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Abstract: 

Is an artist an aesthetic outcaste? Who ostracizes him? Who impedes his very 

sense of expression? These fundamental questions are universal right from the beginning 

of human civilization getting transmuted into cultural expression like literature. The 

present paper tries to see the contemporary scenario of a writer’s freedom getting 

coloured and compromised in a rather politically and socially hegemonized order. The 

ideological tools of religion, decorum, social taboos all curtail the free will in thinking as 

well as in writing.  

Taking some of the immediate instances like that of the Tamil writer Perumal 

Murugan, this paper widens the argument as a global issue bordering on writers like 

Rushdie and Orhan Pamuk. All these masterly writers are marching on to a world where 

poetry comes as a religion as we find in Sachidanathan poem “Kavitha oru Matham”.  

The paper also problematises the notion that it is in such a dialogue between the 

expression and its rejection that masterpieces are born. We know any piece of writing 

that is dialogic in nature and debatable in argument stand the test of time. They involve in 

the constant confrontation with a cultural milieu. Such a theory takes its birth from 

Russia where writes like Bakhtin problematised dialogism in literature. Russia once had 

strict yoke on the free flow of creative writing singling it out from all social decorum.   

This paper argues that the universal notion of the unending tussle between 

creative expression and social and cultural restraints, the worth of dialogic and debate 
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oriented literature to interest the reading public.  Russian literature and their abiding 

position in the literary parlance of thinking is discussed with examples like Boris 

Pasternak. The paper zeroes in to the argument that to dawn the conceptual religion of 

poetry writers should go on writing in a platform where rejection springs up on and on.  

Key words: Hegemony, Freedom, Human Rights, Governmentality, J.S. Mill, Perumal 

Murugan. 

 

 “Perumal Murugan, the writer is dead. I am not god, thus no resurrection. I don’t believe 

in rebirth.  I am, there by withdrawing all my published works including One Part Woman”, says 

Perumal Murugan whose above quoted text has created fury among some religious  sects in 

Tamilnadu.  He also added that he is not to attend any public programmes as a literary figure and 

would like to live simply as a school teacher.  He is to stop the writing career because of the 

threat from the Hindutwa forces and elite class Hindus.  He also agreed to apologize to the 

religious fundamentalists along with the withdrawal of all the books from the market.  We have 

witnessed many such dangers lurking behind the curtain to eat up the purity of words.  Not only 

power but religious fundamentalism also had its share in attempting to destroy the harmony of 

letters.  The reaction against Perumal Murugan is appalling in all its sense.  Those who are 

coroneted newly in the corridors of power are trying to scrutinize literature in their own ways.  

When the arms of the Sanghparivar forces got sharpened, the novelist had to flee and to live in 

hiding.  When the life itself became a question mark, the novelist had to bend his knees in front 

of the fundamentalists.  It is a great fun in the whole history of literature that those who oppose 

the creative writings are never the hard core readers of literature. In its stead, those who oppose 

will never have gone through any of such writings at all whether it is in the case of Salman 

Rushdi or Thasleema Nasrin or Boris Pasternak.  It is to be remembered in this juncture that the 

first constitutional amendment of 1951 in India was to deploy certain control over the freedom of 

expression and the same in America in 1791 was to cancel all the control over the freedom of 

expression.   
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Instead of protecting the writer, the government and bureaucracy tried hard to stand up 

for the cause of the culprits.  This issue was treated by the government in tune with the interests 

of fascists.  What infuriated the Hindutwa was the description of a tradition which is said to have 

existed in the native village of Murugan.  The tradition explained was conducted on  the Vaikashi 

Vishakham day in which the childless couple were allowed to sleep with someone else so that 

they may be blessed with a child.  Though the Puranas and Vedas depict many such affairs and 

many important figures such as Dhritarashtra, Pandava,Sreerama, Bharatha, Laxmana and 

Satrughna are born in this way.  Manusmruti has acknowledged this custom as Niyoga.  Anyway 

in a democratic country like India, the freedom of expression has nothing to do with the dos and 

don’ts of any religion.  The consent of a religion shall never be the criterion for a literary piece of 

work.  The ultimate concern should be the literary work and the right or freedom of the litterateur 

to do his/her work.  Here comes the issue of Freedom of speech/expression.  Freedom of speech 

is the political right to communicate one's opinions and ideas. The term freedom of expression is 

sometimes used synonymously, but includes any act of seeking, receiving and imparting 

information or ideas, regardless of the medium used.   

Freedom of expression is, no doubt, part of human rights.  Violation of human rights is 

one of the most worrying issues of the present time for the entire world civilization.  Respect for 

human rights and human dignity is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.  

Human rights are universal since they are said to belong to all humans in every society.  Human 

rights are also supposed to be inalienable because they flow from and protect human existence 

and they cannot be taken away without endangering the value of human existence.  Human rights 

are a product of a philosophical debate that has raged for over two thousand years within various 

cultures and civilizations.  People have been unsatisfied with the notion that what is right or good 

is simply what a particular society or ruling elite feels is right or good at any given point of time.  

This unease has led to a quest for enduring moral imperatives that bind societies and their rulers 

over time and place to place.  However, the universal and inalienable qualities of human rights 

are disputable in both its conception and operation.  Possession of human rights relates to 

whether they are benefits intended for individuals and also be collective benefits for groups of 

humans.  Upholding human rights and opposing human wrongs is the work of all who seek to 
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provide freedom of speech and expression, for all who seek justice, for who seek an end to 

tyranny and oppression, for all who seek peace and an end to violence.  Thus talking for the 

cause of banned and ostracized writers like Perumal Murugan also becomes a human right 

protection activity.   

Governments restrict speech/writing with varying limitations.  There are limitations of 

the freedom of expression related to slander, pornography, obscenity, sedition, hate speech, 

copyright violation, right to privacy, public security, public order, public nuisance and so on.  

John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) argued that without human freedom there can be no progress in 

science, law or politics, which according to Mill required free discussion of opinion. Mill's On 

Liberty, published in 1859 became a classic defence of the right to freedom of expression.  Mill 

argued that truth drives out falsity, therefore the free expression of ideas, true or false, should not 

be feared. Truth is not stable or fixed, but evolves with time. Mill argued that much of what we 

once considered true has turned out false. Therefore views should not be prohibited for their 

apparent falsity. Mill also argued that free discussion is necessary to prevent the "deep slumber 

of a decided opinion". Discussion would drive the onwards march of truth and by considering 

false views the basis of true views could be re-affirmed.  Furthermore, Mill argued that an 

opinion only carries intrinsic value to the owner of that opinion, thus silencing the expression of 

that opinion is an injustice to a basic human right. For Mill, the only instance in which speech 

can be justifiably suppressed is in order to prevent harm from a clear and direct threat. Neither 

economic or moral implications, nor the speaker’s own well-being would justify suppression of 

speech.   

The work by Murugan does neither contain anything vulgar nor does it spread hatred 

towards any community.  Even then the so called religious emotions might get wounded.    The 

government plays a crucial role in framing the literary scenario of a country. Government refers 

to more or less systematized, regulated and reflected modes of power (a “technology”) that go 

beyond the spontaneous exercise of power over others, following a specific form of reasoning (a 

“rationality”) which defines the telos of action or the adequate means to achieve it. Government 

then is “the regulation of conduct by the more or less rational application of the appropriate 
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technical means” (Hindess 106).  In a country like India where democracy and freedom of 

expression are valued above anything, the writers and literary figures have to be properly treated. 

But presently the government is growing more towards totalitarianism where the concept of 

democracy and secularism is pushed aside.   Governmentality is a concept first developed by the 

French philosopher Michel Foucault in the later years of his life, roughly between 1977 and his 

death in 1984, particularly in his lectures at the College de France. The concept has been 

elaborated further from an "Anglo-Neo Foucauldian" perspective in the social sciences, 

especially by authors such as Peter Miller, Nikolas Rose and Mitchell Dean.  Governmentality 

can be understood as the way governments try to produce the citizen best suited to fulfill those 

governments' policies and the organized practices (mentalities, rationalities, and techniques) 

through which subjects are governed.  Governmentality can also be explained as the "how" of 

governing (that is, the calculated means of directing how we behave and act) and the techniques 

and strategies by which a society is rendered governable.  Governmentality also refers to the way 

in which people are taught to govern themselves, shifting power from a center authority, like a 

state or institution, and dispersing it among a population. Govermentality can therefore be 

understood as how conduct is shaped, making "the art of governing" and embodied experience. 

According to Foucault, governmentality allows for the creation of “docile bodies” to be used in 

modern economic and political institutions. While governmentality can broadly focus on the 

process of governing individuals, Foucault was specifically interested in neoliberalism as a form 

of governmentality. Neoliberal governmentality was of particular interest to Foucault because of 

the way in which it involved individuals in the process of governing. Through neoliberalism, 

Foucault argued that individuals were taught to govern themselves, showing how the power of 

governing becomes embodied. Anthropologists have described how neoliberal governmentality 

includes scenarios in which a group of people is controlled through institutions or taught to 

govern itself.  

      History has proven that honest, intellectual, and creative freethinkers can be deemed 

dangerous - demonized and ostracized by their own societies. Many have been banished, but 

some have left their native countries of their own accord. Oddly enough, the experience has been 

a catalyst for some of literature’s finest work.  Through our freedom, particular self-governing 
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capabilities can be installed in order to bring our own ways of conducting and evaluating 

ourselves into alignment with political objectives.  We are assigned freedom by the government 

at the same time the limitations of freedom are designed by the interests of the ruling class and 

the concept of religious harmony is used by the rulers in order to sabotage any voice against the 

running system.  In the case of Murugan the medium was literature while in Charlie Hebdo it 

was cartoon and again cinema in case of MSG.  The nature of media differs in all cases and the 

religion of opposed and opponents are different.  But the matter remains the same, that is of 

freedom of expression and wounded emotions of believers.  In Murugan’s issue, all the 

intellectuals and academicians stood firm for his cause but the cartoon issue had another facet.  

Literature need not be always innocent as that of Murugan’s works.  There will be enough scope 

for social criticism in literature.  But in cartoons the criticism will be more severe as well as 

targeted.    It puts forth some questions about the medium itself.  Cartoons use satire as its tool to 

laugh at people and situations and the question is whether it is proper to use satire to ridicule? 

Where is the margin between satire and mockery?  If there are divergence in the power equations 

and racial status of the artist and the subject of satire, the criticism will never be innocent.  That 

may cause serious injury to both the individuals and the healthy existence of society.  All 

criticisms are various kinds of attacks whether they are good or bad.  The physical violence goes 

much ahead of it.  The tradition of religion and that of modern political ideologies is to crucify 

the critics though both argue that they are to civilize the uncivilized.   

George Orwell problematises the issue of freedom of expression in his much acclaimed 

essay Prevention of Literature.  He starts by talking about Milton’s Areopagitica and proceeds to 

various issues related to freedom of speech and expression.  He argues that in our age the idea of 

intellectual liberty is under attack from two directions. On the one side are its theoretical 

enemies, the apologists of totalitarianism and on the other its immediate, practical enemies, 

monopoly and bureaucracy. Any writer or journalist who wants to retain his integrity finds 

himself thwarted by the general drift of society rather than by active persecution.  Political 

writing in our time consists almost entirely of prefabricated phrases bolted together like the 

pieces of a child's Meccano set. It is the unavoidable result of self-censorship. To write in plain 

vigorous language one has to think fearlessly, and if one thinks fearlessly one cannot be 
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politically orthodox.  Orwell argues that language symbolizes thoughts and shapes world views. 

However, he does not agree that all words and languages equally represent reality. Instead, 

Orwell believes that words do have the ability to represent ideas, and some more truly than 

others. Thus, words are linked to the reality of whatever thing or idea they represent, and Orwell 

even suggests that words should sound like what they represent.   But in order to understand and 

express this truth, one must have the appropriate words. And these words, he argues, ought to be 

as clear as possible in order to convey the truth about what they represent.  Orwell had long been 

concerned about the nature of political writing. In his 1946 essay Politics and the English 

Language, he claimed that political language had deteriorated to the point that it consisted 

mainly of euphemisms designed to draw veils over the real nature of events.  Such language is 

heavy in abstractions so that unpleasant things may be said and events and actions may be 

described without any mental pictures accompanying them.  Lies are made to sound truthful and 

murder respectable.  This amounts to censorship through a kind of creeping bureaucratese.  

Blasphemy had always met with murder as punishment.  Murugan also had to go under 

the assassination as he had to kill his identity as a writer.  The punishment is given by both state 

and religious groups.  The power structures are always afraid of letters and books and they wish 

to change books into pulp.  Who gave the right to the political parties or the religious factions to 

decide on what people have to read or not to read, what ideas they can or cannot exchange, what 

to draw and not to, which dress to wear or not, which syllabus has to be taught or not taught in 

universities, and what kind of books can be published by book firms?  Does our constitution 

allow such anti establishments to work? Why should universities change the syllabus according 

to the commands from these morons?  We know that we will never get answers to these 

questions from our government or bureaucrats.  Even the problems of political party workers are 

getting proper dimension in our society.  When a bus conductor and a traveler enter into a 

conflict, it immediately gives way to a strike, the traffic is blocked, and all the buses stop their 

service.  Such a unity is explicit in all the fields.  But when a writer faces such a problem, when 

his life is in danger, when his family meets with threats from fundamentalists, why don’t the 

whole writers come together to protect him/her or to protest against such fanatics.   All the 

writers had to join to form a huge force to protect Murugan but it did not happen in Tamilnadu.  
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Police could not offer a helping hand to him.  Instead, he was asked to leave his birth place by 

the police.  In Chennai Book Fest, police warned the publishers not to display or sell his books.  

He was not allowed to live in his home land.  He was made armless when he stopped writing and 

the ruling government supported the fundamentalist groups to ascertain their propagandas.  The 

society has to be conscious of such offensive and rude actions from the part of any individual or 

groups.  A creative writer does not even get the respect or social status of a third rate film 

producer enjoys.  But we have to remember that in the world history worthy literature was born 

even when there were iron walls and Gestapos.  
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