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ABSTRACT  

Periyar E.V.R’s views and services for the upliftment of women from the beginning of his political career to his 

death at his age of seventy four. It is generally accepted fact that the oppression of women has been a chronic and      

deep–rooted malady all over the world whether it is categorized as developed country or it is branded as developing 

country or it is existing as underdeveloped condition. The condition of women has continued to be far from satisfactory in 

India too. Early nineteenth century saw the emergence of various socio-religious reform movements in India. In the 

social sphere, there were movements of caste reform or caste abolition, equal rights for women, and a crusade, against 

social and legal inequalities. Interestingly, the enlightened individuals of the male section took the lead in initiating 

efforts to abolish laws and customs, which suppressed the women in society. If the girls today outshine the boys in every 

examination results in Tamil Nadu, in academic excellence, the credit should go to the social reform workers like Periyar 

E. V. R. and others.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Women rights and women empowerment occupies first and prominent place among all other social 

reform activities of Periyar E.V.R. There are so many writers on Periyar, who wrote many books especially on the 

issue of Periyar E.V.R’s views and services for the upliftment, empowerment and emancipation of women. K. 

Veeramani one of his prominent disciples of Periyar, collected and published a separate volume in Tamil with 

regard to Periyar E.V.R’s speeches and writings on women empowerment and women rights. 

A studying Periyar E.V.R’s speeches and writings on various journals and periodicals published by 

Periyar E.V.R. himself and by studying various compiled books by various scholars on the subject matter of 

Periyar E.V.R’s views on women rights, the present study identifies about ten important issues on women rights by 

which Periyar E. V. R. continuously talk, write and worked for the upliftment of women. They are as follows, 

• Chastity 

• Marriage System 

• Gender Equality 

• Women Education and Employment 

• Property Rights to Women 
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• Widow Remarriage 

• Pregnancy, Childbirth and Family Planning 

• Injustice against Women done by Epics, Puranas, Manudharma and other Religious Literatures 

• Need for Change in Life Style of Women 

• Other Important Measures needed for the Upliftment of Women  

PERIYAR E.V.R’S VIEWS ON CHASTITY 

Periyar E.V.R., even starting from his early political career onwards strongly viewed that the concept of chastity is 

to be made equally applicable to both men and women. He strongly condemned the idea of depicting chastity only to 

women from the past to the present. He viewed that the concept of chastity itself is foolishness and there is no meaning in 

it. He says that the marriages between two different caste or two different community people should not be called as           

inter-caste marriage, in the sense that it was a marriage only between two human beings i.e., man and women and not 

between human beings and other species. He further insisted that the so called love between men and women, during his 

days are all mainly based on physical pleasure and temporary emotions which are emerging only by seeing their physical 

appearance by one over another, without having any mind based understanding between themselves. He strongly supported 

the love marriages, which are decided after meeting, understanding and completely analyzing the nature and characteristics 

of both male and female with one another. He severely criticized the stories of Hindu Gods, which are not having chastity 

in their personal life, as they were all having depicted stories about illegal and immoral sexual relationship, by violating the 

one for one Tamil cultured marriage life, between man and women. Periyar E.V.R opposed the system of arranged 

marriages, which are in the opinion of him, decided by their parents without considering the desire, understanding and 

acceptance of the concerned brides and bridegrooms. Instead of arranged marriages Periyar E. V. R. supported and insisted 

the love marriages. 

PERIYAR E. V. R. ’SVIEWS ON MARRIAGE SYSTEM 

Periyar E.V.R. strongly believed that disappointment, feeling of helplessness, despair, and domestic violence 

inflicted on women by their husbands, and other sufferings by women drove them temples to pray for their solvation. 

Periyar E.V.R. also fought against the traditional practice of marriage, which he believed as an instrument in the process of 

suppression of women. He felt that though arranged marriages were meant to enable a couple to live together throughout 

life, but, in the opinion of Periyar, it was actually a manipulation to enslave women. Periyar severely condemned the 

practice and the concept of child marriages that prevailed during that time. It was believed by the traditionalists that 

arranging marriages to the girls after they had attended puberty would be a sin and also would be a crime. Another 

practice, Periyar strongly condemned, which is still prevalent even today, is the dowry system where the bride's family is 

supposed to give the bridegroom a huge payment along with golden jewels. The purpose of this was to assist the newly 

wedded couple financially, but in many instances dowries were misused by bridegrooms. The outcome of this abuse turned 

to the exploitation of the bride's parents wealth, and in certain circumstances, lead to dowry deaths of the newly married 

wife. There have been cases where women have been murdered, mutilated, and burned alive because the family of the 

bride was unable to make the dowry payment to the husband. Periyar strongly opposed this abuse of innocent women in 

the name of dowry as he condemned this activity as inhuman cruel. 
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PERIYAR E.V.R.’S VIEWS ON GENDER EQUALITY  

It is to be mentioned that starting from his early political career itself Periyar E.V.R. showed evinced interest in 

providing gender justice and social empowerment of women. To achieve his goal of gender equality Periyar E.V.R. 

convened innumerable public meetings, several state level conferences, and passed a lot of resolutions for demanding 

gender justice to women and also passed many resolutions against the unscientific practice and the rule of religion and 

society which are degrading women. In the first Provincial Self-Respect conference held in Chengleput in February 1929, 

Periyar E.V.R. prepared and passed the following resolutions for the establishment of Gender justice. 

• The Government should make education as a fundamental right of women. 

• Empowerment of women should be carried out by the government through providing employment opportunities 

with priority in the entire government department. 

• The Government should reserve fifty percent of seats to women in all government appointments. 

• The Government should give Training to women in hard core jobs to eliminate the identification of weaker sex. 

• The Government should take necessary steps to impart technical education to women and make them capable of 

handling the modern technology. 

This Chengleput conference was considered as the pioneer one in advocating the gender equality and social rights 

of women. Further this conference was also praised by the advocates of social justice as turning point for entry of more and 

more women into government employment and also to enter into social reformation movement. 

PERIYAR E. V. R ’S VIEWS ON WOMEN EDUCATION AND EMP LOYMENT 

Periyar E.V.R. always viewed that for the emancipation women there is a need for creating equal opportunities for 

women to get their education. According to Periyar, women themselves should come out of the bond of slavery, without 

the support of any men, provided that if they were given the opportunity of getting their education. He strongly viewed that 

as there is a reservation system existing for the socially backward sections of the people, there must be fifty percent of 

reservation should be provided for women in education and employment. He further insisted that in the entire government 

ministry, women were to be included equally as ministers. Periyar gave more importance to women child for education 

than the education for the male child. According to Periyar, if a man was given the opportunity He used to say that if there 

are two children in a family, i,e., one male child and another female child, if that family is able to provide education for 

only one child, that opportunity for getting education should be given only to the female child. 

Periyar E.V.R further opined that if a male person is supposed to get education, that education will be helped him 

to develop his personality and also will be helped him to increase his financial position, but at the same time if a female 

child is given the opportunity of getting education, that educational knowledge will definitely helped her not only to 

develop her economic position but also will be helpful for the society, to solve many of the existing social evils. 
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PERIYAR E.V.R’S VIEWS ON PROPERTY RIGHTS TO WOMEN 

Periyar E.V.R. considered the grant of property rights to women, is a very significant and urgent matter to be 

implemented first. Periyar E.V.R. when he published his book in 1942 entitled “Pen Yen Adimaiyaanaal?”(Why Women 

Became Slaves?), he wrote a separate chapter under the title, “Penkalukkaana Sothurimai” (Property Rights to Women). 

This fact itself reveals that how Periyar E.V.R. showed evinced interest in granting property rights to women. Periyar 

strongly believed that if women are to be liberated and if they have to enjoy all rights in par with men, if they have to be 

respected as a fellow human being, if they have to be enjoy all the worldly available happy affairs, they (Women) should 

be given property rights of parents in par with the male heirs of the family. 

In this book itself Periyar happily appreciated the proposals of the then Mysore samasthan,                 

(a separate independent state of the then period) which published detailed provisions of giving property rights to women. 

Further Periyar appreciated an another provision of the proposal of Mysore Kingdom (samasthan), which says that ‘if a 

husband is supposed to be affected of some dangerous and contagious diseases or if a husband is having some concubines 

and having some illegal and extra marital affairs, the wife of that disease affected or illegal extra marital sexual relation 

affair husband, should be given the right of divorcing or that wife should be given the right of compensation from that 

husband. He criticized the Hindu activists of the then period that they opposed and made stumbling block against the Child 

Marriages Prevention Act of the British rulers. Periyar requested and appealed the women that they should immediately 

involve and start an agitation to acquire their property rights. 

PERIYAR E.V.R.’S VIEWS WIDOW REMARRIAGE 

Periyar E.V.R. very strongly condemned the habit of refusing the right of re-marrige to the widow women’s in the 

Tamil society of the then period. Periyar E.V.R. severely criticized the religious dogmas which are preventing the widow 

women to have their remarriage. On the remarriage of widows, Periyar vehemently scolded the atrocities perpetrated by 

the Hindu male population against the widow women. In the view of Periyar,it is very urgent that the oppression, brutality 

and barbarity against the widow women to prevent them from getting their remarriage, even if they are happened to be a 

widow in their very young age itself and that practice should be eradicated immediately. He says that it is a pitiable fact 

that if a girl loses her husband, even before knowing anything of about the worldly pleasures, that widow is compelled to 

close her eyes and her psychic feeling to everything in the world and is dying with broken-hearted. According to Periyar 

E.V.R.,it more cruel that keeping young widows without permitting them from getting remarriage than killing a person by 

starvation without giving them any food. Periyar mentioned in his speech with painful heart that even in his own 

community at the time, there were widowed girls lived below the age of 13 years. He further viewed that it was ruthless 

and merciless on the part of parents of those widowed children, that they treat those widow children like untouchables and 

ill-treating them by degrading those young widows as an unlucky symbol to see them before doing any activities and 

sometimes those parents themselves scolding the young widow children if they are coming in front of that parents when 

they are going outside of their home. 

PERIYAR E.V.R.’S VIEWS ON PREGNANCY, CHILDBIRTH AND  FAMILY PLANNING 

Periyar E.V.R. spoke about prevention of unwanted pregnancy, need for controlling child birth and the possibility 

adoption of family planning measures in the year 1942 itself by means of writing and publishing an article on the title 

“Karpa thadai’, which means “prevention of pregnancy” in the book, “Pen Yen Adimaiyaanaal?”, when the then 
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governments were not able think about the scheme of family planning. Firstly Periyar explained clearly that there was 

difference between his motive and conception on prevention of pregnancy and the motive and conception of others in the 

same issue. He viewed that his sole aim and motive behind the propagations in favour of prevention of pregnancy is for 

women liberation and women self-determination. But others insisting the same issue of prevention of pregnancy for the 

health aspect, economic concern, avoidance of more legal heirs in the family, keeping the beauty and physical structure of 

women, etc. Though, he had also accepted some of the above mentioned concerns of others with regard to prevention of 

pregnancy, are somewhat relevant, his main concern is only for the women liberation and women empowerment. He 

strongly believed that pregnancy is the main barrier to women liberation and women self-determination. Further he 

stressed the issue of prevention of pregnancy from the point of view that women who is having more and more children 

cannot be able to involve in public and society interested issues because of her family burden. 

Periyar E.V.R. with his self-interest of providing property rights to women linked this issue of prevention of 

pregnancy with the need for property to women in more logical manner. He says that in the situation of not giving any 

property rights to women, and at the same time making her to have more and more children, how can she led a peaceful 

and prosperous life? He argued that if the government is ready and they should adopt all children born in the society for 

food, health, education, etc., and then they may not took interest in prevention of pregnancy and child birth. 

PERIYAR E.V.R.’S VIEWS ON INJUSTICE AGAINST WOMEN D ONE BY EPICS, PURANAS, 

MANUDHARMA AND OTHER RELIGIOUS LITERATURES 

Periyar E.V.R. had severely criticized Code of Manu, Mahabharatha, Ramayana and other religious literatures for 

he believed that they are all highly degrading women in aspects. Periyar believed that the background reason for the 

degraded condition women of this country is lying in the ancient male dominated religious literatures. He says that the 

Hindu Shastras like Manu Dharma has lain down that Sudras and Women were born from legs of Brahma and no severe 

punishment to be given for killing a Sudra or Women. In the ancient days the king had eight advisors to advise him in state 

matters and no women should be appointed as advisor to the king. In the same manner, Chanakya in Arthasatra has stated 

that no women should be given government posts in the state. He also stated that no testimony or statement given by a 

woman should be relied on for settling a dispute. Further, Periyar used to say that in Tulsidas Ramaayanam it is stated that 

like floods damaging the bunds of fields, the liberty and freedom given to women all destroy the country and Sudras, 

women, animals, and drums are intended to receive only beating. 

 Though Periyar E.V.R. was an admirer of Thirukkural and though he conducted Thirukkural conferences to 

popularize it among the Tamils, though he believed that Thirukkural is the only ancient Tamil literature, which is existing 

without the influence Aryan culture, he used to criticize even Thirukkural, when he felt that Thirukkural itself is also 

having some verses which are degrading women. He says that if Thiruvalluvar,the author of Thirukkural, happened to be a 

women by birth, he would not have been wrote such verses against the rights and self-respect of women. Periyar E.V.R. 

dissatisfied of the verses of Thirukkural from 901 to 910, in the title, ‘Penn Vazhi cheral’means ‘Abiding the path of 

women’, the way in which Thiruvalluvar advised men that they should not fallow or listen the words women and if they 

fallow women’s advice men will face utter failure. Periyar E.V.R. further criticized ‘Avvaiyaar’, an ancient Tamil poet 

who wrote ‘Aathichudi’ in which she used to say that ‘Thaiyal Sol Kelel’ which means ‘Women words should not be 

followed’. Periyar also criticized another saying of Avvaiyaar, as she says that ‘Pethamai enpathu Mathakkanikalam’, 

which means ‘Foolishness is the ornament of women’. 
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PERIYAR E.V.R.’S VIEWS AND SERVICES ABOUT THE NEED FOR CHANGE IN THE LIFE 

STYLE OF WOMEN 

Periyar E.V.R. as a revolutionary feminist writer and as a humanist, highly dissatisfied with the then prevailed 

worst condition of women based on the pressures of religion oriented cultural and social cluthes. Periyar wants to improve 

the self-confidence of women by means of giving them education, employment, property rights, social equality, political 

rights etc., With regard to education, Periyar was having the opinion that it will be a moral duty on the part of the parents 

that they should give priority to provide education to the female children first. In the opinion of Periyar some foolish 

parents wrongly believe that if girls were sent to education, they will correspond with their secret lovers. That it is a very 

foolish and mischievous notion. No parent need be anxious about it as the educated women cannot be easily deceived by 

any treacherous men. It will be a hopelessly bad thing, if parents keep their girl children uneducated for this trivial reason. 

At a speech delivered by Periyar at the Prize Distribution function in the Municipal School for Girls at Karungal Palayam, 

Erode, he stated that girl children should be taught active and energetic exercises like running, high jump, long jump, 

wrestling and so on and so forth. So that the women will acquire strength and courage in par with men. Their time and 

energy should not be wasted in light pastimes like Kummi (groups going in a circle, clapping their hands rhythmically) and 

in Kolattam (striking with sticks rhythmically), and decoration of home and themselves. 

PERIYAR E.V.R.’S VIEWS ON OTHER IMPORTANT MEASURES NEEDED FOR THE 

UPLIFTMENT OF WOMEN 

Periyar E.V.R. sarcastically ridiculed about the so called women liberation activists from the male persons’ 

women liberation activity as a treacherous and cunning activity to deceive the innocent illiterate women. He further 

explained this matter that, ‘is there any possibility of granting liberation to the rats by the cats?, is there any possibility of 

granting liberty to the goats and chickens by the foxes?, is there any possibility of granting liberty to the workers by the 

capitalists?, is there any possibility of providing economic boost to the Indians by the Britishers?, and is there any 

possibility of granting equality to non-Brahmins by the Brahmins?’ Likewise there is no possibility of granting liberty to 

women by the men. Because these reasons, he advised and demanded the then Government that fifty percent of all teaching 

posts should be allocated only to women in the appointment of all elementary school education. 

 Periyar E.V.R. expressed his opinion that from among the father and the mother in a family, the mother is the 

most important person and the children should be given mother name’s first letter as their initial and he opposed the system 

of giving father’s name is irrelevant and unnecessary. Periyar strongly insisted that instead of teaching cookery arts, music, 

tailoring, etc., there is a need for educating life arts to the girl children along with educating liberty, equality, and economic 

independence. Further he advised the women that they should not grow their hair as it will cause for waste of time to 

maintain it, and in a sense this will become a trouble for the women in their day-to-day affair. Periyar E.V.R’s propaganda 

and services in this issue more and more women were allowed to get their education, innumerable child marriages were 

stopped, many inter-caste marriages were conducted, which in turn left to the breaking of the strong barrier of caste 

system, women were given more number of political positions, women were given property rights from their family 

through legislation, dowry system was considerably reduced in the society and dowry deaths were also seriously dealt by 

the government authorities. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Periyar E.V.R. even from his early political career onwards consistently showed a full-pledged interest in the 

liberation, emancipation and upliftment of women. It is to be noted here that when nobody showed interest in the women 

empowerment issues in the 1920s and 1930s, it was Periyar who waged a war against the male dominated traditionalistic 

society and achieved a lot in his aim of empowering women. Any neutral researcher who compares the condition of 

women in the beginning of the 20th century i.e., in 1920s when Periyar E.V.R. started his early political career and the 

condition of women at the time of the death of Periyar E.V.R. in 1970s, that researcher can easily identify and 

acknowledge the clear-cut variations in the development and empowerment of women in the socio-political and economic 

fields. With the result of the tireless, continuous and consistent services of Periyar E.V.R. towards women empowerment, 

the women of the Tamil society were awakened and began to claim their rights in all walks of life. This great achievement 

of Periyar E.V.R. Through his revolutionary means of leadership is totally incomparable with any leaders. 

It is to be noted here that Periyar E.V.R.’s services and his achievement in witnessing the results of his leadership 

during his own lifetime has been recognized and appreciated by many neutral indigenous researchers and also by the 

foreign scholars like Eugene Irschick, David Wash brook, Anita Diehl, etc. But at the same time, ‘the role played by 

Periyar E.V.R. as a Feminist is not yet recognized by many of the so called women’s movements and also by some           

so-called reform associations in India, because they are led and dominated by some women who belong to the upper caste 

and upper class, the supremacy of whom was challenged by Periyar E.V.R’. Thus, the multi-dimensional role played by 

Periyar E.V.R. for the emancipation of women rights made him to call as the ‘Pioneer of Feminism’ in India.                         

The uniqueness of the leadership of Periyar E.V.R. and his feminist ideology is to be understood from his innate sense of 

gender equality and social justice.  
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