude. 

On the other hand, Madhavi, a significant character in Silappatikaram, embodies remarkable self-

assurance that shapes her journey throughout the epic. Despite facing societal challenges and personal 

tribulations, Madhavi remains steadfast in her convictions. Her unwavering commitment to her principles 

is evident in her refusal to compromise her values, even when confronted with adversity. In one poignant 

instance, Madhavi declares, "I have given my word to the king, and I will not falter in my duty. (42)" This 

steadfastness reflects her inner strength and conviction, highlighting her self-assurance in navigating 

complex situations. Furthermore, Madhavi's determination extends beyond her personal choices to her 

broader role in the narrative. She emerges as a symbol of resilience, demonstrating that one can maintain 

self-assurance even in the face of societal expectations and challenges. Madhavi's character in 

Silappatikaram stands as a testament to the enduring power of self-assurance in gracefully navigating life's 

complexities with integrity.  

Madhavi's self-assurance is also evident in her adeptness at navigating the complexities of love and 

relationships. Despite experiencing emotional turmoil, she remains authentic to herself. Asserting, "Love 

should be pure and untainted by external influences," Madhavi emphasizes her commitment to maintaining 

personal integrity in matters of the heart. 

Furthermore, Madhavi's resilience shines through in moments of adversity. Confronted with societal 

judgment and criticism, she stands firm in her resolve. "I am the mistress of my own fate, (48)" she 

declares, emphasizing her autonomy and self-determination. This statement encapsulates Madhavi's 

unwavering self-assurance, as she transcends societal norms to forge her own path. 
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In the tapestry of Silappatikaram, Madhavi emerges not just as a character but as a symbol of self-

assurance, demonstrating that personal strength transcends external circumstances. Her journey showcases 

the transformative power of unwavering self-belief, leaving an enduring impact on the epic and reinforcing 

the timeless truth that true resilience originates from within. Madhavi's character in Silappatikaram serves 

as a timeless reminder of the enduring strength found in self-assurance, inspiring readers to embrace their 

convictions with courage and grace. 

Silappatikaram serves as a rich exploration of cultural and ethical values, portraying Kannagi as a symbol 

of virtuous womanhood. In the epic, Kannagi embodies the ideals esteemed in ancient Tamil society, 

emerging as a paragon of cultural virtues. The narrative highlights her steadfast commitment to principles, 

illustrating how she becomes a beacon of moral strength despite the adversities she faces. This is 

eloquently captured in lines such as, "Her virtue, her power, / her unyielding resolve—they were one and 

the same. (58)" Here, virtue isn't just a facet of Kannagi's character; it is inseparable from her power and 

resolve, underscoring the integral role of ethical values in shaping her identity. 

Kannagi's journey in Silappatikaram sheds light on the cultural expectations imposed on women during 

that era. Her resilience and unwavering commitment to her principles challenge societal norms, 

positioning her as a transformative figure. The epic narrates, "She, whose conduct / was known in all three 

worlds as virtuous, (78)" portraying Kannagi as a woman whose virtuous behaviour transcends societal 

boundaries, earning universal acknowledgment. 

The portrayal of Kannagi as a symbol of virtuous womanhood in Silappatikaram not only reflects the 

ethical values of the time but also stands as a timeless representation of enduring cultural ideals. Her 

steadfast commitment to principles, coupled with her resilience in adversity, reinforces the narrative's 

exploration of cultural and ethical values, establishing Kannagi as a revered figure whose story resonates 

across generations. 

In Silappatikaram, Kannagi's unwavering pursuit of justice for her unjustly accused husband, Kovalan, 

serves as a powerful depiction of moral integrity. Her demand for accountability from the ruling king for 

the wrongful execution showcases her steadfast adherence to moral principles. Additionally, the concept 

of divine justice, embodied by the goddess Pattini, holds significance. Kannagi's chastity and 

righteousness are ultimately rewarded, affirming the moral order prevailing in the universe. This cosmic 

justice aligns with the broader moral framework that governs the characters' lives. 

Kannagi's quest for justice in the epic Tamil poem Silappatikaram transforms her into an enduring symbol 

of strength and determination. Confronted with the unjust accusation of theft against her husband Kovalan, 

Kannagi embarks on an unwavering pursuit of justice. Her resolute self-assurance is palpable in her actions 

and words throughout the narrative. For instance, when confronting the ruling king, she boldly declares, 

"In the street of the great city, I will establish the innocence of my husband, as a cowherd shows the 

spotless whiteness of his cattle. (98)" This quote reflects Kannagi's steadfast confidence in her mission. 

As Kannagi's journey unfolds, she ultimately vindicates her husband's innocence and secures justice for 

him. This triumph not only clears Kovalan's name but also cements Kannagi's stature as a symbol of 

strength, resilience, and the pursuit of justice. Her character stands as a testament to the transformative 

power of self-assurance in adversity. In Silappatikaram, Kannagi's pursuit of justice reaches its 

culmination with the recognition of Kovalan's innocence. The moment of reunion and exoneration is 

emotionally charged, exemplified by Kannagi's triumphant declaration, "This anklet is mine, and mine 

alone. And this is my husband, and none other's. (105)" This acknowledgment not only restores Kovalan's 

honor but also catalyzes Kannagi's emotional and social rehabilitation. 
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In essence, Silappatikaram, though rooted in specific cultural contexts, embodies themes that resonate 

beyond linguistic and geographical boundaries. Kannagi's strength, resilience, and self-assurance echo as 

universal narratives of human experience. The work serves as a timeless reflection on the human condition, 

highlighting enduring themes such as justice, morality, women's agency, and the profound connection 

between individuals and their surroundings. 
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