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Abstract 

This article examines the nuanced interplay of justice, fate, and feminine power within Cilappatikaram 

(also spelled Silappadikaram), an ancient Tamil epic attributed to the Chera prince and Jain monk Ilango 

Adigal. The epic transcends the tragic narrative of its protagonists to offer profound philosophical and 

ethical insights into dharma, karma, and divine justice. Particular focus is given to Canto 24, the “Narrative 

Interlude,” which deepens the moral discourse of the text, highlighting the transformative power of 

feminine chastity (karpu) as a force capable of both protection and destruction. The heroine Kannagi’s 

evolution from a grieving widow to a divine figure of justice encapsulates a feminist critique of patriarchal 

and institutional failures, while reflecting an enduring cultural ideal: that steadfast virtue can redress even 

cosmic imbalance. By drawing upon textual references and contemporary scholarship, this study reveals 

why Cilappatikaram remains a timeless exploration of morality, responsibility, and human agency. 
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Introduction 

Silappadikaram, often translated as The Tale of an Anklet, stands as a seminal work in Tamil classical 

literature, attributed to the Chera prince Ilango Adigal. Unlike many Sanskrit epics that glorify kings or 

divine avatars, Cilappatikaram foregrounds a mortal woman, Kannagi, whose unwavering chastity 

(karpu) transforms her grief into righteous wrath, ultimately reshaping the moral order of her world. 

The text, written in the early centuries of the Common Era, masterfully intertwines three foundational 

themes: justice, fate, and dharma. Dharma, encompassing duty, morality, and cosmic law, emerges as the 

backbone of societal and personal ethics in the narrative. Kannagi is depicted initially as the very 

embodiment of dharma: patient, faithful, and silently enduring Kovalan’s earlier betrayal with Madhavi, 

the courtesan. As the poet writes, “She bore it all in silence, her heart steadfast as the Himalaya” (Adigal). 

 

Justice as Divine and Human Imperative 

At the heart of the epic lies the tragic execution of Kovalan, wrongly accused of stealing the queen’s 

anklet. The Pandya king’s rash judgment shatters the moral order, prompting Kannagi’s transformation 

into an avenger. Her confrontation with the king—“O king, is this the justice of your scepter?” (Adigal)—

is a pivotal moment that highlights the vulnerability of institutional justice to human error. 

Kannagi’s act of tearing off her breast and cursing Madurai, which leads to the city’s fiery destruction, is 

more than personal revenge: it is divine retribution. This echoes the text’s conviction that justice (dharma) 

transcends earthly courts, manifesting instead as a cosmic necessity when human institutions fail. As 
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Farooqui notes, the epic “frames justice not merely as an earthly mechanism but as a force that restores 

cosmic balance” (65). 

 

Fate, Karma, and the Paradox of Free Will 

Silappadikaram offers a complex meditation on fate and karma, acknowledging that while past actions 

shape present suffering, free will remains central. The “Narrative Interlude” (Canto 24) observes: “Fate is 

but the shadow cast by deeds already done; yet the light that casts it springs from the heart’s own choice” 

(Adigal). 

Scholars like Jagathguru Sri Chandrashekhara Bharati Swamigal argue that “fate is a creature of your free-

will and cannot be stronger than it,” suggesting that the moral agent retains agency to change destiny. 

Kovalan’s tragic death thus serves as both consequence of past karma and catalyst for Kannagi’s moral 

awakening. As Nagarajan summarizes, fate “does not inherently place obstacles in the way of free will” 

but rather reveals the depth of effort needed to overcome them. 

 

Feminine Power: Chastity (Karpu) as a Transformative Force 

Kannagi’s karpu is not mere passive virtue; it becomes a formidable power capable of destruction and 

renewal. The poet declares: “Her chastity burned fiercer than the sacrificial fire; her truth scorched the 

city to ashes” (Adigal). The transformation of a grieving wife into the goddess Pattini illustrates how karpu 

transcends patriarchal ideals of feminine docility, becoming instead an instrument of justice. 

Tejaswini and Jha describe this as “Destiny’s Dance,” where Kannagi’s virtue becomes her agency, 

allowing her to confront divine and human failings alike. In this sense, the epic becomes an early feminist 

text, critiquing both personal betrayal and systemic injustice. 

 

Narrative Interlude and Philosophical Depth 

Canto 24, the “Narrative Interlude,” provides a reflective pause that contextualizes the tragedy within 

larger philosophical frameworks of dharma and cosmic justice. Here, the narrator meditates on the limits 

of human judgment and the ultimate supremacy of moral order: “Though kings may err, the law of 

righteousness is never undone” (Adigal). This section reaffirms that Kannagi’s rage is neither irrational 

nor purely personal but rooted in her moral duty to expose falsehood and restore balance. 

 

Conclusion 

Silappadikaram remains an enduring classic not simply for its poetic elegance but for its profound 

engagement with justice, fate, and feminine power. Kannagi’s transformation into a divine agent of justice 

symbolizes the text’s conviction that steadfast virtue—karpu—can challenge and correct systemic wrongs, 

whether human or cosmic. As Indira Parthasarathy aptly observes, the epic “continues to challenge us to 

rethink the limits of justice and the power of individual conscience” (Sahapedia). 

By transcending its historical and cultural context, Silappadikaram affirms a timeless truth: when human 

justice fails, the moral order still finds a way to restore balance, often through the courage and conviction 

of those least expected to wield it. 
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