
Individuals, whether men or women, who lack inner growth 
and self-awareness are likely to misuse power when it is given 
to them. Empowering a person without fostering wisdom and 
clarity can lead to abuse of power. Just as men have historically 
misused their rights and privileges, women could do the same if 
granted power without the awareness to use it wisely. The solution 
is not to revoke women’s rights or return unchecked power to 
men but to ensure that both men and women are nurtured with 
self-awareness and wisdom to wield power responsibly.
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Our society embod-
ies a stark contrast 
between its pro-

claimed life-affirmative 
ideals and the underlying 
suffering that prevails. 
Relationships, especially 
marriage, are often trans-
actional and materialistic 
arrangements rather than 
expressions of love and un-
derstanding. 

While marriages in de-
veloped countries witness 
high divorce rates but less 
systemic exploitation, In-
dia boasts of low divorce 
rates but struggles to con-
tain exploitation resulting 
in mental health problems, 
physical violence and even 
death. Both genders are en-
trapped in outdated norms 
and traditions. In India, 
while approximately 20 
women lose their lives daily 
to dowry-related violence, 
men face silent suffering, 
exemplified by tragic cases.

In any relationship built 
on desire rather than love, 
the roles of exploiter and 
exploited inevitably blur 
and switch. Aggression and 
cruelty are not gender-spe-
cific attributes; women can 
be as exploitative as men.. 
Historically, men have been 
the primary perpetrators of 
violence and exploitation, 
but changing economic, 
social, and legal conditions 
have made women equally 
capable of such acts.

If we look back, we sought 
a legal solution to the long-
standing social issue of 
dowry. In 1961, with the 
enactment of the Dowry 

Prohibition Act, dowry 
was declared a malpractice 
and a crime. Despite this, 
by the 1980s, there was 
a dramatic rise in dowry 
deaths, with 5,000 dowry 
deaths reported every year. 
Even after the enactment 
of Sections 498A (1983) 
and 304B (1986) of the In-
dian Penal Code, which 
were introduced to combat 
dowry-related offenses, 
the number of reported 
dowry deaths in India re-
mained alarmingly high. 
For instance, in 2008, there 
were 8,172 reported dowry 
deaths, marking a 14.4% 
increase over the 1998 fig-
ure of 7,146. More recently, 
in 2021, the National Crime 
Records Bureau (NCRB) re-
ported 6,589 dowry deaths 
across the country—ap-
proximately 20 deaths every 
day. Notably, the conviction 
rate under this law is the 
lowest among IPC offenses. 
By 2012, around 200,000 
people had been arrested, 
yet only 15% were found 
guilty. In 2018, the convic-
tion rate was approximately 
13%, a decline from 21.9% in 
2006. In 2020, out of 18,967 
cases tried in courts, 3,425 
led to convictions, indicat-
ing a conviction rate of about 
18%.

When these laws were for-
mulated, women were not 
significantly empowered, 
and even today, the dispar-
ity persists. Women in India 
still face challenges: their lit-
eracy rate is 15% lower than 
men’s, based on a National 
Statistical Office (NSO) 
survey conducted in 2017-
2018. Fifty-seven percent of 
women aged 15–49 are ane-
mic (National Family Health 
Survey, conducted between 
2019 and 2021), and they 
receive about two years less 
schooling than men (UNDP, 
2021–22). Based on the Pe-
riodic Labour Force Survey 
(PLFS 2022-23), women’s 

representation in the work-
force is around 37%, and 
their representation in 
Parliament remains below 
15%. While some progress 
has been made, the overall 
status of women has seen 
limited improvement since 
1984, when Parliament 
participation for women 
was 8%.

The misuse of Sections 
498A and 304B has been 
a longstanding issue ad-
dressed by the Supreme 
Court in the 2014 Arnesh 
Kumar vs. State of Bihar 
case. The court criticized the 
rigid, non-bailable nature of 
these laws and emphasized 

the need for balanced en-
forcement, instructing offi-
cers to verify claims before 
filing FIRs. Failure to com-
ply could result in contempt 
charges.

Rising male suicides, of-
ten linked to the misuse 
of such laws, underscore 
the need for reform. While 
originally designed to com-
bat dowry-related violence, 
societal changes have led 
to instances of reverse ex-
ploitation, with men facing 
stress, public humiliation, 
and financial strain. Ac-
cording to NCRB data for 
2021, the male-to-female 
ratio of suicide victims was 

approximately 72.5% to 
27.5%. The Supreme Court’s 
guidelines aim to curb mis-
use while protecting vulner-
able groups.

Our societal values often 
reflect hypocrisy. While 
ideals are celebrated out-
wardly, materialism and 
exploitation dominate 
beneath the surface. Mar-
riage frequently turns into 
a transaction, with parties 
focusing on personal gain. 
For instance, alimony laws 
sometimes lead to men be-
ing financially drained and 
unable to remarry due to 
ongoing obligations. At the 
same time, some women 

misuse these provisions to 
avoid working, relying on 
sustained financial support.

While alimony is legally 
available to both genders, so-
cietal norms make it shame-
ful for men to rely on women 
financially. If a man were to 
demand alimony from a 
woman, it carries a social 
stigma. Conversely, when a 
woman demands alimony, 
the law provides robust 
support, assuming that her 
economic prospects were 
sacrificed for the marriage. 
This assumption theoreti-
cally equates marriage with 
economic partnership, pre-
suming equality, even if one 
partner, typically the wom-
an, did not earn but man-
aged the household instead. 
Principally, this equation is 
justified. However, when 
people marry in their youth, 
they seldom bother whether 
their partner is an economic 
equal or even an intellectual 
equal, let alone a spiritual 
equal. Wisdom takes a back-
seat. The emphasis, in the 
moment, is more on physi-
cal attraction, romance and 
feelings. However, the law 
hardly admits feelings. It is 

presumed that both persons 
have made a rational choice. 
When, after divorce, the 
burden of alimony falls on 
one of the partners - typi-
cally the man in India - it is 
painfully discovered that no 
rational or wise choice had 
been made. The law is then 
frequently blamed, but the 
fault actually lies in the lack 
of wisdom in choosing the 
partner.

We must ask why most 
marriages are based on 
superficial factors like ap-
pearance, caste, or family 
approval rather than deep-
er considerations. When 
things fall apart, the conse-
quences must be faced. Mar-
riage works best when built 
on wisdom and awareness 
rather than a pursuit of se-
curity, which can lead to de-
pendency and exploitation. 
Ignorant decisions can turn 
marriage into an irreversible 
trap that dictates one’s life.

India’s challenges in ad-
dressing exploitation within 
marriages and relationships 
stem from deeply rooted so-
cietal norms and inadequate 
legal implementation. While 
legal reforms are necessary, 
the ultimate solution lies 
in societal transformation. 
And societal transforma-
tion means reforming the 
individual.

Individuals, whether men 
or women, who lack inner 
growth and self-awareness 
are likely to misuse power 
when it is given to them. Em-
powering a person without 
fostering wisdom and clarity 
can lead to abuse of power. 
Just as men have historical-
ly misused their rights and 
privileges, women could do 
the same if granted power 
without the awareness to 
use it wisely. The solution is 
not to revoke women’s rights 
or return unchecked power 
to men but to ensure that 
both men and women are 
nurtured with self-aware-

ness and wisdom to wield 
power responsibly.

The true and only solu-
tion is that we need to instill 
mental depth in society, 
and self-knowledge is the 
only path. We need to cre-
ate a society where both 
boys and girls are raised 
with good education and 
strong inner character. They 
should be taught dignity and 
integrity so deeply that the 
idea of exploiting or harm-
ing another person becomes 
unthinkable.

In relationships, both part-
ners should have enough 
understanding to recognize 
when the relationship is no 
longer sustainable with dig-
nity. Instead of resorting to 
conflict, blame, or legal bat-
tles, they should be able to 
part ways amicably, ideally 
as friends, or at least without 
hostility. 

This would prevent situ-
ations where relationships 
devolve into physical or 
emotional fights or long, 
draining legal disputes. 

Empowering society isn’t 
just about granting rights or 
privileges. It’s about foster-
ing a culture where every in-
dividual, regardless of gen-
der, is equipped to handle 
those rights responsibly and 
with integrity. Only through 
self-awareness and wisdom 
can we nurture that culture 
which will pave the way for 
a harmonious and loving 
society.

(Acharya Prashant is a Ve-
danta exegete, philosopher, so-
cial reformer, columnist and a 
national bestselling author. Be-
sides being a prolific author of 
over 150 books, he is the world’s 
most-followed spiritual leader 
with 54 million subscribers on 
YouTube. He is also an alum-
nus of IIT-D & IIM-A and an 
Ex-Civil Services Officer. To 
read more thought-provoking 
articles by Acharya Prashant, 
visit askap.in) 

India has been an extraordinary chapter in my life: Aoi Ishimaru

In the vibrant cultural mo-
saic of India, The Japan 
Foundation has been play-
ing a pivotal role in intro-
ducing and nurturing an 
appreciation for Japanese 
culture. As Aoi Ishimaru, 
Director, Arts and Cultural 
Exchange, The Japan Foun-
dation, New Delhi, bade 
farewell to the foundation, 
she reflected on her remark-
able journey in a heartfelt 
conversation.

“India has been an ex-
traordinary chapter in my 
life,” Aoi Ishimaru began, 
her voice brimmed with 
emotion. 

“I arrived here with an 
open mind and an eager 
heart, and what I found 
was a nation so rich in his-
tory, art, and culture. It has 
been an honor to represent 
Japan and to create connec-

tions through our shared 
love for cultural exchange.”

Her tenure, marked by 
resilience and innovation, 
witnessed the blossoming 
of cultural ties between the 
two nations. “Every mo-
ment has been a learning 
experience,” she rejoiced, 
recalling her initial days 
navigating a new environ-
ment and building rela-
tionships that would be-
come the foundation of her 
work.

Under Ishimaru’s lead-
ership, The Japan Foun-
dation’s initiatives flour-
i sh e d ,  i n clu d i n g  t h e 
much-acclaimed Japanese 
Film Festival (JFF). “One 
of the proudest moments of 
my tenure was when Ma-
koto Shinkai visited India 
for the premiere of Weath-
ering with You,” she shared 
with a smile. 

“The excitement among 
fans was electrifying. It 
demonstrated the deep 
connection Indian audienc-
es feel with Japanese ani-
mation and storytelling.”

The festival, which has 
grown in scale and diver-
sity, has developed a strong 
reputation for showcasing 

not just films but the es-
sence of Japanese culture. 
“We wanted to create an 
immersive experience,” she 
explained. 

“Cinema is a universal 
language, and it allowed us 
to reach hearts and minds 
across generations.”

The pandemic posed un-
foreseen challenges, yet 
Ishimaru’s determination 
ensured the continuation 
of cultural activities. “We 
transitioned to virtual plat-
forms almost overnight,” 
she recalled. “Our Window 
into Japan series became 
a lifeline for those yearn-
ing to connect with Japan. 
From workshops to live 
Q&A sessions, the re-
sponse was overwhelm-
ing.”

She spoke passionately 
about the collaborative 
dance project she spear-
headed. “It was a testament 
to the resilience of art,” she 
recounted. “Despite being 
physically apart, we cre-
ated something beautiful 
that came to life on stage in 
2022.”

 “What has been most re-
warding is the warmth and 
enthusiasm of the Indian 

audience,” Ishimaru re-
flected. She recalled a peti-
tion started by Indian fans 
to bring Weathering with You 
to cinemas. “It was hum-
bling and inspiring to see 
such passion for Japanese 
culture,” she added. “Their 
energy pushed us to deliver 
our best.”

From online language 
courses to art exhibitions, 
The Japan Foundation’s ef-
forts under her guidance 
have left an indelible mark. 
“These programs are more 
than cultural exchanges; 
they are about building 
lasting friendships,” she as-
serted.

Having completed her 
tenure, Ishimaru is proud 
of what has been achieved. 
“I am particularly proud 
of the reach of our online 
initiatives,” she said. “It’s 
heartening to know that 
people from even the re-
motest corners of India 
could experience a piece of 
Japan.”

In her new role, Ishi-
maru will be heading the 
overseas business of Co-
Mix Wave Films Inc., “It 
is a wonderful studio that 
produces animations by 

Makoto Shinkai. From now 
on, I want to do her best 
to convey the excellence 
of Japanese animation to 
every corner of the world, 
including India, of course.” 
She further added, “Five 
years ago, when I first met 
Shinkai-san and the CoMix 
Wave Films team, I had 
no idea that such a future 
would await me.”

As our conversation drew 
to a close, Ishimaru shared 
a heartfelt message: “To ev-
eryone who has supported 
my work, I say thank you 
from the bottom of my 
heart. India has given me 
so much, and I leave with 
memories that I will trea-
sure forever. I hope the 
connections we have forged 
will continue to thrive and 
inspire future generations.”

In her time in India, 
Aoi Ishimaru has not 
just shared the beauty of 
Japanese culture but also 
embraced the vibrancy of 
India, creating a legacy of 
mutual respect and ad-
miration. Her journey is a 
testament to the power of 
cultural diplomacy and the 
unifying force of art and 
human connection.
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