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From Narratives of Identity
Masilamani was scathingly critical of the argument that a ‘sacred birth’ was the basis of the
brahmin’s superior status. He wondered if the birth of a Brahmin child was any less painful
and traumatic to its mother, on account of the child being a sacred creature . . .Masilamani
found the effects of caste on women’s lives particularly cruel and unjust. He observed the
logic of Brahminism ordained even Brahmin women to be shudras until such time as they
were given away in marriage and the marriage was consummated. Just as the wearing of
the sacred thread was supposed to produce a brahminization of the male soul, so was
consummation of marriage deemed the only means through which a woman may lose her
shudrahood and become a Brahmin.
Countering Gandhi: The Emergence of Self-Respect
Periyar wrote in great anger and even greater insight thus in mid-1927:
No sooner had Congress decided to abandon its principles for the sake of a spurious unity
than the Mahatma disengaged himself from politics and, like a hooded, shankaracharya,
retired to a corner. And then began all those rituals one witnesses in a religious cult; just as
how devotees throng the premises of a mutt, now several ‘shastris’ visit the Gandhi Mutt,
sit at his feet, sing his praise and thereby enance their prestige. The reason why Gandhian
Constructive principles have lost all value is because, in the name of a fraudulent unity,
they were abandoned and in their place a Gandhi Mutt established. (p 298)
From Women: Coeval with Men
Periyar’s advocacy of Self-Respect marriages and his rejection of motherhood constituted
important aspects of his principled critique of brahminical patriarchy.
. . . Patriarchy was to be countered by the rebellion of women and, more important, by their
unified challenge to the ways of men. (p 405)
From Awaiting the Millennium
The Self-Respect movement then had very few precedents in Indian history; Mahatma
Phule was a forebear, no doubt, but he lived at a time when the nation had not been
sufficiently and passionately imagined. Living in the heyday of nationalism and having to
work within a conjuncture defined by nationalist politics, Self-Respecters found themselves
face to face with a hegemony that exacted from them the most difficult and consistent of

challenges. Yet they not only countered Gandhi but also proposed a theory of rights, power
and injustice and a definition of community which brought forth a new subject of history:
rational, committed to reciprocity, equal, yet desirous of fraternity and, above all free,
bound only by the ideal of self-respect. (p 514)

