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ABSTRACT 

 

The cultural conceptualization of characters in epic literature, particularly the portrayal of women, often 

mirrors the prevailing social norms and values of its time. One such figure, frequently marginalized and 

vilified, is Surpanakha from the Hindu epic Ramayana. Traditionally cast as a villain, her representation in 

Valmiki’s Ramayana and subsequent regional adaptations is imbued with metaphors that speak to broader 

themes of gender, power, and morality. This paper explores the portrayal of Surpanakha in Kambar’s 12th-

century Tamil version of the Ramayana, arguing that it offers a profound challenge to conventional notions of 

womanhood within Tamil Hindu culture, while simultaneously engaging with contemporary discourses on 

feminine strength and resilience. Ancient Hindu texts, including the Upanishads, Puranas, and epics, often 

positioned women as paragons of virtues such as modesty, obedience, and restraint, while men were framed as 

decision-makers and carriers of overt power. These cultural norms deeply influenced the literary construction 

of female characters. In the Ramayana, the ideals of Sanatana Dharma are upheld by protagonists such as 

Rama, Sita, and Lakshmana, while antagonists like Ravana and Surpanakha are portrayed as embodiments of 

Adharma (immorality). Within this dichotomy, ideal women were passive and devoted; those who deviated 

were demonized. 

 

Yet, Surpanakha’s characterization, particularly in Kambar’s retelling reveals metaphorical layers that 

transcend her one-dimensional villainous label. This study employs feminist literary theory, cultural studies, 

and metaphor theory to interrogate the cultural and symbolic meanings embedded in her portrayal. Two 

research questions guide this inquiry: (1) How do metaphors in Kambar’s Tamil Ramayana challenge 

traditional portrayals of womanhood and villainy? and (2) How does Surpanakha’s character function as a 

cultural commentary on gender, power, and resistance within Tamil Hindu society? 

Through close textual analysis, this qualitative research examines metaphors associated with Surpanakha’s 

defiance, persistence, and vulnerability. While her bold actions pursuing Rama, expressing desire, and 

asserting herself are condemned, Kambar’s nuanced depiction invites a deeper interpretation. In Tamil cultural 

contexts where devotion, duty, and restraint are emphasized, Surpanakha’s assertiveness creates tension with 

traditional gender expectations. However, metaphors reflecting her inner strength, emotional depth, and 

unyielding spirit highlight her as a symbol of resistance and resilience. 

 

Unlike Valmiki’s vilification, Kambar’s narrative introduces metaphors that humanize her, depicting a woman 

whose desires and emotions, though socially transgressive, are deeply relatable. The episode of her 

disfigurement her nose being severed is analyzed as a metaphor for the silencing and erasure of female agency 

in patriarchal societies. Yet, her continued defiance becomes emblematic of perseverance in the face of 

Zhuzao/Foundry[ISSN:1001-4977] VOLUME 29 ISSUE 6

PAGE NO : 465



systemic oppression. Ultimately, this paper argues that Surpanakha, far from being a mere antagonist, 

represents a powerful metaphorical figure whose story prompts readers to reconsider gender roles, power 

structures, and cultural narratives. Her portrayal in Kambar’s Ramayana invites a more nuanced understanding 

of femininity within Tamil Hindu society, one that resonates with evolving contemporary ideals of women's 

empowerment and the right to be seen, heard, and respected. 
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Epic literature does more than narrate grand tales of gods, kings, and battles it serves as a cultural blueprint, 

shaping and reflecting the values, ideologies, and social hierarchies of the civilizations from which it 

originates. These narratives, particularly within the South Asian context, are not merely repositories of 

mythological episodes but are pedagogical texts that encode moral, ethical, and cultural instructions. The 

Ramayana, one of the most venerated and widely retold epics in the Hindu tradition, exemplifies this cultural 

function. Through its intricate storytelling and morally charged characters, it reinforces the ideals of dharma 

(righteous conduct) and delineates clear moral binaries between heroes and villains, virtue and vice. Yet, 

amidst these didactic representations, some characters defy neat categorization. One such character is 

Surpanakha, a figure often relegated to the margins of the narrative and interpreted primarily as a grotesque, 

disruptive force whose actions threaten the established moral and social order. Surpanakha, as introduced in 

both Valmiki’s Sanskrit Ramayana and Kambar’s Tamil Ramavataram, is commonly dismissed as a demonic 

temptress whose desires and boldness bring about her downfall. Her mutilation, most notably the cutting of her 

nose—is often portrayed as a just punishment for her transgression against divine heroes. However, this 

oversimplified reading neglects the rich cultural, psychological, and metaphorical dimensions that surround her 

character. In particular, Kambar’s 12th-century Tamil retelling offers a nuanced portrayal that invites a deeper 

interrogation of Surpanakha’s role, especially through the symbolic language and cultural metaphors embedded 

in the text (Richman, 1991). Far from being a flat antagonist, she emerges as a complex, emotionally driven 

figure whose defiance, vulnerability, and persistence offer insights into the gender dynamics and social 

anxieties of her time. 

 

In the context of ancient Hindu literary tradition, gender roles were rigidly defined. Women were idealized as 

embodiments of virtues such as modesty, obedience, devotion, and silence. Men, by contrast, occupied the 

roles of guardians, kings, sages, and warriors, and were socially and spiritually authorized to make decisions 

and assert power (Narayan, 1994). Female characters who transgressed these expectations, who voiced desire, 

acted independently, or defied patriarchal authority, were often depicted as immoral or dangerous, serving as 

cautionary figures within the moral universe of the epics. Surpanakha, who dares to approach Rama, openly 

declares her attraction, and seeks companionship on her own terms, represents such a transgressive figure. Her 

portrayal thus reflects the cultural unease surrounding female sexuality, autonomy, and power. However, in 

Kambar’s Tamil Ramavataram, Surpanakha’s characterization is not limited to that of a demonic seductress. 

Instead, the poet employs poetic devices and metaphors that open up alternative readings of her role. Her 

assertiveness, often interpreted as aggression, can also be read as a form of agency in a world where women 

are expected to be passive. Her pain and humiliation, symbolized through her physical disfigurement, may also 

reflect the deeper societal violence inflicted upon women who challenge gender norms. As Shulman (1985) 

suggests, Kambar’s literary style, rich in symbolic imagery allows for interpretive spaces in which figures like 
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Surpanakha become vehicles for exploring themes of emotional resilience, cultural resistance, and suppressed 

identity. 

 

This paper reconsiders Surpanakha not as a mere villain or comic relief, but as a culturally and symbolically 

significant character who encapsulates the tensions between female agency and patriarchal control. Her story, 

when examined through the lenses of feminist literary theory, cultural studies, and metaphor theory, becomes a 

powerful commentary on the structural inequalities embedded in epic narratives. The metaphors surrounding 

Surpanakha, her pursuit of love, her suffering, her survival mirror the struggles of women across cultures who 

resist being silenced or defined solely by their deviation from normative roles. The study undertakes a close 

textual analysis of Kambar’s Ramavataram, with a particular focus on the metaphoric and cultural implications 

of Surpanakha’s portrayal. Drawing on secondary literature that explores Tamil cultural history, feminist 

reinterpretations of epic literature, and the role of metaphors in constructing gendered meaning, this research 

highlights the emotional, symbolic, and ideological significance of Surpanakha’s character. While the 

mainstream narrative reduces her to a monstrous figure, this paper argues that Kambar’s depiction allows for a 

re-imagining of her identity not as a threat to virtue, but as a woman asserting her presence in a world that 

seeks to marginalize her. Ultimately, this paper contributes to broader scholarly conversations about the 

representation of marginalized female voices in literature, particularly in epics that are central to religious and 

cultural consciousness. By foregrounding Surpanakha as a site of contested meanings, this study not only 

reclaims her narrative from the fringes but also situates her as a mirror through which evolving discussions on 

gender, power, and cultural identity in Tamil Hindu society can be understood. Her story continues to resonate, 

not only as a relic of myth but as a symbol of resistance and empowerment in the face of enduring patriarchal 

structures. 

 

 

 

Literature Review 

 

The Ramayana has long occupied a central place in the canon of South Asian epic literature, inspiring 

countless retellings, adaptations, and academic studies across disciplines including mythology, gender studies, 

cultural criticism, religious studies, and comparative literature. Revered not only as a sacred narrative but also 

as a pedagogical and cultural touchstone, the Ramayana has historically served to consolidate societal values, 

reinforce idealized moral codes, and shape the ethical imagination of Hindu communities across geographical 

and linguistic boundaries. While much scholarly attention has been devoted to the primary characters Rama, 

Sita, Lakshmana, and Ravana, Surpanakha’s portrayal remains relatively underexamined, often treated as 
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peripheral or merely instrumental to the larger narrative arc. Yet, her role is critical, particularly in catalyzing 

the sequence of events that culminate in the central conflict of the epic. This literature review seeks to situate 

the present study within the broader academic discourse while highlighting the underexplored significance of 

Surpanakha’s character, particularly in Kambar’s Tamil retelling, through the intersecting lenses of gender, 

metaphor, and cultural theory. 

 

Traditional interpretations of Surpanakha, especially in Valmiki’s Ramayana, frame her as a grotesque and 

disruptive figure. Her physical appearance is exaggerated, and her actions pursuing Rama and expressing open 

desire are quickly punished, reinforcing her alignment with adharma (unrighteousness) (Goldman, 1984). This 

framing has shaped not only mainstream readings of the character but also popular cultural memory, 

embedding a binary opposition between the chaste, idealized Sita and the uncontrolled, deviant Surpanakha. 

The legacy of such portrayals has persisted across centuries and across versions, often reducing Surpanakha to 

a mere narrative function: the failed seductress whose punishment restores moral order. However, scholars 

such as Paula Richman (1991) and Romila Thapar (1978) have emphasized the importance of regional and 

linguistic variants of the Ramayana in offering alternative perspectives. Richman’s comparative work, 

especially, highlights the multiplicity of voices and cultural values reflected in South Indian adaptations. Even 

so, these analyses tend to focus on central protagonists, often overlooking the potential subversive power 

embedded in minor or vilified characters. In this context, Surpanakha’s marginalization within both literary 

texts and scholarly inquiry becomes a telling reflection of broader patriarchal patterns of exclusion. 

 

Feminist scholarship has made significant strides in reevaluating mythological female figures, treating them 

not merely as narrative tropes but as symbols of cultural anxiety, resistance, and suppressed agency. Uma 

Chakravarti (1993), in her influential work on Brahmanical patriarchy, notes that women who step outside 

prescribed gender norms are transformed into cautionary examples. Their narratives function not to empower 

but to warn, illustrating the consequences of deviating from established ideals of womanhood. Surpanakha, as 

a figure who openly desires, speaks, and acts without male authorization, becomes a prime example of such 

patriarchal containment. Rajeswari Sunder Rajan (1993) extends this argument, contending that mythic female 

characters are either sanctified into silence or vilified for their speech a dichotomy that underscores the 

gendered politics of representation. These perspectives underscore the symbolic weight of Surpanakha’s 

punishment: her mutilation is not merely a plot device, but a culturally encoded act of silencing female 

autonomy. 

 

In the Tamil literary tradition, and particularly in Kambar’s Ramavataram, there is space for a more layered 

interpretation of Surpanakha. While she continues to occupy the position of the antagonist, her characterization 
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exhibits nuances that complicate the conventional reading. Scholars like A.K. Ramanujan (1989) have argued 

that regional retellings such as Kambar’s are not merely translations but cultural reimaginings. The poetic 

language, metaphoric structures, and localized cultural codes embedded in these versions allow for 

reinterpretations that reflect Tamil societal values, emotional registers, and aesthetic preferences. Kambar’s 

Surpanakha is not devoid of emotional complexity. Her longing, pain, and humiliation are conveyed with 

poetic subtlety, allowing the reader to sense a tragic vulnerability beneath her rakshasi exterior. This opens 

interpretive possibilities that move beyond flat villainy toward emotional resonance. 

 

The use of metaphor in Kambar’s retelling is particularly significant. Grounded in the metaphor theory 

advanced by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980), metaphors are not viewed as mere decorative elements 

of language but as fundamental cognitive structures that shape human perception and cultural meaning. 

Applying this framework allows for a symbolic reading of Surpanakha’s physical transformation, not simply as 

punishment for transgression but as a metaphor for the cultural violence enacted upon women who assert their 

desires or defy patriarchal norms. Her disfigurement, especially the cutting of her nose, becomes emblematic 

of the systemic erasure of female voice, sexuality, and autonomy in a male-dominated moral universe. 

Contemporary feminist scholars have also advocated for reading mythological texts “against the grain.” 

Nabaneeta Dev Sen (1995), for instance, urges readers to recover silenced female voices within epics, arguing 

that marginal characters often contain unarticulated critiques of dominant ideologies. Arshia Sattar (1996) 

similarly emphasizes the emotional and psychological depth of female figures in the Ramayana, arguing that 

even within the confines of patriarchal narrative structures, these characters offer powerful moments of 

resistance and meaning. These perspectives open space for reclaiming Surpanakha not merely as a demonic 

failure of femininity, but as a symbol of the emotional, psychological, and cultural struggles faced by women 

rendered invisible by epic norms. 

 

Despite these emerging perspectives, there remains a notable gap in scholarship that systematically engages 

with Surpanakha’s portrayal in Ramavataram, using a triangulated methodology combining feminist criticism, 

cultural studies, and metaphor theory. While some works touch upon her symbolic function or compare 

versions across traditions, few studies explore how Kambar’s poetic strategies and cultural specificity reframe 

her role. Even less attention has been paid to how Surpanakha’s portrayal operates as a site for interrogating 

Tamil constructions of gender, power, and resistance. This paper seeks to address that gap. By anchoring its 

analysis in Kambar’s Ramavataram and employing a critical framework that draws from feminist theory, 

cultural semiotics, and metaphorical analysis, it contributes to an emerging yet underdeveloped discourse 

within Ramayana studies. The aim is to reposition Surpanakha not as a failed temptress but as a symbolically 

rich character whose emotional trajectory, metaphorical dimensions, and cultural significance offer critical 
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insights into the gendered anxieties and normative pressures of Tamil Hindu society. In doing so, the study 

joins a growing scholarly movement to challenge canonical readings and reimagine the epic not as a closed 

moral universe, but as an evolving cultural archive open to reinterpretation, resistance, and feminist 

reclamation. 

 

 

Summary Of Main Characters In The Epic Ramayana 

 

To fully comprehend Surpanakha’s symbolic marginalization and the cultural forces that shape her 

representation, it is vital to first understand the main characters who constitute the moral, emotional, and 

ideological core of the Ramayana. As an epic attributed to sage Valmiki and retold across centuries through 

diverse regional and linguistic lenses including Kambar’s Ramavataram the Ramayana presents a rich 

constellation of figures whose roles are deeply intertwined with the sociocultural norms of ancient Hindu 

society. Each of these characters is more than a narrative entity; they are embodiments of specific ideals, 

virtues, and hierarchies, reflecting and reinforcing the values of the time. Through their interactions 

particularly with Surpanakha emerge deeper tensions around dharma, gender roles, and moral authority. 

 

Rama, The central protagonist and seventh avatar of Vishnu, Rama is celebrated as the epitome of dharma 

(righteousness). As a son, husband, ruler, and warrior, he represents the archetype of ideal manhood in Hindu 

culture. His character is defined by unwavering obedience, self-sacrifice, and moral clarity. Notably, Rama 

chooses exile over kingship to fulfill his father’s promise, thereby upholding the supreme value of filial duty. 

However, Rama’s dharmic decisions are not without complexity. His treatment of women particularly Sita and 

Surpanakha, reveals a tension between personal virtue and societal expectations. His rejection of Surpanakha’s 

advances and tacit approval of her punishment, while seen as upholding order, also reflect the limitations of an 

ideal rooted in patriarchal restraint and moral rigidity. 

 

Sita, Rama’s wife and the embodiment of purity, loyalty, and spiritual strength, stands as the quintessential 

ideal of womanhood. Her unwavering devotion to Rama and endurance of immense suffering, including her 

abduction by Ravana and the ordeal of agnipariksha (trial by fire) have positioned her as a symbol of chastity 

and sacrifice within Hindu tradition. However, her character also invites more nuanced readings: beneath her 

seemingly passive role lies an intense emotional and psychological complexity. Sita’s silence in the face of 

suffering and her final rejection of societal validation through self-immolation in some versions challenge the 

very ideals she is supposed to represent. Her idealization becomes particularly significant when juxtaposed 

with Surpanakha, who is condemned for expressing desires that Sita must repress. 
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Lakshmana, Rama’s younger brother and his constant companion, Lakshmana is characterized by fierce loyalty 

and impulsive righteousness. His role in the mutilation of Surpanakha is pivotal: when she expresses desire and 

agency, Lakshmana violently disfigures her, cutting off her nose and ears in an act portrayed as justified 

vengeance. This act is often interpreted as a defense of dharma and a protection of Sita’s honor. Yet, it 

simultaneously exposes the underlying gendered violence accepted within the epic framework, violence that 

becomes sacred when wielded in defense of patriarchal purity. Lakshmana thus becomes a symbol of righteous 

fury, but also of the unchecked male authority that disciplines and silences transgressive femininity. 

 

Ravana, As the primary antagonist and the ten-headed ruler of Lanka, Ravana is both villain and complex 

figure. Brother to Surpanakha, Ravana is portrayed as a formidable warrior, an erudite scholar, and a devout 

devotee of Lord Shiva. His abduction of Sita is the catalyst for the epic’s central conflict. While his act is 

condemned, Ravana’s character resists total demonization, particularly in South Indian and Tamil traditions, 

where his intellect, artistic mastery, and spiritual depth are acknowledged. His dual identity as both a noble 

ruler and a transgressor mirrors the complexity of epic morality. Ravana’s deep bond with Surpanakha, and his 

eventual retaliation for her humiliation, adds further dimensions to his character as a brother, protector, and 

avenger. 

 

Hanuman, the devoted monkey warrior and servant of Rama, symbolizes unwavering loyalty, immense 

strength, and self-effacing devotion. As a divine being born of the wind god Vayu, Hanuman’s mission to find 

Sita and aid in the battle against Ravana is critical to the resolution of the epic. His character represents ideal 

bhakti (devotion) and functions as a bridge between the divine and the human. In the context of Surpanakha’s 

story, Hanuman stands in stark contrast: where she is punished for expressing desire, Hanuman is exalted for 

channeling his devotion entirely toward a male figure of authority, reflecting gendered expectations around 

love, loyalty, and power. 

 

Kaikeyi, Dasaratha, and Bharata, The political and emotional foundation of the Ramayana is shaped by figures 

such as Queen Kaikeyi, Rama’s stepmother whose request for her son Bharata’s ascension leads to Rama’s 

exile; King Dasaratha, who dies heartbroken after sending his beloved son away; and Bharata, who refuses to 

rule in Rama’s absence and instead governs in his name. These characters reflect the familial obligations, inner 

conflicts, and sacrificial decisions that undergird the epic’s moral universe. While Kaikeyi is vilified for her 

ambition, her actions also reveal the limited agency afforded to royal women, who must wield influence 

through indirect means. The emotional trauma experienced by this triad adds depth to the familial relationships 

and foregrounds the personal costs of adhering to societal codes. 
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Surpanakha, Often relegated to the role of a disruptive and grotesque antagonist, Surpanakha’s character holds 

far greater narrative and symbolic significance than is typically acknowledged. As Ravana’s sister, she enters 

the epic as a passionate, desiring woman who seeks romantic companionship with Rama. Her boldness, 

marked by her unashamed articulation of desire, violates the gender norms of the time, resulting in brutal 

punishment. Lakshmana’s mutilation of her face is not only a moment of narrative climax but a symbolic act of 

patriarchal control. Surpanakha becomes the scapegoat whose humiliation catalyzes the central war, yet her 

emotional pain is neither acknowledged nor explored in depth. In retellings like Kambar’s Ramavataram, 

however, glimmers of her inner life her persistence, emotional vulnerability, and familial loyalty emerge, 

offering an entry point for feminist and cultural reinterpretations. Surpanakha’s character is made meaningful 

in relation to those around her. Her fate stands in stark contrast to Sita’s exaltation, Lakshmana’s valor, and 

Rama’s righteousness. She is punished for what others are praised for: expressing desire, acting with 

conviction, and challenging social norms. Her marginalization, therefore, is not incidental it is deeply 

structural, exposing the boundaries of acceptable womanhood within the epic’s moral universe. 

Taken together, the main characters of the Ramayana do not exist in isolation; their identities and moral arcs 

are constructed in relation to one another. The story’s central values dharma, devotion, sacrifice, and loyalty 

are given meaning through contrast as much as through idealization. Surpanakha’s treatment within this 

framework reveals the epic’s gendered logic: women who conform are sanctified, those who defy are vilified. 

By reassessing her role within the broader constellation of characters, this study aims to reveal the deeper 

cultural and symbolic implications of her marginalization, and to argue for her reclamation as a metaphor for 

silenced female agency in classical literature. 

 

 

Surpanakha- The ‘Heroine’ 

 

Surpanakha, a figure often dismissed or demonized in the Hindu epic Ramayana, is traditionally introduced as 

the rakshasi (demoness) sister of Ravana, the antagonist king of Lanka. She emerges in the narrative as a force 

of disruption and desire, daring to approach Rama with romantic interest only to be ridiculed, humiliated, and 

violently punished. In Valmiki’s Sanskrit version, she is described in grotesque terms: aggressive, lascivious, 

and physically deformed, serving more as a narrative device to contrast and thereby glorify Rama’s virtue and 

Sita’s purity (Narayan, 1994). This portrayal, however, reveals far more about cultural anxieties surrounding 

female autonomy and unregulated desire than it does about Surpanakha herself. This paper seeks to move 

beyond her demonization, reframing Surpanakha not merely as a failed seductress or a plot catalyst, but as an 

emotionally complex figure whose defiance disrupts the gendered expectations embedded within the epic’s 
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patriarchal worldview. Especially in Kambar’s 12th-century Tamil retelling, the Ramavataram, her portrayal 

while still tragic carries undertones of empathy and depth. Tamil Hindu society, with its rich layers of ethical, 

poetic, and devotional discourse, often policed expressions of feminine agency. Yet, within its literature, we 

occasionally encounter moments where women’s voices emerge, encoded in metaphor and emotion. 

Surpanakha’s story, viewed through this cultural lens, reveals a woman struggling not just for love, but for 

recognition. 

 

Kambar does not absolve or redeem Surpanakha in a conventional sense her nose is still cut off, her desires are 

still seen as transgressive but he also does not strip her of humanity. His Surpanakha exhibits longing and 

vulnerability alongside assertiveness. Her yearning is not reduced to vulgar lust but is imbued with emotional 

intensity, the desire for intimacy and companionship. These traits, undeniably human, are denied legitimacy in 

the rigid moral framework of the epic world (Richman, 1991). By granting her these emotional textures, 

Kambar resists her one-dimensional vilification and instead renders her pain legible, if not entirely justifiable. 

Why, then, consider Surpanakha a heroine? Heroism, particularly in epic traditions, is often equated with 

divine favor, physical valor, and moral perfection. Yet there is another kind of heroism subtler, quieter, but no 

less significant. It lies in resistance, in emotional endurance, and in the courage to speak and act in the face of 

mockery, rejection, and violence. Surpanakha’s insistence on expressing her desires, her confrontation with 

Rama and Lakshmana, and her refusal to remain silent even after her brutal mutilation all signal a form of 

feminine strength that challenges classical notions of virtue and worth. Her defiance though punished, echoes 

the experiences of countless women who refuse to suppress their voices in the face of cultural silencing. 

 

In the Tamil literary tradition, which often employs layered metaphor to explore ethical and emotional 

complexity, figures like Surpanakha become more than just characters they become symbols. Female figures 

who express agency, devotion, and pain such as Andal, Kannagi, and others are treated with reverence in 

specific contexts. Though Surpanakha may not receive such sanctification, her portrayal in Kambar’s epic 

nonetheless invites introspection. Through her suffering, we are confronted with the cost of defiance; through 

her persistence, we glimpse the possibility of emotional truth beneath the monstrous exterior (Shulman, 1985). 

To cast Surpanakha as an “overlooked heroine” is not to rewrite the moral code of the Ramayana, but to 

challenge the interpretive traditions that have long reduced her to a caricature. Her story, when read 

metaphorically, becomes a powerful narrative of feminine resistance a voice that dares to exist in a world that 

renders desire grotesque when expressed by women outside sanctioned norms. In this light, Surpanakha 

transforms into a symbol not of evil, but of visibility: a voice that, though vilified, refuses to be erased. 

 

Meenakshi: The Girl Who Became Surpanakha 
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Before she was branded a demoness before her name became synonymous with seduction and shame 

Surpanakha was known as Meenakshi, a name that evokes beauty, dignity, and grace. In Tamil culture, 

“Meenakshi,” meaning “fish-eyed one,” is an epithet of ideal feminine beauty, famously associated with the 

goddess Meenakshi of Madurai, a symbol of divine power, wisdom, and compassion. That such a name once 

belonged to Surpanakha invites reflection on the vast distance between who she was born to be and what the 

epic tradition ultimately allowed her to become. Meenakshi was the only daughter of the sage-turned-demon 

king Vishravas and his rakshasi wife, Kaikesi. Her lineage was complex, rooted in the tension between tapasya 

(spiritual discipline) and asuric power. She was the sister of Ravana, the mighty king of Lanka; Kumbhakarna, 

the formidable warrior; and Vibhishana, the pious and dharmic brother who would later ally with Rama. Born 

into a family of extraordinary power and destiny, Meenakshi’s early life might have been filled with learning, 

affection, and expectation. Yet, unlike her brothers, her story is not preserved in legend as one of intellect or 

bravery. Instead, it becomes a tale of emotional exile. 

 

Traditional narratives offer little about her girlhood, but through a feminist lens, we can begin to reimagine 

Meenakshi not as a mythic villainess, but as a spirited and curious girl growing up in the shadow of powerful 

men. As the only daughter in a royal household, she may have been cherished, but like many women in epic 

narratives, her dreams were likely shaped and stifled by limitation. According to some versions of the epic, she 

married a danava prince named Vidyutjihva. His death at the hands of her own family marked the beginning of 

her descent into grief, rage, and eventual marginalization (Goldman, 2007). From that moment, the girl full of 

love and hope began to vanish, replaced by a woman marked by longing, rejection, and emotional desolation. 

Kambar’s Tamil Ramavataram does not elaborate on Meenakshi’s personal history, but his poetic language 

and metaphorical richness leave space for readers to sense her inner world. In Kambar’s hands, Surpanakha is 

not merely consumed by lust; she is a woman who once loved, who once hoped, and who continues to yearn 

for intimacy in a world that interprets female desire as dangerous. Her transformation is not merely narrative, it 

is cultural. Meenakshi becomes a cautionary tale: do not be too bold, do not love too freely, do not speak your 

desire. 

 

The tragedy of Meenakshi lies not only in her rejection but in the erasure of her grief. Her love was dismissed. 

Her pursuit of Rama was ridiculed. Her voice was silenced through physical violence. Her mutilation both 

symbolic and literal marked the moment Meenakshi was overwritten by the image of Surpanakha. Yet the 

echoes of the young girl remain. Her character, even in her vilification, is haunted by unfulfilled dreams: to be 

seen, to be cherished, to be someone’s beloved. In reframing Surpanakha as an overlooked heroine, this paper 

seeks not merely to recover complexity, but to reclaim the memory of Meenakshi, the girl behind the rakshasi. 
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Her story reminds us that behind every demonized woman in literature lies a narrative of emotion, 

vulnerability, and human longing. To call her a heroine is not to excuse her, but to remember her fully, not as a 

caricature of lust and vengeance, but as a woman who once loved deeply and refused to let that love be erased 

by society’s judgment. 

 

The Wound Of Desire: A Love Rejected 

 

In Kambar’s Ramavataram, Surpanakha’s entrance into Rama’s life is not marked by sword or sorcery, but by 

longing and vulnerability. Wandering alone in the forest, she stumbles upon Rama’s hermitage and is 

immediately captivated, not merely by his radiant form, but by the calm authority of his presence. She is drawn 

to his aura of dharma, his nobility tempered with stillness. In that moment, Surpanakha is not a rakshasi, but a 

woman: lonely, curious, and moved by a deeply human yearning to be seen, touched, and loved. Her approach 

is bold, yes but not malicious. In a world where women were expected to be passive, demure, and veiled in 

modesty, Surpanakha walks directly up to Rama and declares her desire. She does not mask it in coyness or 

euphemism. She says she wants him, that she is suitable for him, and that he should choose her over Sita. To 

Rama, this is an affront. To Surpanakha, it is honesty. Her pursuit, dramatized with epic exaggeration, is in 

essence a moment of radical self-expression. She owns her desire without shame, without apology. Rama’s 

rejection is laced with mockery. He tells her he is a married man and points her toward Lakshmana, suggesting 

his younger brother might be more available. Lakshmana, in turn, plays along, claiming he is just a servant, 

powerless to act without Rama’s approval. The two brothers pass her along as a joke, their dharmic masks 

slipping into cruelty. Surpanakha’s humiliation is complete when she realizes she is being toyed with. She 

lashes out not because she is evil, but because she is wounded, embarrassed, and deeply shamed. 

 

In some versions, she attacks Sita out of jealousy or desperation, seeing in her the reason for her rejection. In 

Kambar’s Tamil rendering, this moment carries a more symbolic weight: it reflects the agony of a woman who 

feels displaced, unloved, and invisible. And then comes the punishment. Her nose is cut off Lakshmana, at 

Rama’s command, strikes her face with his sword. The violence is swift, public, and deeply symbolic. In the 

South Indian and broader Hindu cultural context, the nose is a sign of honor particularly for women. To lose it 

is to lose dignity. In this one act, Surpanakha is transformed from a woman into a demoness, her humanity 

erased, her longing condemned, and her body mutilated. The question remains: What was her real crime? Was 

it her desire? Her boldness? Her refusal to quietly accept rejection? If the brothers had simply said “no” with 

dignity, would the course of the epic have changed? This is the moment where the Ramayana invites a feminist 

reading. Surpanakha is not punished for wickedness she is punished for nonconformity. For breaking the rules 

of ideal womanhood. She does not wait in silence. She speaks. She moves. She chooses. 

Zhuzao/Foundry[ISSN:1001-4977] VOLUME 29 ISSUE 6

PAGE NO : 476



 

What if her love was real? What if she saw in Rama not just physical beauty, but strength of spirit a partner, 

not just a possession? What if she, like anyone, simply wanted to belong? Her rejection and the brutality that 

follows speaks volumes about the discomfort society feels when a woman steps beyond her assigned role. 

Especially a woman who is not idealized, not soft, not chaste not the Sita archetype. Here, dharma begins to 

fracture. The actions of Rama and Lakshmana, celebrated as righteous and protective, are exposed as gendered 

and punitive. They humiliate a woman not for what she has done, but for who she dares to be: a woman 

unafraid of her own desire. Her mutilation becomes more than punishment it becomes a metaphor for the 

cultural violence inflicted on women who refuse silence. Kambar does not glorify this act. His poetry lingers in 

the emotional aftermath. The reader is left not with a triumphant hero, but with the image of a bleeding 

woman, cast aside and mocked. Not a villain, but a symbol. A mirror held up to a culture that silences female 

truth when it is too loud, too raw, too real. Surpanakha’s love, her humiliation, and her defiance are not 

footnotes in the epic they are cultural fault lines. Her story compels us to ask: Who gets to love openly? Who 

gets to say no without cruelty? And who bears the cost when female desire is treated as a threat? 

 

Cultural Norms And The Making Of A Villainess 

 

Surpanakha’s portrayal, especially in Kambar’s Ramavataram, reflects the values, fears, and ideals of Tamil 

Hindu culture during the medieval period. To understand why she is punished not just for her actions but for 

her very being we must explore the cultural codes that governed womanhood. In Tamil society, as in many 

traditional societies, devotion, chastity, and submission were idealized feminine traits, while power, 

assertiveness, and sexuality were considered dangerous when expressed outside patriarchal norms. In Tamil 

literature and religious texts, the ideal woman is often embodied in the concept of karpu, a symbol of 

unwavering chastity, obedience, and silence. Figures like Sita, Kannagi, and Andal are revered precisely 

because they exemplify self-restraint, sacrifice, and moral purity. Surpanakha, by contrast, is a direct challenge 

to this ideal. She is not passive. She seeks. She speaks. She chooses. Her sexual agency, her boldness in 

expressing desire, and her refusal to retreat when rejected all mark her as “other.” Within this cultural 

framework, a woman who desires especially one who is neither ideal in appearance nor in caste—becomes a 

threat to social order. 

 

Kambar’s portrayal of Surpanakha, though grounded in the bhakti tradition, reflects these cultural anxieties. 

While Valmiki’s narrative often adheres to stark moral binaries (dharma vs adharma), Kambar’s Tamil 

Ramayana is more layered, enriched with symbolism and poetic ambiguity. In this context, Surpanakha 

becomes more than a rakshasi she becomes a metaphor for female defiance in a world that demands 
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submission. The violent mutilation of Surpanakha by Lakshmana, under Rama’s command, can also be 

understood through a cultural lens. In traditional South Indian society, particularly in Tamil Nadu, the nose is a 

potent symbol of beauty, respectability, and honor. To cut off a woman’s nose is to strip her of dignity a form 

of social execution. This punishment is not merely about stopping a demoness; it is about disciplining a woman 

who dared to cross culturally sanctioned boundaries. It reflects the deeper mechanisms by which societies 

control female sexuality through shame, violence, and symbolic erasure. In the logic of the epic, it was not 

enough for Rama to reject her; he had to humiliate her, to reassert the hierarchy between the righteous man and 

the unruly woman. Surpanakha’s identity as a rakshasi is itself a cultural construction. In many literary 

traditions, female rakshasis symbolize non-conforming women those who defy norms in appearance, behavior, 

or belief. They are cautionary figures, used to warn, ridicule, or punish. But when we read Surpanakha as 

Meenakshi, a woman with love, longing, and a desire for connection we see how culture itself shapes her 

transformation. Society does not merely reject her; it renames and reframes her as a monster. This 

transformation is not born of her evil deeds, but of her refusal to remain invisible. Kambar, though working 

within a devotional narrative, provides a textured portrayal that allows for this reinterpretation. His metaphors 

offer glimpses of her emotional depth, her pain, and her humanity though never fully redeeming her in the 

traditional sense. It is precisely in these poetic silences, in the spaces between his verses, that modern readers 

can hear the cultural echoes of a woman’s cry for love, for dignity, for selfhood. From a cultural perspective, 

Surpanakha is not merely the villainess who precipitates a war. She is the catalyst who exposes the cracks in a 

moral system that claims to be just, but repeatedly fails its women. She is a figure who asks for love and 

receives shame, who is rejected not because she is wrong, but because she is different. In doing so, she 

becomes a mirror for every woman who has ever been punished for wanting more than society was willing to 

give. 

 

 

Metaphors Of Monstrosity And Desire: A Symbolic Reading Of Surpanakha 

 

To understand Surpanakha’s portrayal in Kambar’s Ramayana beyond the literal narrative, one must turn to 

metaphor theory a powerful lens in literary and cultural studies that reveals how figurative language shapes 

thought, identity, and social values. Drawing on the work of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (2003), 

metaphors are not merely stylistic embellishments; they form the conceptual frameworks through which we 

interpret reality. In the case of Surpanakha, metaphors of monstrosity, disfigurement, and desire play a central 

role in encoding cultural anxieties about female agency and non-conformity. At the heart of her portrayal lies 

the metaphor of the rakshasa not simply as a literal demoness, but as a symbolic construction of the 

“unacceptable woman.” In Tamil Hindu culture, particularly as seen through devotional texts like Kambar’s 
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Ramayana, ideal femininity is defined by modesty, loyalty, chastity, and emotional restraint. Surpanakha is 

positioned as the anti-ideal. Her assertive speech, her open expression of desire, and her unwillingness to 

quietly retreat are framed not only as transgressive but as inhuman. Her categorization as a rakshasi is thus not 

a biological fact but a cultural metaphor: she is a woman who refuses to be silent, and therefore must be 

rendered monstrous. 

 

Another powerful metaphor is mutilation as silencing. When Lakshmana cuts off Surpanakha’s nose, the act 

transcends physical violence it becomes a metaphor for erasing female voice and autonomy. In many South 

Asian cultures, the nose is a symbolic site of honor, especially for women. The idiom of “losing one’s nose” 

(mukhkaṭṭu, mukham kuraiyudhal) signifies shame or loss of dignity. Surpanakha’s disfigurement is thus a 

symbolic punishment for transgressing gender norms. Her literal wound becomes a cultural signifier of 

discipline, a warning etched into the body of a woman who dared to desire. Kambar’s poetic rendering of 

Surpanakha is rich in symbolic contrast. Her dark skin, harsh voice, and bold movements are set against Sita’s 

golden complexion, soft-spoken demeanor, and passive beauty. These contrasts operate as moral metaphors: 

beauty aligns with virtue, darkness with danger. In this binary, Surpanakha’s very body becomes a metaphor 

for chaos, a disorder that threatens the dharmic world Rama is meant to protect. Yet metaphors can also offer 

resistance. If her mutilation symbolizes the suppression of female voice, then her survival and continued 

presence in the epic signify resilience. Despite humiliation, she does not vanish. She retreats, she grieves, and 

later becomes a catalyst for Ravana’s war a conflict that, symbolically, questions the cost of patriarchal pride. 

Her persistence, even after rejection, forces the narrative to acknowledge the consequences of silencing 

women. 

 

Even her love for Rama initially framed as grotesque or inappropriate can be reinterpreted through a symbolic 

lens as a metaphor for the human longing for connection, validation, and even spiritual union. In bhakti 

literature, longing (viraha) is often idealized and feminized. But in Surpanakha’s case, that longing is distorted 

by her social status and physical form. This reveals a deeper metaphor: only certain kinds of women are 

permitted to desire; others are punished for the same longing. The metaphor of the face and identity is equally 

potent. To lose her nose is to lose her face her symbolic self as a woman. As feminist metaphor theorists argue, 

the body is the canvas upon which power scripts its narratives. Surpanakha’s body is inscribed with shame. Yet 

even when stripped of dignity, she speaks. She acts. She resists. This defiance transforms her into a subversive 

metaphor a dark mirror to Sita, both a warning and a provocation. Ultimately, while Kambar’s text aligns with 

bhakti and devotional values, it also leaves space for reinterpretation. His metaphors do not fully condemn nor 

redeem Surpanakha, but instead invite reflection. When viewed through a feminist and cultural lens, she 

emerges not merely as a rakshasi to be defeated, but as a powerful symbol of suppressed desire, rejected 
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identity, and enduring resistance. Surpanakha becomes a metaphor for every woman who has been told she is 

too much too loud, too bold, too different. In this light, she is no longer a villainess. She becomes a cultural 

metaphor in herself: the overlooked heroine, whose story challenges us to see beyond the binaries of virtue and 

sin, and confront the deeper metaphors of power, gender, and identity that continue to shape our understanding 

of femininity. 

 

Commentary On Feminine Virtues And Roles 

 

In revisiting Surpanakha’s portrayal, it becomes impossible to ignore the deeper cultural commentary 

embedded in her story specifically, what it has historically meant to be a “virtuous” woman within the Hindu 

epic tradition. Her narrative challenges more than our understanding of a mythological figure; it forces us to 

interrogate the values that have long shaped the ideal of femininity in Tamil Hindu society. Throughout this 

paper, I have traced how Surpanakha originally Meenakshi transforms from a woman filled with love and 

longing into a symbol of monstrosity and ridicule. Her journey is not merely personal; it is political and deeply 

cultural. She stands as the antithesis of the idealized woman, especially when contrasted with figures like Sita, 

whose unwavering devotion, silence, and self-restraint have been idealized for generations. The more I 

examine these contrasts, the more evident it becomes that femininity has been culturally scripted: to be 

desirable, a woman must also be silent; to be worthy, she must be obedient. 

 

In Tamil society and broadly within the Hindu tradition values such as karpu (chastity), obedience, modesty, 

and endurance are upheld as the foundational virtues of womanhood. Women who deviate from these ideals 

who speak their desires, assert themselves, or demand recognition are often marginalized, vilified, or 

symbolically punished. Surpanakha, as previously discussed, exemplifies such cultural punishment. Her 

mutilation especially the cutting of her nose carries immense symbolic weight. In South Asian contexts, the 

nose represents more than physical beauty; it is intimately tied to honor, dignity, and social status. To lose it is 

not merely a physical act it is a moral and social silencing. What remains troubling is this: why must a woman 

be punished for love? Why is the expression of desire coded as deviance? Surpanakha’s bold declaration of 

love to Rama and Lakshmana may appear excessive or inappropriate within the framework of the epic, but is it 

not also fundamentally human? The fact that her advances are not met with dignified rejection but with brutal 

disfigurement reveals more about the gendered power structures of the epic than about her own character. 

Viewed through this lens, Surpanakha becomes a cultural metaphor for the dangers of female agency. Feminist 

scholar Uma Chakravarti (1993) discusses how early Indian patriarchal frameworks constructed rigid 

boundaries around acceptable female behavior, using mythological narratives to reinforce these boundaries. 
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Women like Surpanakha, who defy these roles, are symbolically recast as rakshasa, not because they are 

inherently evil, but because they are independent. 

 

In writing this, I do not attempt to redeem Surpanakha as a flawless or misunderstood heroine. Rather, I aim to 

uncover the layers of metaphor and meaning that lie beneath her portrayal. She is not merely a character in an 

epic; she is a cultural mirror reflecting society’s discomfort with women who desire, who speak, who refuse to 

conform. In this sense, she becomes an unexpected kind of heroine flawed, wounded, but defiantly present. 

This section thus serves as a reminder that the roles women are allowed to occupy are not only shaped by 

mythology, but by the enduring cultural expectations that continue to regulate femininity today. Surpanakha 

challenges these roles. And through her story, we are invited perhaps even compelled—to reconsider what it 

means to be virtuous, and more importantly, who holds the authority to define that virtue. 

 

 

In Her Own Voice: Surpanakha Speaks, First-Person Narrative 

 

They remember me only by the wound. In every retelling of the Ramayana, my name Surpanakha is uttered 

like a warning. A grotesque footnote. A lesson in shame. A demoness who dared to love and was disfigured for 

it. But what if I told you I was once Meenakshi? Not the snarling rakshasi that the verses recall, but a woman 

with laughter in her eyes and dreams that stretched beyond the forest I lived in. This reflective piece is not a 

rewriting of the Ramayana, but an unearthing a reclamation of voice, identity, and pain. In imagining 

Surpanakha’s voice, I ask: what would she say if we let her speak for herself? 

 

I was not always the monster you made me out to be. 

I became that when the world made no space for my softness. 

 

Surpanakha's transformation is not just literal it is metaphorical. She becomes monstrous not because of her 

birth, but because of her nonconformity. She approaches Rama not with seduction, but with sincerity. She 

dares to express desire openly, in a world that punishes women for speaking what should remain silent. Her 

rejection is not gentle it is violent, cruel, final. Her mutilation, the cutting of her nose, is a symbolic act of 

silencing. In South Asian culture, the nose is a site of honor, dignity, womanhood. To lose it is to lose face 

both literally and socially. 

 

They cut my nose, my face, my pride, my voice. 

They didn’t just disfigure me 
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They declared to the world what happens 

when a woman dares to want more than silence. 

 

This act of violence is not an isolated incident. It speaks to a larger pattern one deeply embedded in epic 

narratives, religious teachings, and cultural memory. Women who speak out, love freely, or demand to be seen 

are often punished, not just in myth, but in life. Surpanakha becomes a symbol of that punishment, but also of 

resistance. Her voice, when imagined anew, becomes a mirror reflecting society’s discomfort with women who 

want, who question, who refuse to disappear. 

 

I asked for no throne. 

I did not seek kingdoms. 

I only asked to be seen. 

And when I was seen 

I was ridiculed. 

 

As a scholar and reader, I do not seek to absolve Surpanakha of every flaw, nor to vilify those who wronged 

her. Rather, I offer this reimagining as a reflective gesture a way to listen closely to the voices muted by 

tradition. To reconsider the “villains” of our stories and what they might reveal about us. In giving Surpanakha 

her voice back, we challenge the narratives that have told women to stay quiet, to stay small, to stay within 

bounds. And we remember: even a severed voice can echo. 

 

I am not the villain of this tale. 

I am the echo of truth 

you were too afraid to hear. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Surpanakha’s presence in the Ramayana is brief, yet the consequences of her encounter with Rama and 

Lakshmana ripple throughout the epic. Traditionally dismissed as a grotesque and lustful villainess, her 

character has long been confined to the margins of both narrative and scholarship. However, when re-examined 

through the lenses of feminist literary theory, cultural studies, and metaphor analysis, especially within the 

framework of Kambar’s Tamil Ramayana, Surpanakha emerges as more than just a disruptive force. She is a 

woman with emotions, agency, and a voice, however silenced it may have been. By tracing her roots as 

Meenakshi a young woman full of dreams and familial bonds and following her transformation into 
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Surpanakha, we encounter a figure whose desires and vulnerability reflect universal human experiences. Her 

humiliation and mutilation, symbolically rich and culturally significant, expose the deeply patriarchal logic that 

punishes female agency and desire, especially when expressed outside the norms of virtue and modesty. 

 

The metaphors surrounding her appearance, speech, and fate serve not only to other and dehumanize her, but 

also to reinforce dominant ideals of femininity represented by characters like Sita. However, in questioning 

these ideals and highlighting the contradictions they expose, Surpanakha’s character invites us to reflect on 

what it truly means to be virtuous, powerful, and female in ancient narratives and how these definitions 

continue to shape modern perceptions of womanhood. In giving Surpanakha a voice through first-person 

narrative, cultural re-contextualization, and symbolic reading this article argues for her redefinition not as a 

villain, but as an overlooked heroine. Her story, reimagined and reclaimed, becomes a powerful critique of 

gendered storytelling in epic literature and a testament to the enduring need for justice not just for Surpanakha, 

but for all women whose stories remain untold or misunderstood. Ultimately, this study offers more than a 

reinterpretation; it proposes a cultural reckoning. Surpanakha’s pain, her rejection, and her resilience compel us 

to see her not as the grotesque other, but as a symbol of silenced strength a woman whose journey, though 

marked by shame, deserves recognition, empathy, and perhaps, redemption. 
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