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Preface to the
 Fifth Anniversary Edition


FOR A BOOK THAT I never set out to write in the first place, I am overjoyed by the welcome that Tamil Characters has received. When Pan Macmillan India suggested the idea of putting together my writings on contemporary Tamilnadu, little did I know that I had written enough to fill a book, much less that it would add up to anything worthwhile. Appearing some months ahead of the 2019 general elections Tamil Characters soon became a go-to primer of sorts on the political and cultural processes unfolding in the state. Journalists and media persons have used this book, with and without acknowledgment. Apparently, the mix of detail and narrative caught the interest of general readers tired of social media. If non-Tamil readers obtained a ringside view of modern Tamilnadu, to my surprise, even readers in Tamilnadu have found the book educative. But partisans have been annoyed at the exposure of the clay feet of their heroes, while in the same breath relishing the takedown of their opponents.


As the BJP swept the polls five years ago, Tamilnadu stood up like the fictional village of indomitable Gauls somewhere in Roman-occupied Armorica. To wit, Tamil Characters are no less colourful than Asterix, Obelix & company. I take comfort that they shine despite my many limitations.


In 2019, the DMK returned to power in Tamilnadu after a hiatus of ten years. Contrary to expectations – yours truly not excepted – M. Karunanidhi’s son M. K. Stalin as Chief Minister has struck out a path of his own with considerable success. His championing of ‘the Dravidian Model’, a description coming from an eponymous book (I am happy to acknowledge, authored by my colleagues A. Kalaiyarasan and M. Vijayabaskar) that sets out in erudite academic language the achievements of Tamilnadu in the past half a century, has entered everyday parlance.


As India goes to the polls again, pundits predict an encore of 2019. Results notwithstanding, it is my hope that Tamil Characters will continue to both educate and entertain.


My grateful thanks are due to Teesta Guha Sarkar, Shreyoshee Bandyopadhyay, Amartaya Gupta, and Prabha Mallya for producing this newly packaged edition.


Chalapathy 21
 April 2024










Preface to the First Edition


TAMILNADU POSES A CHALLENGE to common sense. The contours and complexities of its politics and culture often befuddle observers. Media persons from outside Tamilnadu are puzzled when they chase stories from the region. This despite the prodigious volume of international literature that focuses – much to the chagrin of adjacent regions such as Kerala, Andhra, and Karnataka – on matters Tamil.


On the one hand is the long history of claims to Tamil distinctness and exceptionalism. The ‘South’, especially Tamilnadu, has posed problems to the Indian nation as well as to historians. Thomas Trautmann, the distinguished American historian-anthropologist, once observed that, ‘The idea of an Indian South that differs in kinship and language is a very old one’. The south of India therefore has always demanded a separate history.


Tamilnadu has been part of the Indian mainstream, yet maintains its distinctiveness. A party which has ruled the state a good part of the last fifty years had, until not so long ago, a secessionist demand built into its founding constitution. Fringe Tamil nationalist elements always function and attract attention. The Tamil ethnic question in the adjoining sovereign state of Sri Lanka question continues to resonate here.


The caste system, marked by the absence of the intermediary Kshatriya and Vaisya varnas, has its own Tamil iteration. With probably the smallest proportion of Brahmins in its population, Tamilnadu is the progenitor of a non-Brahmin movement – over a century old, this movement is still alive. While an organised Dalit movement is of recent origin, two generations before Dr B. R. Ambedkar, the Tamil region produced an intellectual who argued that the ‘Untouchables’ were the original Buddhists, and that their conviction resulted in discrimination. Systematic caste-based reservations in employment and education were introduced in Tamilnadu nearly a century ago, while most of India is still struggling to reconcile itself to such positive discrimination and affirmative action.


Dravidian kinship remains one of the world’s distinct kinship systems. If couples from the same gotra can be hounded in the cow belt, marriages between cross cousins, and between maternal uncles and nieces are still preferred in many parts of Tamilnadu.


Language occupies a central place in the eponymous tract. Linguistically, Tamil is part of a family of languages, Dravidian, which is distinct from the Sanskrit-derived Indo-Aryan family. Tamil has asserted independence from Sanskrit over the centuries; possibly Tamil is the only language where a purist movement has succeeded to a great extent. Since the turn of the twentieth century a demand to recognise Tamil as a classical language has been articulated; and this recognition was won through governmental fiat for the first time anywhere in the world. The region has witnessed two major anti-Hindi agitations – against the compulsory study of Hindi in schools (1937–9) and against the constitutional recognition of Hindi as the sole official language of the Indian Union (1964–5) – and the underlying sentiment shows little signs of diminishing. Devoted to language, scores of youths have given up their lives in the cause of language, tragically burning themselves to death.


Across the towns of Tamilnadu one can see statues of a bearded old man with the words ‘There is no God’ inscribed on the pedestal. Yet the Bhakti movement, which originated here more than a millennium ago and transformed the Hindu religion across the subcontinent, continues to thrive. There may not be a single neighbourhood in Chennai which does not have a Pillaiyar (or Gangai or some other Amman) Koil Street – much to the confusion of postal delivery staff and courier boys. Tamil temple architecture, or Dravidian as it is called, is arguably Tamil’s greatest contribution to world culture, its influence permeating South East Asia. Embedded in the social structure, the massive edifices of stone are the site of struggle, as once-marginalised communities stake claim to cultural rights. For nearly a hundred years now, Hindu temples have been administered by a secular state.


Cultural issues obtain great purchase in Tamilnadu. At the time of Independence, through great public pressure, the state acquired the copyright of the poet Subramania Bharati – a first in the history of global copyright. Barely two years ago hundreds of thousands mobilized on the streets of Tamilnadu to fight for the right to conduct the indigenous bullfight, jallikattu.


The hold of cinema is a dominant feature of Tamil culture. The Tamil cinema industry is vibrant, and gives Hollywood and Bollywood a run for their money. If a Bollywood star were to walk on the streets of Tamilnadu it is unlikely that the star will receive a second glance. It has been four decades since the composer Ilaiyaraaja practically wiped out Hindi film songs from Tamil popular culture. The intertwining of film and politics is most apparent in the fact that the state has been ruled for nearly fifty years by four chief ministers whose popularity was derived in large measure from their film career. As this book goes for printing, at least three – or is it four? – film stars are eyeing the chief minister’s chair.


It is over half a century since the Dravidian movement dethroned the Congress, and no ‘national’ party has any reasonable hope of coming to power in the near future. Tamilnadu continues to be the bulwark against the Hindutva juggernaut. For years now the state has been synonymous with populism – free nutritious noon meal scheme in schools, free distribution of rice, TV sets, electric fans, laptops, etc. – and corruption. One chief minister was the subject of an early commission of enquiry. Another chief minister’s crime abated because the court apparently waited for the accused to die to deliver the verdict. The 2G scam implicating Tamilnadu politicians was once seen as the ‘mother of all scams’.


Logically speaking, such a state should be a laggard, low down on the development scale. Yet, it is exactly during the time of Dravidian politics that the state has made great strides in development. Jean Drèze and Amartya Sen, in An Uncertain Glory (2013), summarise these achievements in the clearest terms. Describing the ‘rapid progress in a relatively short period’, they talk of how Tamilnadu, very poor until even the 1960s, now has one of the highest per capita incomes and lowest poverty rates in India. In all human development indicators – education, health, communication, roads and public transport, and civic amenities – Tamilnadu ranks high. All these resulted, they demonstrate, not from political largesse, but through pressure from the bottom, ‘an outcome of democratic politics’.
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This book addresses the political issues of these times refracted through the prism of personalities – both political and cultural – and specific cultural issues. This was not planned as a book, but, in a manner of speaking, I absentmindedly ended up writing it. In my intellectual career I have worn two hats: that of a professional historian writing in English, and a Tamil writer producing essays and monographs on cultural history for the general reading public.


Though annoyed by the banality of much comment on matters Tamil in the English media I have hesitated to write for a general audience in English. Rarely have I written opinion pieces – what is the opinion of a historian worth, in any case? Historians, by definition, don’t write in the heat of the moment. They are more like Mao: on being asked about the impact of the French Revolution on the course of world history, he supposedly said, ‘It’s too early to say!’ One wonders if even Mao could have got away in these days of the explosion in the electronic media.


Tamilnadu has kept the media busy over the last decade. Willy-nilly I have succumbed to its pressure to offer sound bites and write on contemporary issues. The time between Jayalalithaa’s incarceration in September 2014 and her death in December 2016 was particularly eventful, calling for periodic columnal interventions. For a slow writer, who takes months and years to formulate an essay, a tight deadline with a strict word limit and a defined subject was a challenge – the equivalent of the proverbial gun to the head (the Tamil equivalent is – literally – more pressing: ‘a knife to the throat’). I have seen myself as a middle-distance runner (long academic essays) who occasionally ran the marathon (full-length monograph and book). Writing for the popular press is more like a 100-metre sprint. But the exhilaration at the end, akin to a runner’s high, makes it all worthwhile. It is for readers to judge if I have crossed the finish line in good time.


Thanks are due to the many editors who reposed confidence in me. Special mention needs to be made of the Hindu. Who would have thought that ‘the Mahavishnu of Mount Road’ would be the primary forum for my opinions? The Mirror, at the time of Jayalalithaa’s death, asked me to profile her. In these days of short attention span, a limit of 3,000-plus words can only be termed god’s bounty. This invitation led me to attempt a full-fledged profile written furiously over five hours even as the official pronouncement was awaited. The critical response it received emboldened me to attempt the profiles of Karunanidhi and MGR.


Further thanks are due to Economic and Political Weekly, India Today, Outlook, Week, Economic Times, Hindustan Times, Seminar, Biblio, Wire, Scroll, Sahapedia, Orient BlackSwan, Penguin Random House, and Oxford University Press for opportunities to write.


Late last year Prasun Chatterjee proposed the idea of putting between covers my essays on contemporary Tamilnadu. I liked the idea, but was not sure if there was enough for a book. The result surprised me more than anyone else. Though the book originated as individual essays and columns in the popular press, and as afterwords and forewords to books, I have revised and expanded them substantially. The profiles of Karunanidhi and MGR were written specially for this book.


The book falls into three sections. The first section profiles key political personalities of the past century. Missing is K. Kamaraj. Tamilnadu has produced some of the finest cultural talents in modern India, but sadly little is known about them beyond Tamil boundaries. I hope the second section will kindle interest in their life and work. The last section comments on important cultural questions – anti-Hindi agitations, the classical language issue, prohibition, jallikattu – by marshalling historical data. Together I hope these essays both inform and provide an insider’s perspective on modern Tamilnadu.


Historians of contemporary India are deprived access to recent archival resources (‘the thirty-year rule’, as it is called). The chapters on contemporary political figures and events therefore rely on lived experience, readings in contemporary published material, memory, and hearsay. It is strange for me to pen a book completely bereft of footnotes and references. I had friends read chapters to confirm information and insights. I sought prior comments on a few tricky essays. Special mention needs to be made of Kannan Sundaram who read the political pieces at short notice just before I shot them off to the press. The endorsement of Sukumaran, poet and journalist, was particularly gratifying. The final manuscript has benefitted enormously from the careful reading it was subjected to by Gopalkrishna Gandhi. My wisdom lies in accepting most of his corrections and suggestions for revision. All blame for remaining errors is mine.


The chapter on Dalits and cultural rights was written jointly with J. Balasubramaniam. It is included here with permission.


I am delighted that Rashmy’s vivid sketches embellish the book.


Thanks are due to S. Thillainayagam for help with the final proofs.


Ramachandra Guha, apart from single-handedly creating the space for popular history in India, has been a personal inspiration. Over the years Ram has prodded me to write more in English, though it has taken me a while to submit to it. I have drawn on his sagacity and wisdom often, including in the writing of some of these essays. The playful yet perceptive title capturing the nub of this book is his. The dedication acknowledges my debt to his scholarship and friendship.
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Periyar


prophet from the south




The prophet was known as ‘Periyar’. It was a Tamil word, meaning a sage or a wise man. I knew the name Periyar, but only just; I knew nothing about the man. I began to learn now, and I was astounded as much by what I learned as by the fact that, with all my reading about the independence movement in India, I had read or registered so little about this prophet of the South.


– V. S. Naipaul, India: A Million Mutinies Now





THINGS HAVEN’T CHANGED TOO much since V. S. Naipaul wrote this in 1991. The political and cultural changes following the Mandal agitation (1990) – against the state policy of reservation for backward castes in government institutions – and the rise of an aggressive Hindu fundamentalism gave a new visibility to his name beyond the borders of south India.


A curious paradox however marks Periyar’s name and fame. In Tamilnadu, he is an icon for most political parties even if they have sold out on his radical ideology. His statues dot the landscape, with a rather combative slogan engraved on the pedestal:




There is no god, there is no god at all.


He who invented god is a fool.


He who propagates god is a scoundrel.


He who worships god is a savage.





Many government artefacts – bus stations, buildings, projects – are named after Periyar. His ideas are extensively debated in the Tamil public sphere. In the last less than a decade three different editions of his collected writings, running into a cumulative hundred volumes, have appeared – a bonanza that was preceded by a sustained campaign to free Periyar’s writings from a copyright regime and put them in the public domain for unrestricted use.


Barely four decades ago, when I was first introduced to Periyar as a schoolboy, his name was scarcely mentioned in polite (and academic) company, though a sneaking admiration among non-Brahmins could be discerned. Sometime in early 1981, I was drawn to a literary meeting which had advertised a quiz competition for school students. The literary circle which organised the competition was run by a fifty-year-old man who conducted literary meetings every month, and this was only its fifth meeting. Little did I know then that this would be a life-changing moment. My encounter with the short, soft-spoken Mamani transformed this middle-class boy eventually into a man of letters and a historian. But this was nothing compared to the transformation Mamani had undergone himself. The son of a poor widowed woman in the working-class neighbourhood of north Chennai, he never had the opportunity to go to a regular school. On the eve of Indian Independence, as celebrations rent the air, Mamani, then sixteen years old, listened to the speech of an old man with a Socratic beard, Periyar, who spoke in a colloquial tongue: Indian Independence was a sham; what was political freedom worth if it did not usher in social emancipation? The articulation of what was a most unpopular view set this young man thinking. He began to attend meetings of the political party to which the old man belonged. Impelled by a desire to read his radical views he went to night school even as he toiled during the day in sweatshops. Soon he found himself as a printer’s devil in Periyar’s own printing press. Not long thereafter he found a clerical job and rose to be part of the middle class. He fashioned his life on the ideas of Periyar: he became an atheist, and spurned religious rituals. This most modest-looking man became, for me, a hero. For some years, every Sunday, in the afternoon at 2 p.m., I would meet him. Over two to three hours he would share his knowledge of not only Tamil history and culture, but of everything under the sun. As I parted after a cup of hot tea he would lend me his books, many of them bought with money saved paisa by paisa when he was a wage labourer.


This was how I was introduced to not only Periyar, but much of Tamil history and culture. Until then Periyar was little more than an old man, who held contrarian views about god and religion. But the writings of Periyar that I began to read were breathtaking despite their evident period quality. Characteristically enough, Periyar’s writings in those days were available only as booklets and pamphlets printed on cheap newsprint in a far from fetching manner; the three-volume V. Anaimuthu edition of his collected writings was a rarity which could be consulted only in a library.


The book that shook me the most was Periyar’s Penn Aen Adimaiyanal (Why the Woman Is Enslaved) consisting of essays written mostly in the late 1920s – a year before Marriage and Morals was published, the book that cost Bertrand Russell his job at the City University of New York. Periyar’s questioning of patriarchal norms regarding marriage, chastity, and motherhood was breathtaking, and his rationalistic analysis of caste, religion, and god exhilarating. Not only was he advocating contraception, he was advocating it on the grounds of pleasure and weakening patriarchy. Reading Richard Dawkins in the early 2000s left me with a sense of déjà vu. The ideas that burst forth in Periyar’s writings were at variance with what was taught in school and in college. The intellectual mainstream was averse to his stark rationalism. In the larger world of letters and ideas, dominated by a certain variety of Marxism that privileged economic processes and class analysis, Periyar was loathed whenever he was given attention, which was not often. This was also inflected by the fact that Indian intellectuals were largely Brahmins, whom Periyar reviled. If at all he was known at an all-India level it was more-often-than-not as an anti-national, a secessionist who demanded an independent Tamilnadu/Dravida Nadu, a stooge of the British, a Brahmin-baiter, an atheist, a caste-ist, and an ethnic chauvinist. Paradoxically though, the Dravidian movement commanded considerable academic attention from universities in the West. From as early as the late 1950s a steady stream of Western academics studied one or the other aspect of Periyar and his movement, though his complex politics and ideology have eluded their full grasp.
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For all his importance as a radical thinker Periyar was no philosopher or even a systematic thinker. He had a rebellious childhood and barely went to school. A rakish youth, he bloomed late as a political personality. Periyar left behind no systematic treatise on any philosophical, social, or political subject, but rather reacted to issues as they cropped up.


E. V. Ramasamy Naicker (1879–1973) lived a long life and was active in the public sphere for some sixty years. Starting his life as a prosperous merchant in the small town of Erode in the Kongu region of western Tamilnadu, far from the bustle of provincial, not to speak of national, politics he was pushing forty when he made his entry into politics. In a manner of speaking one could say that he was an old man all his life! From the stepping stone of municipal politics he took the plunge into nationalist politics through an immersion in the Indian National Congress (INC), the premier nationalist organisation in the nation’s struggle to win political freedom from British colonialism.


Periyar cut his political teeth in the Congress’s first mass-political phase (1919–22) when it launched the Non-Cooperation Movement against draconian laws imposed by the colonial government. In the half a decade or so that he spent in the Congress he emerged as one of the two most popular leaders who could mobilise the masses for a political programme. The high watermark in this phase was his leadership in 1924 of the satyagraha in the temple town of Vaikom in the adjoining native princely state of Travancore, in present-day Kerala. Taking over the leadership of a sagging movement he galvanised it into a successful struggle for the right of lower-caste Ezhavas to walk the streets surrounding the temple in the face of resistance by both the state and the upper castes.


Periyar was involved in another game-changing issue during this time. Political nationalism brings in its wake cultural nationalism. One of the issues that confronted Indian nationalists was the de-nationalising effect of a Western form of education that created willing collaborators of colonialism: ‘a class of persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect’. Following Gandhi’s call to boycott English schools, schools based on the traditional Indian model, gurukulam, were established, one of them in Cheranmadevi in the deep south of Tamilnadu by V. V. S. Aiyar, scholar and early nationalist, and friend of V. D. Savarkar. From clothing to pedagogy Western methods were eschewed in this school and an ‘Indian’ model was sought to be recreated. In 1923 a controversy flared up in the school. It turned out that students in the school were segregated on caste lines, and Brahmin students were served separately in keeping with traditional conceptions of caste-based commensality. This controversy split the nationalists in Tamilnadu, and forever changed the social character of its politics, anticipating similar changes at the all-India level by half a century. Periyar was at the heart of this controversy and, as a result, his ideas about politics and society underwent a radical transformation.


Periyar began to entertain serious doubts about political independence and to reflect on the nature of real social emancipation. Convinced that political independence would only reinforce existing caste-based hierarchies, especially the supremacy of Brahmins, he advocated, as a first step, constitutionally mandated proportionate representation for various castes in elected political bodies. It was on this proximate issue that, in 1925, he broke away from the Congress (in the high noon of nationalism, when even cigarettes used Gandhi as a brand name).


As Periyar increasingly contended with caste in relation to the goal of national independence he began to develop a sharper understanding of the ideological power of caste. He developed the radically new conception that caste underpinned every social and ideological institution. Consequently, his social programme was to attack all such institutions to demolish the system of caste. By this time he was subscribing to an eclectic mix of Enlightenment ideals and freethinking, that positioned ‘Reason’ above received knowledge. By the mid-1920s he had turned his rationalistic attention to a radical critique of religious texts: scriptures, epics, and devotional literature. In what has been described as a ‘hyper literal’ reading of texts (the reverse of fundamentalism), he demonstrated how these texts legitimised and perpetuated hierarchical differences based on birth. Periyar also called for the public burning of such texts, and a campaign to do so in the 1940s and 1950s greatly extended the reach of his movement. His writings in this vein became controversial, and to this day, in popular memory, Periyar is chiefly remembered as an atheist and as an iconoclast.


The route from religious texts to the institution of religion was not long, and soon Periyar was attacking all religions, but especially ‘Hinduism’ (which he argued was not a ‘real’ religion, but only a fabrication). He also published, in translation, texts such as Lenin’s On Religion and Russell’s Why I Am Not a Christian, and the American freethinker Robert Ingersoll’s essays. However, he made tactical use of Islam. While being an admirer of Kemal Ataturk, he advocated conversion to Islam (for Dalits), despite its many inequities, especially in terms of gender relations, as a means to overcome the oppression of untouchability.


Soon Periyar extended the net to include politics and state. In his view the nationalist Congress sought to recreate a Brahmin Raj, and in Gandhi he saw the prime architect of this dystopic vision. Periyar offered one of the most radical critiques of Gandhi that continues to have relevance to this day. While he supported colonialism for introducing piecemeal, and largely inadequate, social reforms he was often critical of the colonial state for its weak-kneed response posed by Indian nationalism.


Periyar tried to build strategic relationships with other lower-caste movements and minorities. He won the lifelong respect of Ezhavas following his role in the Vaikom Satyagraha (1924–5). At a time when Dr B. R. Ambedkar, the great ‘Untouchable’ leader, was sought to be marginalised by all dominant political formations, Periyar was one of the earliest leaders to recognise him as the sole spokesman and genuine representative of the Dalits of India. His advocacy of separate electorates for Dalits provided crucial support to Ambedkar at the time of the Poona Pact (1932). He was the earliest to produce translations of Ambedkar’s important writings such as The Annihilation of Caste. Arguing that the Shudra status of non-Brahmins would not be wiped out until the varna category (of Dalits) was annihilated, he asserted that Dalits had unconditional claim over every advance that the Non-Brahmin Movement made. Periyar’s interventions in the Dalit question therefore have a wider import. Ironically enough, Periyar is often blamed for the delayed emergence of the Dalit movement in Tamilnadu by some fringe Dalit intellectuals. Periyar’s ideas therefore continue to occupy a central position in contemporary debates on caste, Dalits, and untouchability.


Similarly, in M. A. Jinnah and the Muslim League he saw a real challenge to the upper-caste Hindu-dominated Congress, and was an ardent supporter of his demands vis-à-vis the Congress. In 1941 he spoke at the Muslim League’s all-India conference in Chennai sharing the dais with Jinnah.


During the late 1920s and the early 1930s Periyar dallied with socialism and communism. The first (albeit incomplete) translation of The Communist Manifesto in any Indian language was the one published by Periyar in Tamil in 1929. In 1932 he toured the Soviet Union and Europe, and was fascinated by Soviet society. During this time he also engaged with contemporary nudists and freethinkers, especially in Germany, and with the League Against Imperialism. In England, in association with Shapurji Saklatvala, he attended many working-class meetings. The Soviet trip left a deep impress on Periyar. On his return to India he combined self-respect and socialism and campaigned across the region mobilising considerable support for the programme. In the face of imminent repression by the colonial state he gave up socialist propaganda. His relationship with communists in India was deeply fraught with rivalry and distrust. The cream of Indian communists were Brahmins who shied away from confronting the caste question.


Periyar’s critique of the Congress continued after Indian Independence. His massive mobilisation against the Supreme Court’s decision declaring caste-based reservation in the Champakam Dorairajan vs Government of India case was instrumental in forcing the passing of the first amendment to the Constitution of India. In fact, Periyar was deeply critical of the Indian Constitution and launched agitations to burn it.


In 1949 his party suffered a split. The occasion was his marriage to Maniammal, his thirty-year-old secretary. Periyar had a deeply ambivalent attitude to electoral politics. Believing – like the vanguard of Leninist strategy – in being ahead of the masses, in terms of ideas, he put much faith in the state as an agent of change. For him electoral politics inevitably entailed the dilution of ideology, compromise on ideals, and corruption of processes. Periyar therefore eschewed electoral politics, and a majority of his party, led by the charismatic C. N. Annadurai, using the marriage as a pretext, split the party and launched the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK). Periyar was left with only a rump, but, at the age of seventy he took it upon himself to lead and conduct the movement single-handedly. During the 1950s he launched various agitations to burn and break images of the Hindu gods Ram and Pillaiyar (Ganesh), burnt the national flag and the constitution, defied the courts, and repeatedly courted arrest. He also volunteered support to the Congress ministry led by K. Kamaraj, ensuring in the process that the Tamilnadu unit of the party was de-Brahminised.
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Periyar’s primary mode of expression was public speaking. According to one count he travelled for 8,200 days, traversed over 800,000 miles, attended 10,700 public events, and spent about 21,400 hours addressing the public. From 1925, when he launched a weekly (Kudi Arasu) and a decade later a daily (Viduthalai), he was never short of forums to record and publicise his writings. His published writings thus have the impress of his speaking.


Periyar was no systematic thinker. He responded to contemporary issues as they emerged, and his ideas evolved as he grappled with reality. The published articles were not finished pieces, and evolved as issues changed shape. Repetitions were therefore inevitable.


Periyar never gave a thought to whether the words that he employed were formal words. Subject–object–verb order would frequently be mixed up. And he cared a fig for singular or plural nouns and verb endings. As one contemporary said, ‘Grammar, conjugation, commas, semi-colons and periods should tremble at Periyar for he never gave them a damn’. Tamil, in linguistic terms, is diglossic, with a sharp divide between the written and the spoken registers. While it was the norm for public speaking to be conducted in the formal register – the divide accentuated by Dravidian orators employing a highly stylised form of speaking – Periyar always used the spoken register.


Periyar’s speeches, and therefore his writings, bristle with tales, similes, illustrative stories, proverbs, and popular sayings. Every chronicler of Periyar has wondered where this school dropout drew them from. Proverbs are often untranslatable, but it would be unfair not to give a sampling. ‘Like a well taking up half a garden’; ‘Like fixing a silver ferrule to a cucumber’; ‘How to string pearls the size of pumpkins?’ Some of the best proverbs have stories underpinning them, and Periyar employed them to telling effect. One could easily compile a nice volume of Tamil folklore from his speeches and writings alone.


Situational humour, never easily captured in cold print, is also evident even in the published versions of his speeches. His analogies and tales could more than occasionally sound illogical when reduced to print, but at the time of utterance made the audience crack up.


Periyar is credited with coining Tamil neologisms for ‘Enlightenment’ and radical terms and concepts such as ‘democracy’, ‘reason’, and ‘socialism’. Periyar’s engagement with democracy and elections has considerable contemporary relevance as India continues to grapple with its democracy even as it is challenged by emerging identities and problems of governance. Periyar and his ideas remain a contentious force – as the new generation engage with his ideas as well as see him as a symbol.
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Despite his advancing age, illness, and lack of organisational structure, Periyar very much set the political and social agenda of the state, until his death in 1973. The arch iconoclast was buried with full state honours.





[image: Portrait of CN Annadurai.]









2


C. N. Annadurai


gentle persuader


WHEN CONJEEVARAM NATARAJAN ANNADURAI (1909–69) DIED, his funeral was one of the largest the world had seen – it is even a Guinness record. Anna, as he was fondly called, was born of rather undistinguished parentage for which he was often ridiculed by petty-minded political rivals. In the rise of this barely five-and-a-quarter-feet man with a balding pate, tobacco-stained teeth, stubble chin, but a captivating husky voice, lies the story of modern Tamilnadu.


Anna, whose name also means ‘elder brother’, was the first leader of post-Independence India to have not come from the freedom struggle. Education – BA (Honours) in Economics from Pachaiyappa’s College, Chennai, and an ‘MA’ proudly tagged to his name – was his only claim to respect until he cut his political teeth in the non-Brahmin Justice Party, translating into Tamil the high-flown public speeches of its leaders. It was a fitting honour therefore when A. Ramaswamy Mudaliar, the doyen of the first phase of the Non-Brahmin Movement and known for his English oratorical skills, whose speech he translated early in his political career, unveiled Anna’s statue at the northern end of Mount Road, Chennai, later named Anna Salai.


The turning point in Anna’s life came when he met Periyar in a conference at Tiruppur in May 1934. Periyar was always taken in by educated non-Brahmin youth and, when the twenty-six-year-old young man confidently asserted that he had no wish to take up government employment, but wanted to enter public life, Periyar probably saw in him the makings of a lieutenant.


The ill-advised move of C. Rajagopalachari’s (Rajaji) first Congress ministry to introduce compulsory Hindi in schools triggered a great movement and Anna rose to prominence through this struggle. It can be said that Anna’s political career spanned the period between two anti-Hindi agitations – of 1938 and 1965.


The first anti-Hindi agitation of 1937–9 established his skills in both ‘word and deed’ – with language and in organisation. Even though the modern form of public oratory had emerged with the nationalist political movement early in the twentieth century, Anna created his own style of eloquence which came to be patented as Dravidian rhetoric with its own aesthetic. And his style was never short of emulators and imitators. Anna drew from his wide and voracious reading, and breaking conventional forms of Tamil grammatical sentence structures (by inverting the standard subject–object–verb order), he created a forceful though not a stentorian form of delivery. It was this oratorical skill that won for him a huge following of idealistic youth. He was in great demand in various colleges as politically minded students invited him to speak despite great conservative opposition from authorities. His speeches, in the 1940s, in Pachaiyappa’s College, Madras Christian College, and Annamalai University were immediately published, and have continued to remain in print for over more than half a century. When Deivasikamani Achari published his primer of Tamil platform-speaking, Medai Tamil, it was punctuated with illustrations from Anna.


Anna adapted his distinctive style of delivery to the written mode as well. His earliest story was published in 1934 in Ananda Vikatan. He maintained a steady stream of writings – stories, sketches, essays, and polemics. Dravida Nadu, the weekly he launched in 1942, was virtually filled in by his own pen. His regular epistolary essays, written as Thambikku Anna-vin Kadithangal (Letters to the Younger Brother), on a variety of contemporary themes laced with his political perspective, won him innumerable readers.


The Justice Party that Anna had joined in 1934 had within a few years undergone a dramatic change when Periyar took over its leadership. Periyar gave it a radical new orientation which antagonised the rump of the old Justice Party wedded to conservative legislative politics. Anna was Periyar’s able lieutenant as he took control of the party and made it a viable, if non-electoral, opposition to the Congress which was sensing power with the imminence of Indian Independence.


Within a decade, with freedom only a matter of time, Anna gave the crucial reorientation to the Non-Brahmin Movement which would rid it of the stigma of loyalism. Anna represented a new breed of political activists with grass-roots support at variance with the earlier Justice Party leadership steeped in an elite and upper-class culture. At the Salem Conference (1944) he proposed the party’s rechristening as the Dravidar Kazhagam (DK), called for the renunciation of all titles given by the British government, and prepared it for the challenges of a newly independent nation state.


Anna’s alliterative rhetoric, radically new to the Tamil language, changed Tamil public speaking forever. He used the new technology of the public address system to telling effect, conserving energy for long orations, modulating the voice, and punctuating it with pregnant pauses. Combined with his insatiable reading in Western rationalism his linguistic skills enthralled the Tamil youths from upwardly mobile non-Brahmin castes. His defeat of senior scholars such as Somasundara Bharati and R. P. Sethu Pillai in public debate, when still in his early thirties, greatly enhanced his rising reputation. By the mid-1940s Anna had added script-writing for films to his political quiver. In the context of the history of Tamil talkies the move from playwriting to film scripting was only logical. Films such as Velaikkari, Nallathambi, and Or Iravu catapulted him to fame winning acceptability across the ideological spectrum.


Anna’s successes with the pen, on platform, on stage, and on the silver screen did not come easily. Many of his books such as Ariya Mayai and Ilatchiya Varalaru were proscribed and forfeited. He was also convicted for ‘creating enmity between various classes’ and served prison sentences. The record of the Congress government in banning political books would have shamed the British. DMK films, which articulated social reform ideas in catchy and alliterative dialogue, had often to escape the eagle eyes of ever-vigilant censor officers who tried to snip any attempt to propagate what was considered party propaganda.


Anna’s meteoric rise presaged differences in the party. Despite being a trusted lieutenant of Periyar and sharing his ideology he had a different political vision. In the politics of collecting a purse for the poet of the Dravidian movement, Bharatidasan, and organising a grand function in 1946 the fault lines became clearly visible. The first open sign of break however came when Periyar declared 15 August 1947 as a day of mourning. In perceptively judging the public mood jubilant at the prospect of shaking off the colonial yoke, a trait he was to display many times in his political career, Anna declared that of the two enemies – the Brahmin and the British – there was now one less.


Anna soon began to sense that he was being sidelined in the party and slighted by its leader. Never one for openly expressing bitterness he responded with suggestive short stories – ‘Rajapart Rangadurai’, a story of the rift between a theatre producer and its lead player, is a brilliant allegory. Periyar’s controversial marriage in 1949 provided the opportune moment for Anna to break free and launch a new party, the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK). It is to Anna’s great credit that, despite many tempting suggestions, he refused to confront Periyar and claim the party for himself, which, given the overwhelming grass-roots support that he commanded, he might well have been successful in doing. His inaugural speech at Robinson’s Park, Chennai, on 16 September 1949 was full of emotion – an unexpected thundershower metaphorically standing for the tears caused by the sadness of the split. Periyar for a long time derisively referred to the DMK as kanneer thulikal (tears). Anna however swore that Periyar was his leader, and the president’s chair would remain empty; the new party would never have a president, but only a general secretary. Over the next two decades while Periyar was ruthlessly critical of Anna and the DMK, Anna himself was very civil in his response.


What contributed to Anna’s ultimate success was his ability to harness and tame the ideas and energies let loose by Periyar – diehard Periyarists would say Anna watered down his views. Be that as it may, given his controversial and radical ideas on nation (anti-‘national’), caste (strongly anti-Brahminical), religion (atheistic and iconoclastic), women (he declared that motherhood was a shackle), and language (advocated an unsentimental approach to it), understandably Periyar eschewed electoral politics, a commitment he maintained until his death twenty-five years after Independence. While Periyar’s movement was enormously empowering in the public sphere and civil society, what about politics?


In Anna the emergent backward castes saw a leader who could take them to political power. He skilfully repackaged Periyar’s iconoclastic ideas to make them palatable in the public domain. Much of Anna’s writings and speeches can be seen as aesthetic adaptations of Periyar’s ideas. Anna was also a man for memorable phrases and catchy slogans. Periyar’s rustic and brutal atheism became ‘Onre Kulam, Oruvane Devan’ (One God, One Community) in a skilful appropriation of a poem by the venerated medieval Tamil saint-poet Tirumular. When Periyar went about breaking the idols of Pillaiyar, Anna famously observed that he would neither break the idol nor the coconut (in worship)! Phrases such as ‘Ippadai thorkin eppadai jeyikkum?’ (‘If this army was to lose, which is the one that would triumph?’, from P. Sundaram Pillai’s Manonmaniam) and ‘Ethaiyum thangum idhayam vendum’ (‘A heart for every fate!’, from Tennyson) will remain etched in Tamil political vocabulary.


The DMK did not contest the first general elections (1952), instead offering support to anyone who pledged a commitment to the DMK’s political demands. If the Congress in the very first elections after Independence failed to get a majority in the Madras legislature it was in some measure due to the DMK’s undermining of Congress’s legitimacy.


With a heady, if ambiguous, mixture of romantic nationalism and socialism the DMK pretty much set the terms of the debate in early post-1947 Tamilnadu. Over the 1950s Anna built a party which expressed the dissatisfaction of the Tamils with the Indian state. He coined the slogan of ‘Vadakku Vazhkirathu Therku Theikirathu’ (The North Flourishes; the South Withers). The party conducted major agitations against Nehru for calling the DMK’s demands ‘nonsense’, protesting the naming of Kallakudi as Dalmiapuram (after a cement factory owned by the Marwari house of Dalmias).


Anna was a true democrat. He built a network of reading rooms across the state not only as an aid to political education (local barbers’ saloons and cycle repair shops as the locus of local leadership was a hallmark of the DMK’s rise), but also to build a democratic party structure. Anna was always on his feet, constantly touring the length and breadth of the state. But he was a careful strategist and it is said that – to avoid overexposure – he would come back to give a talk at a town only after a substantial time gap; he would invariably give the slip if he had to commit to a talk against his wish. Even though he was notorious for coming late to meetings, Anna never failed his audience. It is said that he would be the last to eat in a communal feasting, after mega meetings and conferences, as organisers were wont to neglect the rank and file if the leaders ate first and left.


Anna sensed the rank-and-file’s desire to contest in the elections. He conducted a poll in the DMK’s state conference at Trichy in 1956 to gauge the party’s mood. In the same party conference, in 1956, V. R. Nedunchezhiyan was elected general secretary of the party. As he passed the baton to him, Anna famously said, ‘Thambi vaa, Thalamai erka vaa’ (Come brother, don the mantle of leadership). Rarely has it happened in Indian politics that a leader gave way to new leadership. In the 1957 elections the DMK won fifteen seats in the state assembly.


Anna’s DMK was studded with a galaxy of stars – from the erudite Nedunchezhiyan and Chezhiyan and a natural poet Kannadasan to the star speaker E. V. K. Sampath and the gifted M. Karunanidhi. Every personality in the party ran a journal of his own. The DMK historian K. Thirunavukkarasu has counted over 300 Dravidian movement journals during this period – practically every one of them perished as Karunanidhi asserted his hold over the party. Anna never felt threatened by the rise of peers and younger leaders. When in 1960 he became general secretary again it was only to stem a rift in the party. Anna’s magnanimous handling of the split in the party next year, following Sampath’s mutiny, is noteworthy. Accusing the party of swerving from its ideological path and questioning the disproportionate importance given to film stars – criticisms not without substance – Sampath went on a sudden hunger strike precipitating a crisis. Despite Anna’s best efforts the party suffered a split and Sampath formed the Tamil Desiya Katchi which however soon merged with the Congress.


A contemporary American political analyst, Selig Harrison, in his India: The Most Dangerous Decade, had observed, as early as in 1960, of Anna that ‘there is no doubt that this powerful orator is the single most popular mass figure in the region’ – a point missed by his contemporary political rivals.


The DMK grew from strength to strength, and in the 1962 elections won an impressive fifty seats in the legislature. However, the Congress plotted the defeat of Anna in his home turf, Kanchipuram, shamelessly using the communal card and playing on religious sentiment. A positive spin-off of the debacle was that Anna went to the Rajya Sabha where he held his own among stalwart parliamentarians, gaining national prestige.


If Anna left an indelible mark on the Tamil language and irreversibly changed the way Tamil was spoken on the platform, his English was no pushover either. As indicated earlier he had begun his political career by translating the English speeches of Justice Party stalwarts who modelled their orations on Burke and others. Anna also briefly worked on the editorial staff of the party’s English organ, Justice. In 1959 he had launched and edited the DMK’s English weekly, Homeland.


Anna’s move to the House of Elders gave him the opportunity to articulate a distinctive Tamil/Dravidian/south Indian perspective. He made his mark among stalwart parliamentarians, with quick repartees to interventions. As always Anna tried to convince rather than assert views and positions. He pointed out the dangers of a homogenising state with power accumulated at the centre. His denunciation of Hindi imposition, the state’s attempt to impose one language as the official language of the union, bears reading even now.


Anna’s most challenging moment during his term as a member of parliament (MP) came in the wake of the Chinese aggression. Anna demonstrated his shrewd political acumen by abdicating the nominal secessionist demand in the DMK’s programme. Even here he had the last laugh when he stated on the floor of the house that:




I am perfectly aware of the constitution . . . of the National Integration Committee under the able leadership of Dr C. P. Ramaswami Aiyar, a sturdy champion of India’s sovereignty and integrity, so sturdy indeed that as Dewan of Travancore he announced the independence of Travancore and proclaimed a pact with Pakistan.





But what propelled Anna and the DMK to power were the years leading up to 26 January 1965 when, through the union government’s review of the constitutional provision, Hindi was to be enshrined as the sole official language dislodging English’s status as associate official language. The DMK was to spearhead the decisive anti-Hindi agitation of the 1960s. The 1950s were marked by minor agitations such as the tarring of Hindi letters on signboards at railway stations. In the various party conferences organised by Anna the imposition of Hindi was a recurrent theme. Paradoxically, nobody strengthened the case against Hindi more than the Hindi fanatics themselves. As the pitch of the pro-Hindi camp became more and more shrill every argument of that side was effectively nailed. Countering the argument of Hindi being the language of a majority Anna quipped that, in that case, the common crow and not the peacock would have to be India’s national bird. Nehru’s legally-not-binding assurance that English would remain as long as the south wanted did little to solve the problem. With the DMK declaring Republic Day 1965 as a day of mourning the stage was set for unprecedented turmoil in independent India. The DMK called for the burning of the constitution in protest. Thousands were arrested and top DMK leaders incarcerated, lending them an aura which was to be converted into electoral power in a few years. The near-spontaneous uprising of students – many of whom were first-generation literates – marked the changing social base of politics in Tamilnadu. Self-immolation as a form of protest, an expression of subaltern commitment and despair, was a favourite stick to beat Dravidian politics with until upper-caste protestors took to it in the wake of Mandal. The repression let loose by the state effectively ensured that the Congress would be defeated in the 1967 elections.


And when the DMK swept the polls in 1967 – in a pre-election alliance with Rajaji’s Swatantra Party, the Communists, and the Muslim League, thereby gaining political acceptability across the board – it surprised no one except the Congress.


But the electoral success disturbed no one more than Anna himself for he feared that success had come a little too early – the DMK’s first cabinet was the youngest in India then. He was pained by the defeat of K. Kamaraj (whom Periyar had backed) at the hands of a greenhorn, a student activist named P. Srinivasan. In a magnanimous gesture Anna drove to Trichy and met Periyar after a hiatus of twenty years – a gesture that moved the venerated old man – and dedicated his government to him. And again in one of his memorable slogans he called the DK and DMK a double-barrelled gun.


The new DMK government legalised the non-ritualistic self-respect marriages championed by Periyar, renamed Madras state as Tamilnadu, scrapped the three-language policy for a two-language one, and initiated many welfare schemes. The spectacular World Tamil Conference organised in early 1968 was the high watermark of the new government. Anna was also to win many other honours. Notable was the award of the Chubb Fellowship by Yale University and an official visit to the USA in 1968.


The dazzling rise of Anna was however cut short by throat cancer. A compulsive chewer of tobacco and user of snuff, Anna’s erratic lifestyle with reading late into the night and constant tours took its toll. He was not yet sixty. He left behind no property and it is said that he never even had a bank account.


What the future course of Tamil politics would have been had Anna lived longer is a moot question. But the Indian nation state owes to him the accommodation of Tamil nationalism within it – not as a concession, but as an enriching.
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