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416-543-6614
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» Tables ®« Chairs ® Fine China
e Linen = Party Supplies
e Helium Balloons = Games etc.

1600 Brimley Road Unit #1
Scarborough, ON.M1P 3H1
Tel:416-291-1919
Fax:416-291-1337

www.agincourtpartyrentals.com

Complete Line of Pa Rental Supplies
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S.Ponnuthurai who has been in the forefront
for nearly two decades, is perhaps the most
controversial figure in the Ceylon Tamil literary
field.

Born at Nallur on June 4th 1932, he
had his early education at St.Patrick's and
Parameshwara, Jaffna. There after he proceed-
ed to Madras University where he graduated.

61.C3B. SNSTLONT

Since graduation, he has served on the tutorial
staff of leading educational institutions.

Writing has been and is his first love. He has
written short stories, novels, plays, poems and
literary criticism, some of which have appeared
in reputed South Indian journals. It is not merely
the volume of his work which impresses one;
virthuosity sweeps one off one’s feet. His out-
put is so stimulating and provoking that it has
left its impress on contemporary Ceylon Tamil

6oll  SH6OTIITGOT

writing. He is also an excellent speaker and fine
debater.

Critics may be divided in their asssessment
of his work but they are all agreed that he is a
stylish without peer. His fine command of the
languages is his greatest strength and, occa-
sionally, his weakness.

It would not be untrue to say that his work
has certanly earned him a permanent place in

Ceylon Tamil letters.
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The Tamil Literary Garden Award
E=TEEaT S=ricEaay,

PARASAKTH! AND IRUVAR:

ANALYSING THE TRAJECTORY OF
TAMIL NATIONALISM AND
DMK POLITICS THROUGH FILM

Films in the Indian-Tamil context have long
been known as melodramatic entertainment
forms filled with exaggerated story lines, glorified
issues, a plethora of colour, and song and
dance. At large, the Indian filmed industry is a
popular medium that has been viewed as a pure
entertainment form for the masses. However,
films in South India have long been intersected
with politics, which used the media form to
propagate political idealogies to the public in an
accessible manner. This was most effectively
done in Tamil Nadu by the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (DMK) Party, which used films to
visually portray its ideologies and platforms to
the public. Many of these films were directly
commissioned or created by DMK politicians
themselves, who have a known history of being

SEROTHY RAMACHANDRAN
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closely associated with the Kodambakkam
film industry (Kollywood). However, in the
1990s many films emerged which had political
motivations and messages, but were created
by commercial filmmakers rather than film-
making politicians. Two films, Parasakthi (1952)
and Iruvar (1997), will be used to analyse the
trajectory of the Tamil nationalist discourse in
Tamil Nadu and the changing use of films as
tools for political propaganda in DMK politics.

The ideologies of Tamil Nationalism that
have emerged in Tamil Nadu can be traced back
to Sangam literature, which encompasses over
2000 poems composed by various poets roughly
between 150 B.C. and 200 A.D., referred to as
the Sangam period (Parthasarathy, 253-4). The
poems can generally be categorized into two

Scholarship Award to Student for Outstanding Essay

realms: akam and puram. Akam poetry referred
to issues of the interior or private realm such
as love and eroticism. Puram poetry generally
spoke of exterior or public issues such as war,
politics, and governance. It should be noted
that both the poems are considered secular
in nature, but generally refer to aristocratic
lifestyles.(Zvelebil, 60) Many of the ideologies
surrounding Tamil Nationalism branched from
these secular visions that did not necessarily
reject or denounce theism, nor promote
atheism, but rather promoted rational thought
and a connectedness to worldly life. The Tamil
Nationalist movement of the early twentieth
century adopted this vision. Individuality,
rationalism, and spirituality without religious
constraints, social hierarchies, or prejudices
were  promoted  whereas  superstition,
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mythology, and tlind conformity to religion were
denounced.(Hardgrave, 398)This advocacy of
rational thought and individuality also stemmed
from the anti-Brahmanical movement, which
believed that Brahmins had North Indian roots
and asserted their cu ture and dominant caste-
based practises to Tamil Nadu. Furthermore,
the apparently invasive Brahmins were also
thought to se Sanskritizing the Tamil language,
taking away from its perceived purity.(Ibid)
This movement towards the promotion of
individuality and the anti-Brahmanical stance
was also irtended to break down caste barriers
which suppressed the lower castes, who were
the vast majority of the population in Tamil
Nadu.(Rudolph, 285)

Much of the Tamil Nationalist discourse,
especially during the pre-partition era, fought
towards breaking down caste barriers,
promoting gender equality, and advocating
individuality and rational thought. These

ideologies were founded on two grounds,
during the early twentieth century. Firstly, the

political trajectary created the South Indian
Liberal Foundation (also known as the Justice
Party), whose platform was that of an anti-
Brahmanical moverrent, and a general voice to
erase caste barriers and promote social equity.
(Ram, 220)The secand ground was upon the
social mcvement deemed the Suya Mariyadai
lyakkam itranslated: Self-Respect Movement),
founded in 1925 by Periyar E. V. Ramasamy
(referred to as Periyar). Periyar believed all
people should have self-respect, including and
perhaps especially those of lower or backward
castes. He believed that those who had self-
respect would gair individuality and rational
thought, thus becoming nonconformist to
certain aspects of society, namely caste-based
hierarchies and the lack of mobility within said
structure.(Hodges, 253)Both these platforms
developed and gained popularity eventually
merging under Periyar’s leadership into one
social organization (as opposed te a political
party): the Dravida Kazhagam.(Ram, 221)This
was a secessionist movement working towards
attaining an autonomous state, to be named
Dravida Nadu, while eradicating the caste

www.padippakam.com

system.(lbid) The Dravida Kazhagam grew
in strength and popularity, eventually gaining
many leaders within the organization who
wanted to bring these issues into politics and
run for election. Therein lies the birth of many
of the Tamil Nationalist parties.

Within such parties, the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (DMK) emerged in 1944 as a state
based party contesting in Puducherry and Tamil
Nadu and was founded by C.N. Annadurai.
(Lakshmi, 309) Specific demands of the DMK
changed as national and international politics
changed at large. In its early stages it remained
close to the stance of the Dravida Kazhagam
demanding the separatist state of Dravida
Nadu, while maintaining its anti-Brahmanical
and anti-caste ideologies. The DMK came to
power in 1967, ten years after entering electoral
politics in India, with Annadurai becoming
Chief Minister. It should be noted that this
election win came after a slight shift in the DMK
platform, which no longer was secessionist
in nature. Following the Sino-Indian War of

1962, a surge of nationalist pride entrenched
ideologies of self-determination in Tamil rather
than a fully autonomous and separate state.
(Perinbanayagam, 210) M. Karunanidhi, well
known as an eloquent orator and screenwriter
in Tamil films, took over leadership of the party
upon Annadurai’s death in 1969.

M. G. Ramachandran had also joined
the DMK in 1953, greatly popularizing the
party’s platforms and its symbol (The Rising
Sun) through his films. After allegations of
corruption, and general rifts between MGR and
Karunanidhi, MGR founded the All India Anna
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK) as
a new political party. Since 1967, Tamil Nadu
has been ruled by either the DMK or AIADMK.
(Price, 360) Both the DMK, and subsequently
the AIADMK, had strong associations with
the Tamil film industry. The Indian National
Congress, the emerging party in post-partition
India, was avidly against the use of films as
political propaganda. The DMK had embraced
the media form for its popularity and ability to
transcend an elitist political following; films
provided the means to penetrate the populace.

Tamil cinema hall was known as being all-
inclusive space, where those of different castes
and socio-economic backgrounds could sit
together and have access to the same media
form.(Dickey, 341) The pervasiveness and
popularity of film made it the ideal propaganda
tool for DMK/AIADMK politics.

It is with this knowledge that the film
Parasakthi was created, and released in
1952. Parasakthi was the debut for former
DMK member, Sivaji Ganesan, launching his
to-be successful acting career. Parasakthi's
screenplay was also written by Karunanidhi,
then a leading member of the party, and would
become the future leader of the party.(Pandian,
Parasakthi, 759) Parasakthiis astory aboutthree
brothers and their sister, and the misfortunes
they encounter. The film is set during WWII and
is largely set in various urban centres in Tamil
Nadu. The main character, Gunasekaran (Sivaji
Ganesan) is robbed of his money after making
a trip to Madras (Chennai) for his little sister’s
wedding. Gunasekaran acts as a madman

and a beggar to scavenge for
— ] money and food. Meanwhile,
his younger sister, Kalyani
encounters many tragedies.
She loses her husband shortly
after giving birth. She creates
a small idli (food item) store {0
earn moneywhile also feeding
herself and her new-born son.
She comes across various men
of power, from a North Indian
middle class man, to a black-
marketeer who pretends to be
utterly devoted to God, to a
poosaiyar (priest, thus also a
Brahmin) who all try to sexually
assault her. She eventually
leaves her business becoming a beggar herself
and is shown many times getting rejected by
well-to-do homeowners refusing her and her
son food or money. Gunasekaran comes fo
know of the attempted rape by the poosaiyar
and attempts to murder the priest landing
himself in court. Kalyani has also been charged
with murder and attempted suicide for throwing
her son off a bridge, and preparing to kill herself
in the same fashion. The film concludes with a
dramatic court-scene of Gunasekaran sharing
his family’s story and justifying his actions, thus
getting pardoned along with his sister.

The majority of the film is a devotion to
poetic dialogues and monologues serving to
display the ill-fate which has befallen the main
characters and the lack of systemic support
or governmental aid to help these characters
regain their stature. The main characters are
portrayed as middle income, with no distinct
caste affiliation. The film's introduction is
through a Bharathiyar poem praising the Tamil
language and Dravidian culture, setting the
tone for the film's clear DMK stance. As Sivaji's
character meets misfortunes. he is given the
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chance to recite some of Karunanidhi's poetry
through soliloquies lamenting over the lack
of systemic aid, and the piteous conditions of
the once glorious Tamil Nadu. This is shown
through scenes such as his encountering of a
government water tank, which no longer has
running water. Similarly, the anti-Brahmanical
stance of the DMK is portrayed through Kalyani
and her encounters, most evidently with the
attempted rape by the priest. Less obvious
DMK stances also emerge throughout the
film through the commentary of the various
characters, largely through monologues. For
example, a neighbour declares that the only
option for widows and single mothers is the
idli store, alluding to the lack of government
support for people in such a state of affairs. The
black-marketeer declares, when attempting to
seduce Kalyani, that she should be honoured
that a higher class man like himself is willing
to have a relationship with her, speaking to
the social inequalities that existed at the time.
Near the end of the film, when Gunasekaran is
planning his wedding, he states how he wishes
for a wedding without a tali (necklace
symbolizing marriage) or any traditional
rituals outside of two floral garlands.
This alludes to the DMK propagated
self-respect marriages that do not use
Sanskrit mantras (chantings) nor are
presided by a Brahman priest, but are
rather conducted as civil ceremonies.
Furthermore, Karunanidhi’'s entire
screenplay is written in a pure-Tamil
form ensuring none of the Sanskrit-
influence the DMK despised. One
film embodied or otherwise portrayed
almost all of the DMK’s major issues,
making it a huge success in the eyes of
the DMK. This success is exaggerated
by the fact that the film was also a box-
office hit, thus being viewed by many.

Fast-forward about 50 years. We arrive at
the time of Mani Ratnam's markedly different
film on Dravidian politics in Iruvar, released in
1997. A first, most-obvious, difference is that of
the box-office difference; while Parasakthi was
a huge hit, Iruvar failed quite miserably at the
box office, though it received critical acclaim
for its aesthetic qualities.(Pandian, Iruvar,
2997) Iruvar, meaning two men, is the story of
Anandhan, an aspiring actor who gains mass
success in acting and becomes affiliated with
a political party, and Tamil Selvan, an eloquent
poet, Tamil-nationalist and atheist advocating
for many of the aspects above mentioned in
the self-respect movement. The two meet while
Anandhan is rehearsing for 2 movie, and Tamil
Selvan enters the scene reciting poetry, both
break into an ideological argument and quickly
become friends. Tamil Selvan writes poetic
passages for Anandhan to recite during his film
auditions, which generally floor the directors
allowing Anandhan to catapult into success as
a film hero. Meanwhile, Tamil Selvan is shown
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as an activist, working for the political party
with which he is affiliated, eventually getting
Anandhan to join. The leader of this party is
Veluthambi, generally referred to in the film as
either “Aiya” or "Anna”. Veluthambi is shown as
power hungry for his party, allowing Anandhan
to join based on his film success and fame, using
him to popularize the party. The party eventually
wins an election, but Veluthambi rejects the post
as Chief Minister, and Tamil Selvan assuming
position instead. Soon after, Veluthambi dies.
During a eulogy given by Anandhan, he causes
controversy by making remarks alluding to
corruption and a lack of transparency within
the party, getting him suspended from the
party and causing a rift between Anandhan and
Tamil Selvan. This culminates with Anandhan
breaking off and creating his own party,
which quickly gains success and he becomes
the next Chief Minister. Tamil Selvan then
alleges corruption in Anandhan’s government.
Eventually, both characters are shown to age,
and the film ends with Anandhan’s death which
is greatly lamented in poem by Tamil

Selvan
who in this soliloquy discusses his love and
friendship for Anandhan.

Mani Ratnam’s Iruvar is a film which uses
historical and political events to become
an entertainment form with an agenda that
becomes propagandist. This is markedly
different from Parasakthi which is created as a
means to propagate DMK politics and does so
ratherbluntly. Iruvar’s characters are all modified
versions of historically significant people in the
Tamil nationalist discourse. Anandhan is a
caricature of M. G. Ramachandran who was
also an actor who became involved with a Tamil
nationalism party (the DMK itself) and later
created his own faction (AIADMK) becoming
chief minister. Tamil Selvan is a caricature of
Karunanidhi, who also is a poetic genius, Tamil
nationalist, and party leader with the DMK. Thus
the story of lruvar, though not directly marketed
as such, is a modified version of the events that
took place surrounding the split of DMK into the
AIADMK and the lives of MGR and Karunanidhi.
While Parasakthi's relationship with the DMK is
an obvious propagandist venture to popularize

the DMK's platform, Iruvar is a film that parades
itself as a pure entertainment form while
actually being a propagandist film for all-Indian
nationalist politics.

Firstly, when the two main characters meet,
there is a marked difference in dress and
dialogue. While Tamil Selvan is wearing black,
Anandhan is wearing white. Tamil Selvan is also
portrayed by Prakash Raj, an actor well known
forplaying villainous roles, allowing the audience
to assume the dichotomous good versus evil
relationship which it will look for. While Tamil
Selvan is an outspoken atheist, Anandhan is
depicted as a Hindu through subtle depiction
from the wearing of a rudraksha (rosary).(Ibid)
Tamil Selvan’s character is shown having a self-
respect marriage with no Brahmin presiding
and no religious affiliations whatsoever, while
Anandhan's wedding ceremony also seems
to lack a Brahmin priest presiding over the
ceremony, but the ceremony is still visually
depicted as Hindu and traditionalist in nature
with the Sanskrit wedding mantra chanted,

making it much more familiar to an audience.
Tamil Selvan's sexual affairs and extramarital
relationships are also focused upon, as
opposed to his political stances.(lbid, 2998)
Tamil Selvan’s relationships with woman seem
to be more sexually motivated. By contrast,
Anandhan’s second marriage and his future
relationship with another actress is depicted
as legitimate, with little sexual motivation,
and is generally romanticized. Tamil Selvan is
further depicted as inaccessible by the people,
always intellectually above the others through
his poetry and language use. Meanwhile,
Anandhan is portrayed as a more accessible
and approachable person, loved by his fans
and political following, and speaks in a more
comprehensible way. Anandhan’s character is
thus pegged to be the hero while Tamil Selvan is
the seeming villain. This is tied into the fact that
regardless of theirpolitical affiliations, Anandhan
is constantly viewed as an accessible Indian
nationalist, whilst Tamil Selvan is an extreme
Tamil nationalist, marking one as good and
the other as bad. This dichotomous portrayal
of the characters allows for the all-Indian
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nationalist sentiment to be invoked while the
Tamil naticnalist movement can be visualized
as extremst and power-hungry through the
characters that are representatives of either
ideology. From the white-clad (reminiscent of
Gandhi’s white, cotton clothing) Anandhan in
his opening scene, to the Indian flag draped
Anandhan in his death, he is the symbol of a
nationalist agenda.

Parasakthi, and its creators, is a film used for
propagandist ventures rather than a commercial
venture and is meant to be shown to a wide
audience, thus using the particular media form
of film. By contrast, Iruvar is a commercial
venture commodifying a historical and political
past into an entertainment form largely targeted
towards a middlzs-class, Hindu, audience. This
drastic change in the 50 years between the two
films can be attributed to various factors from
the changing fact of DMK politics itself to the
changing nature of film.

Firstly, Tamil nationalist politics as viewed
through the platforms of political parties in
Tamil Nadu were initiglly more radical, reformist,
progressive, and had a secessionist agenda,

while vehemently defying the Indian National
Congress party by the very nature of difference
in the respective parties’ demands. During the
1990s and by the time of Iruvar's release in
1997, the DMK and the AIADMK had formed
government several times in Tamil Nadu through
coalitions with All-India Nationalist parties
including Congress, the United Front and the
United Prcgressive Alliance showing a radical
change in Tamil nationalist politics. Parties such
as DMK and AIADMK, though still vouching for
the strength and purity of the Tamil language and
Dravidian culture, they have also become more
India-nationalist and conformist to prevailing
ideologies of ceste politics which still plagues
Tamil Nadu, despite the DMK'’s original stance
on caste. This change in ideological stance is
seen in the changing nature of the portrayal of
the DMK, with Parasakthi being representative
of the original more radical stance of the DMK
as compared to Iruvar as a representative of
the DMK and AIADVK as maintaining some of
its roots, but largely conforming to normative
social values in India.
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Similarly, the changing nature of Tamil film
itself has been reflected in the comparison
and contrasting of these two films. Through
Parasakthi, and in the following two decades
after the release of this film, many films were
created as propagandist ventures including
more of Sivaji Ganesan's hits and many of
MGR's DMK based political films including
Anbe Vaa (1966). Then arrived & time of K.
Balachander’s films from the 1970s to 1990s
which focused on social issues faced by Tamils,
rather than the political Tamil nationalist films of
the era before. Films such as Thaneer Thaneer
(1981) though a political commentary filmed
discussing the failures of politicians, it did not
become politically propagandist advocating any
party's platform, unlike Parasakthi. Thaneer
Thaneer instead looked to publicize certain
issues, as many of Balanchander's films did.
From the late 1980s onward, Tamil films took on
the role of melodramas, as romantic comedies.
Though many still allude to various social
issues, these films are largely commodifications
of these issues, and are easily characterized
as commercial ventures. Iruvar is no different,
though discussing a major political issue in
DMK politics, the film is a commercial and
artistic venture by director Mani Ratnam, which
becomes an advocate for Indian nationalism,
rather than a directly propagandist film such as
Parasakthi.

Parasakthi and lruvar are representative
films of their respective eras. When compared,
these films also depict the changes in the Tamil
Nationalist movement in Tamil Nadu. While
both are films about DMK politics and Tamil
Nationalism, one is a venture to use a media
form to speak to the masses about the party’s
platform, while the other is a commercial and
artistic project meant to use the history and
politics to advocate for Indian nationalism. The
modern, political Tamil nationalist movement
has become less radical over the last century,
and the films which portray the movement
depict this very phenomena through a supposed
entertainment-only media form.
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