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INTRODU CTION

The hardest thing about riding on the back of Arun's TVS Champ moped was

keeping my sandals from falling off my feet onto the dusty road whizzing by. My rear

end hurt, but that was okay. Balancing was a chore, since there were not adequate

footrests. I was getting used to it, though. We were riding home from the center of

Madurai, weaving down the crowded street, scooting between massive grey buses,

bullock carts, bicycles, scooters, cars, lorries (trucks), three-wheeled auto-rickshaws,

and people on foot. As Arun maneuvered this way and that, I clung tightly to the small

bar at the back of the thin seat and stretched my toes up to keep my sandals on. Horns

blared, bicycle bells rang. Arun gestured half-angrily, half-in iest as we narrowly

avoided another collision. "Hey," he yelled at the other driver, scowling, and turned to

grin at me. I grinned back. He was already looking forward again, navigating the sea

of traffic.

We careened down the long, straight stretch that ran past the Madurai City

police commissioner's house, and, as I always did, I turned my head to the right to look

at the guard at the front gate standing stoically. My eyes swept past him, gazing over

the wall to the well-kept but dry grounds, the carefully-pruned yet dust-covered garden

island around which the drive circled as it came to the low, dark house with its

extended roof. As usual, the place looked empty. Crows circled lazily overhead. We

passed the end of the compound, and I looked off to the left noq at the empty, arid

land, the low bushes, the shrub-like trees. We passed the large cement and steel

water tower, painted in yellows and pinks that were probably originally very bright and

colorful, but were now faded and peeling.

The flat road went downhill a bit , as we crossed the bridge over a trickling black

sewer stream and aimed into the throngs that clogged the area of E. M. G. Nagar, an
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outlying section of town with a bus stand and several shops close together-- tailors,

sweet shops, the popular "shop," one of a zillion where you can get almost anything--

soap, t-shirts, candy, drink mix, bicycle parts. The going was slower noq as we

carefully picked our way through the masses, now darting fonruard, now jamming to a

halt to avoid being crunched under a bus backing out to turn around. Although people

were getting used to seeing me in the area, there were still the unflinching stares,

especially from children, as they wondered what I was doing and why I was on the

back of a moped driven by a young Tamil man. I was accustomed by now to these

stares, and smiled back. We soon escaped the most crushlng area, and passed along

the road several feet above the open field to the left that was covered in weeds, mud,

and feces. Goats huddled together towards one side, a woman hung laundry on ropes

strung between poles behind a house, one along the row that backed up to the far end

of the field from the neighborhood beyond. Small children tottered across the dift,

waving sticks at one another. Several men squatted on the bank beside the road,

relieving themselves.

We were then past the field, and approaching the road entering our section of

the neighborhood, but instead of making the usual left, Arun continued straight, for a

block or so, past the small roadside coffee stalls, to another street, where he pulled in

to the left, rode halfway down the dry gravel road, and stopped the cycle. I got off, as

did he. He pulled from his pocket a packet of cigarettes, and furtively lit one. As he

smoked, he put his finger to his lips and asked me not to tell his parents, my host

family. He said they didn't know he was still smoking. When they first found out that he

was smoking, they were quite upset because of the hazard to his health, and because

they thought of it as socially unattractive. They argued with Arun and tried to get him to

stop. He took to sneaking cigarettes where they could not find out, and told them he

quit. They still suspect, I think, but cannot prove his guilt. We talked about this until he
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finished his cigarette. He flicked the butt away into the gutter, and pulled from his

pocket a small green plastic package of mouth-freshening mints that read "Tit Bits." I

declined his offer, and he popped one into his mouth, winking. lt was to cover up the

smell, he said, mischievously. We got back onto the moped and rode the remaining

block and a half home.

a a o

It will become apparent in the following pages that I feel very personally

connected to the topic of this thesis. Despite all the history and theory about Tamil

identity, this thesis, in the end, is not about facts, but about feelings. lt is about me.

Certainly, what it appears to be is a rather cumbersome, rambling exploration of the

lives of Tamils past and present, and of the struggle for young Tamils in their search for

identity while caught in multiple liminal zones- between parents and lovers, traditions

and fads, the "East" and the "West," childhood and adulthood, being Tamil and being

South lndian, being Tamil and being Indian, and so on. ln reality, it is about my

experience. There is no use in hiding the fact. I have been to Tamil Nadu and loved it.

I have been through crises of identity formation (albeit minor ones) and been rather

less than enamored of my situation. This paper is an attempt, however feeble, to make

sense of my experiences and to try to explore, in any way possible, the experiences of

friends I have made and people I have known in Tamil Nadu. I fear that, in a way, the

reader will have no idea what I am talking about, and that the only one who will

understand what I am trying to say is me. lf that is the case, so be it. But I hope it is

not. I hope this paper will be of interest to anyone interested in Tamil Nadu and its

people, or to anyone who has ever had to decide who they are and what matters to

them.

The people of Tamil Nadu, at least, many of them, have a long history of

publicized, politicized identity issues. Not personal ones, but community ones. At

3



times they have had to try to retain their cultural individuality, their language, and their

traditions in the face of great forces of cultural erasure, linguistic unification, and

modernization. This paper attempts to examine the key issues and potential problems

of identity for young Tamils, whose identity concerns would appear to be compounded

by the identity crises that seem to occur for everyone who exits adolescence and

enters adulthood. By examining history, religion, politics, theory and personal

experience, I hope to be able to discuss and analyze some of the issues and concerns

of identity formation for Tamil youth in South lndia today.

a o o

A Note on Words

During the course of this thesis, there will be many terms that I will use that may

seem archaic, Orientalist, sexist, or otherwise discriminatory or inaccurate. For the

sake of avoiding some of the confusion that invariably arises when people begin to

talk about more than one culture, I would like to take a bit of space to delineate the

usage and meaning of a few such terms. One word that is very difficult to avoid, since

its usage has long penetrated our modes of thought, and since, despite its problems, it

is frequently useful as a way to avoid explaining oneself, is "Western." This word

means many, many things, but I intend it as an adjective describing people, things,

ideas, ways of viewing worldly phenomena, and discourses that originally derive

principally from the intellectual and popular cultures of certain Western (geographic

designation here) European countries, the United States of America, and other

regions in which the influence of these countries is dominant. By "Western," I refer to

(and help to perpetuate) the myth of the East-West division of the world, which has

developed into a virtually hegemonic discourse, due to colonialism and the

implantation of colonial attitudes and world views through educational and

governmental systems. lt is nearly impossible to escape this discourse, since it
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dominates our thought processes no matter how we try to escape it. "Western" in this

paper also refers to products intended to appear imported from "the West", or products

intended to mimic those products. "Western" means non-lndian, but also non-Third

World, non-South American, non-African, non-Southeast Asian. "Western" implies

technological advancement, modernity, hipness, though I do not subscribe to this

usage. When I use "Western," without quotation marks, I intend merely to indicate

origin in "the West" as it has been constructed. When I use "Western" in quotes, I use it

to refer to the meaning that is so dominant in international discourse that its fallacies

go unnoticed. I use "Eastern" similarly. "Eastern" and "lndian" imply the opposite of

"Western," according to the discourse. "Eastern" and "lndian" mean backward, rural,

behind the times, irrational and emotional. ln my usage, I intend to imply merely that

"lndian" and "Tamil" cultures were not always influenced so heavily by notions that

they must conform to ideas and technologies originating in the "Western" world.

Additionally, I buy into the grossly inaccurate usage of the word "American." By

this word, I refer to people or things from the United States of America. lt is certainly

true that Canadians, Mexicans, Nicaraguans, and Peruvians are all technically

Americans, but, avoiding the complexity of saying "residents of the United States of

America" or "originating in the United States of America," I will follow the long-standing

usage of "American," despite its ethnocentrism.

I also abuse the word "traditional," since traditional refers to a static time of

tradition, and much of the culture of Tamil Nadu that I call traditional has not

necessarily existed for very long in its present expressions. "Traditional," a word that is

a central notion in Orientalist colonial discourse, implies allochronism, the denial of the

living, dynamic nature of a culture. I do not mean to imply this, simply to use

"traditional" in opposition to "Western" and "modern." I realize that in so doing, I fall

directly into the trap of using the "East-West" discourse from which I would like to
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escape, but I feel it is beyond my simple mind to try to take on the task of escaping it.

Sutfice it to say that I in no way accept the notion that there has ever been a timeless,

primitive, unchanging Tamil culture, This notion seems to be largely a product of

recent ideologies, not only "Western" Orientalist ideologies, but also forms of Tamil

nationalism which glorifies an essential, pristinely Tamil culture from the past that

never actually existed. The Tamils, like all peoples, have always undergone change. I

mean only, in my use of "traditional," to suggest that perhaps, at least in the past few

centuries, and especially in this century cultural invasions and a speedier rate of

change have drawn a sharper distinction between various expressions of what is

known as "traditional" "Tamil" culture and what is known aS "modern" "Western"

culture.

I am confident that I will also, unconsciously, lapse into sexist and heterosexist

language. Please forgive these indiscretions, for indeed, the English language as it

has been created up to now has made it difficult to write non-sexist language that still

flows with smooth rhythm. I have tried my best to avoid sexism and heterosexism, but I

know my intellectual history is not strong enough to keep from mistakes. Further, much

of Tamil Hindu culture values a distinction between male and female, and assumes a

heterosexuality (for indeed, homosexuality as a way of life, as a permanent sexual

preference, is viftually invisible in India, if not nearly non-existent) that is no longer

assumed in "Western" discourse. Thus, any discussion of Tamil culture will likely be

unable to avoid completely such assumptions and language forms, as this one will be.

I offer my sincere apologies.
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CHAPTER ONE

HtsToRY, RELIGION, AND POLITICS

Pre-History and History of the Tamils

A central paft, for many Tamils, of their notion of Tamil identity today is the age-

old conflict with the influences of northern lndia. There is much writing about the

different origins of the peoples of the north and south. There is no time period at which

to start exploring the background of the Tamil people better than the beginning.

Writers about all periods of the history of southern lndia are often defensive about the

distinctness of a Tamil people to the point of jingoism; V. R. Ramachandra Dikshitar,

writing about the earliest inhabitants of the south of the subcontinent, is no exception:

"And it is the view of expefts that the paleolithic man of South lndia did not live in

forests but on hilly plains. He was not a gross savage unlike the paleolithic man of

other countries. So South lndia must have pre-paleolithic people who were the

aboriginals and sons of the soil" (1947, 3).

There is archaeological evidence of different ancient origins of northern and

southern lndian Paleolithic settlers. ln the nofth, stone flake tools have been found;

their presence seems to show that humans migrated to South Asia sometime between

two hundred thousand and four hundred thousand years ago, in the second

interglacial age. Stanley Wolpert suggests that they probably came from Central Asia,

either over the Hindu Kush mountains to the nofthwest, or over the Himalayas in the

north and east. Similar tools and skeletal remains have been found in Central and

East Asia, suggesting that those found in South Asia were made by people of the

same origin (1989, 4).

ln the south of lndia, ditferent tools, "core stone implements rather than flakes"

(Wolpert 1989, 6) point to different origins. Wolpert suggests that Paleolithic man in

South lndia probably rode the winds of the southwest monsoon from eastern Africa,
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since the tool types found there are similar. These core stone implements were found

in greatest numbers in Madras, but some have also been found on the Deccan

plateau. Nothing else is known about the earliest inhabitants of South lndia, but it is

clear from the beginning that north and south had different backgrounds (Wolpert

1989,6),

There is evidence of further migration to lndia from Africa, or possibly from the

Mediterranean regions, during the Mesolithic Age, sometime after 30,000 B.C.E..

Miniature stone weapons have been discovered across the Deccan plateau and

Central lndia; these strongly resemble similar implements of eastern Europe and

eastern Africa. These stone tools could have been made by immigrant hunters or

food-gatherers, though there is new evidence pointing to independent Stone Age

development in Central lndia that could disprove the notion of immigration during the

Mesolithic period (Wolpert 1989, 8). ln either case, the separate development of the

Nodh and the South seems apparent.

There are several theories regarding the advent of the Dravidian peoples, the

linguistic and ethnic ancestors of the Tamils, to South lndia. M. Ruthaswamy, in X. S.

Thani Nayagan's compilation Tamil Culture and Civilizafion, describes how the

Deccan plateau has been dry land, above water, since the beginning of geological

history, and is therefore more ancient than the relatively recently-risen lands of North

India and the Himalayas. He then draws parallels to the people, claiming that the

people of the South are also more ancient; he suggests that the first inhabitants were

the Dravidians, and that the forest tribes of South lndia are descended from this

ancient race: "The physical resemblance and cultural similarities between forest tribes

and ancient Dravidians (as seen through archaeology) support the notion that these

tribes are descended from the ancient Dravidians" (1949, in Nayagan, 1970, 2) Most

experts, it seems, now agree that the Dravidians are not the original inhabitants,
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however, of the lndian subcontinent. Wolpert writes, "Modern South lndian separatists

demand an 'autonomous' Dravidistan ('Land of Dravidians') on the basis of their claim

that 'Dravidian civilization' antedates the advent of the Northern Aryans, who only

subsequently conquered and superimposed their'lesser' civilization upon the peoples

of peninsular lndia, but history offers no positive evidence in support of their claims"

(1989,8).

One of the most widespread and accepted theories of the origins of the

Dravidians connects them to the lndus Civilization, which rivaled Mesopotamia in

organization, with its twin foftress cities of Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro. The Indus

Civilization disintegrated around the same time as the gradual arrival of the lndo-

Aryan peoples from Central Asia, who eventually, while mingling with the indigenous

peoples of North lndia, became the descendants for all North lndia. The exact

dimension of the connection between the ancient Dravidians and the lndus Civilization

is unclear however. M. Goetz discusses the origins of the Dravidians and the Indus

Civilization in his lndia, Five Thousand Years of Indian Art(1959, in Nayagan, 1970,

36-37):

It seems fairly probable that the same type of Mediterranean
people who created the lndus Civilzation [sic], advanced
through Maharashtra to the Tamil country; . . . and that it
imposed its language, the Dravidian, on the South. But
there are no direct links with the lndus Civilization; instead,
many obseruations speak for a direct contact with lran, lraq,
Arabia, Syria, and Egypt (1959, 36).

Whatever and whenever their origin, the Dravidians existed in lndia, particularly

in South India, before the arrival of the Aryans in the second millennium B.C.E.; this

much seems apparent. The most ancient Tamil work of literature, Tolkappiyam,

surviving from the beginning of the common era, is the best source of information

about Tamil religion and social organization in the preceding times. Ralph Linton
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(whose Tree of Culture, 1957, is excerpted in Nayagan, 1970, 4-8) describes the

Tolkappiyam at length. lt describes a system of geographical and occupational

divisions, of interdependent specialization, that parallels, and probably formed, the

social system still evident in several forest tribes, such as those of the Nilgiri Hills.

Wolpert explains that were five main categories (Linton, for some reason, only lists

four): hill, plain, forest, coastal, and desert peoples. Subdivisions from these include,

for example, "pearl divers, fishermen, boatmaker, and boatmen" (Wolpen 1989, 77).

The early Tamils appear to have been matriarchal and matrilineal. Elder women held

the highest social standing, power, and respect (Wolpert 1989,77; Linton 1957, in

Nayagan 1970, 6). The system of matriarchy lasted even into the nineteenth century in

Kerala and in other isolated areas. The marriage practices of the Dravidians also

differed widely from those of Aryans. Cross-cousin marriage was the accepted norm,

whereas the Aryans' exogamous marriages to "strangers," or at the very least, non-

relatives (Wolpert 1989,77'). An additional major difference in social relations is that

the Dravidians appear to have widely accepted and practiced "pre-marital sex

experimentation." The Tamil interest in sex was widely apparent, according to Linton,

in the eight classical anthologies of poetry, three of which each contain about 400

poems of love (1957,7).

Many historians are of the opinion that Dravidian cultural aspects dominate

Aryan ones in the cultural makeup of modern lndia. lt would, of course, seem fairly

obvious that this would be the case in the South, but there are those who insist that the

national culture (if there is such a thing) is largely derived from ancient Dravidian

aspects. H. Heras refers to several authors to advance this argument. "ln general, 'the

culture of lndia'. . . 'is pre-Aryan in origin: as in Greece, the conquered civilized the

conquerors. The Aryan Indian owed his civilization and his degeneration to the

Dravidians, as the Aryan Greek did to the Myceans"' (Hall in Heras 1953, 202-203).
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Oddly, what must be a later edition of Hall than Heras uses contains no such

statement. Perhaps Heras, in his drive to prove the superiority of Dravidian culture,

deliberately chose to use an earlier edition in order to cite statements of Hall which

Hall himself later retracted. As I have only the seventh edition, and none of the

previous editions, and as Heras does not give a date or edition in his citation of Hall,

this notion of mine cannot be verified, but it does appear that Heras goes to lengths to

advance a biased argument. Heras goes on: "Dr. Heimann also acknowledges that

once the period of invasion was over'the Aryas consolidated their own imported

culture with that of the Dravidians who had preceded them, and together with whom

they had to live within the comparitively isolated lndian continent. lt may have been

the Dravidians who, as already closely adapted to the force maieure of lndla's climatic

conditions, assumed the lead in this composite Aryan-Dravidian culture"' (Heimann

21-21, in Heras 1953,203). Unfoftunately, lcould not locate in Nayagan's citation of

Heras any further references for Heimann). Professors Seiber and Mueller also asseft

that much of the Dravidian culture did "prevail" because of the fact that no Aryan

empire ever dominated the entire lndian peninsula (Seiber-Mueller, 406, in Heras

1953, 203). Heras says that the Brahmanas ascribe to dark-skinned Brahmans,

Dravidian Brahmans, more intelligence, superiority of civilization. "That was finally the

reason why Dravidian civilization exercised such a great influence upon the whole

Aryan nation from the very beginning of their stay in lndia" (Heras 1953, 204). Heras'

work, while certainly valid to a degree, is clearly strongly influenced by Dravidian

nationalism, and should therefore be accepted only as part of a larger picture of

Dravidian-Aryan cultural co-existence and interdependence.

Movements of Religions Southward and the Southern Tamil Kingdoms

Dravidians in the South accepted Buddhism, Jainism, and Brahmanism when

they moved southward between 800 and 300 B.C.E. "The first Brahmans visited
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Southern lndia in about 800 8.C., and by the 2nd and 3rd century B.C. Brahman, Jain,

and Buddhist missionaries were operating in the region in considerable numbers"

(Linton 1953, 8). He writes that the southern Dravidians probably accepted Buddhism

and Hinduism because of their incorporations of northern Dravidian, non-Aryan

traditions. Dravidians warmed to the northern religions in part because of "magical

powers which the new cults claimed," and soon "the whole South, with the exception

of a few backward hill tribes accepted the Northern religions." This acceptance,

however, did not mean wholesale cultural assimilation. Far from it, the empires of the

north had great difficulty moving south. Writes Linton:

The northern empires of the pre-lslamic period were in
general unable to extend their control over the Dravidian
South. Only Asoka in the 3rd century B.C. conquered the
Deccan, and his successors soon retreated northward. As
a result, the Dravidians were under no compulsion to
accept the culture of the lndo-European Nofth, and what
they took from it they took selectively (1953, 8).

The South had its own empires, namely, three principal warring kingdoms.

"South of the Andhras and Kalingas were three ancient Tamil 'kingdoms,' the Cheras

(or Keralas) in the west, the Pandyas in the center, and the Cholas on the east coast"

(Wolpert 1989, 76). The Pandyans may date the furthest back; references to the

kingdom have been found in Megasthenes and Arthashastra from the three hundreds

B.C.E., and they were known of in the northern city of Pataliputra by the fourth century

B.C.E.. The name Pandya may derive "from Pandu, the righteous royal family of the

epic Mahabharata" (Wolpert 1989, 76). lf so, their name may show the earliest

example of Aryanization of the Tamil language. lt is possible, writes Wolpert, that the

Pandyans existed as far back as the time of King Solomon, in the tenth century B.C.E..

Madurai, still a very important temple city, home of the Meenakshi temple, was the

cultural center for the Pandyans, and was home to several literary sangams, or
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colleges, for over 500 poets, at least since a few hundred years before the Common

Era. Over 2000 sangam poems survive, in eight anthologies (Wolpert describes nine,

referring to the later eighteen classic works, the Padinen-Kil kanakku, as one of the

nine), and the aforementioned Tolkappiyam came from this time as well (Wolpert 1989,

76-77). These poems are rich in information about earlier times; they mention "very

early Chera Kings," cosmopolitan Chola kingdoms who traded with Southeast Asia,

and the fabulous riches of the Pandyans. According to the poets, writes Wolpert:

Ancient Tamilnad, enriched by the discovery of gold and
precious jewels and by an expanding foreign trade, was a
fabled region of fine feasts and fortune. Sangam poets
sang of 'succulent chops of meat' and 'triple water'
(probably coconut milk, palm fruit juice, and sugarcane
juice) imbibed with fiery'toddy' (the intoxicating fermented
beverage of the palmyra palm) at the royal feasts that lasted
for weeks (1989, 77).

Besides the poets, there developed performance groups that sang, played music, and

danced. The classical Indian dance Bharat Natyam grew out of the involvement of

women with these groups, as did the tradition of the devadasis, the dancing prostitutes

of temples. The Dravidian South of this period contributed much to lndian culture.

The Pallavas and the Cholas

The Pandyans, Cheras, and Cholas remained largely separate, warring

amongst each other in territorial battles, but were also able to unite to repel invasions

from the north. From the first century B.C.E. to the fourth century C.E., the Pandyans

allied alternately with each of the other two kingdoms to fight off the third. This

continued warfare left them all vulnerable for attack from within, and when the Pallavas

arose in Kanchipuram, the former Chola capital, the three were incapable of stopping

them. The Pallavas were "firmly entrenched in Tamilnad by [325 C.E.]" and dominated

until at least the 800s (Wolpert 1989, 78). With the Pallavas arose the beginnings of

the Tamil bhakti tradition, a conscious, deliberate move away from the use of Sanskrit
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for religious texts. Earlier bhakti movements relied on the classical, formal Sanskrit,

which gave works a connection with classical Sanskrit literature, with royalty, and with

Brahmanical approval. The Pallavas originally relied on Sanskrit as their coutt culture,

and "cultural expression blossomed" (Ramanujan 1981, 105). The Pallava kings gave

their royal support to poet-saints and temple-building. The poets soon turned to Tamil

as their poetic language, breaking tradition. Writes Ramanujan, "The imperial

presence of Sanskrit, with its brahmanical (smdi ) texts of the Vedas and the

Upanisads, was a presence against which bhakti in Tamil defines itself, though not

always defiantly" (1981, 109). This switch was not insignificant; Tamil bhakti was the

beginning of non-sanskrit Hindu philosophy and theology (1981, 110), a division

between forms of cultural expression. Ramanujan discusses the poets' attitudes:

Bhakti poets often contrast their language with Sanskrit, the
"perfected language." To the "culture language" of Sanskrit
they oppose their own "language of nature," and they insist
on their self-images as persons of wild, untutored,
spontaneous passion. ln [a ceftain poem Ramanujan cites],
"mumbling and prattling the many names of the Lord" is
implicitly preferred to the careful, tutored, rote-learned
enunciation of Sanskrit mantras (130).

Tamil bhaktas praised each other's works to the denigration of the Vedas and Sanskrit

works in general. The Pallava Tamil bhakti movements can thus, to a fair extent, be

seen as holding the beginnings of Tamil nationalist sentiments.

In the nine and ten hundreds, the Cholas had a resurgence. Their king

Vijayalaya captured Tanjore in 950 C.E., they took Kanchipuram, and before long took

Madurai from the Pandyans. Rajaraja, perhaps the greatest Chola king, who lived

from 985 to 1016, conquered Kerala, and his son Rajendra I was responsible for the

Chola navy's conquering of the Maldives (Wolpert 1989, 112). As the Cholas

dominated politically, they also came to dominate culturally. ln the Chola temple cities

of Tanjore, Kanchipuram, and Chidamabaram, explains Wolpeft, bronze sculpture
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cast¡ng peaked as an art form. Shiva's Nataraja ("Lord of the Dance") aspect was

sculpted by an anonymous artist whom Wolpert calls a genius, comparing his work to

the beautiful gold work of ltalian artist Benvuto Cellini (Wolpert 1989, 112-113).

Wolpert raves:

Rarely has an artist achieved such perfect balance and
harmony in any medium as in this metal statue, whose
patina of green only enriches its beauty, whose symbolism
embraces all of Hindu civilization in its mythic power, and
whose exquisite form has led to its almost infinite
reproduction throughout lndia, though none of the later
versions have ever approached the Chola craftsmen's
quality of perfection. (1989, 113)

Wolpert opines that Chola craftsmen were the best of lndia, then and now. With any

subject, he writes, "the workmanship of the imperial Chola artists was flawless in its

beauty, magically transmuting metal to fleshlike texture, imparting the breath of life to

their subjects." Perhaps the greatest achievements of the Cholas, however, was their

temple-building. The Shiva temple to Rajaraja in Taniore, built around lOOO C.E.,

"was the most ambitious and enormous Hindu temple of its time, the forerunner of the

giant Dravidian temples that still distinguish the landscape of Tamilnad" (Wolpert 1989,

113).

Viiavanaoar

The Cholas eventually toppled, in the beginning of the thirteenth century.

Following a hundred or so years of fighting between various smaller kingdoms, Muslim

rulers under the Lodi Sultanate at Delhi began making incursions into the Deccan and

South India for the first time. They fell victim to their own ambitions, however, when

two Hindu brothers, previously loyal to the Muslim rulers, decided to return to being

Hindu rulers and protectors instead of invading the South for the Muslims. ln April of

1336, the Vijayanagar empire was born on the banks of the Tungabhadra river, which

served as the boundary between northern Muslim India and southern Hindu lndia
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(Nilakanta Sastri 1958,230). The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were times of

continuing, repeated warfare between Muslim rulers and Hindu rulers. Successions of

Vijayanagar rulers came and went, but not until Krishnadeva Raya, in the early

sixteenth century did the empire fully extend itself throughout the south. After his

death, the empire was once again under heavy attack, and began to disintegrate. ln

the late seventeenth century, after continuing battle with Muslims from the North, the

Vijayanagar empire finally collapsed, though the Hindu states of Mysore and Madurai

held their own, Of the importance of Vijayanagar, Nilakanta Sastri concludes:

During that long period it had maintained a constant
struggle against its Muslim neighbors in the north,
destroyed the sultanate of Madura, and kept Southern India
free from the inroads of lslam. . . Diplomatic, even dynastic
alliances, also occurred often enough between these two
continuously contending parties; but they do not alter the
basic nature of the historic role of Vijayanagar, which was to
preserve South India as the last refuge of the traditional
culture and institutions of the country (1958, 295).

Yet, as can be seen in Burton Stein's work, this understanding of the Vijayanagar

empire may privilege a Hindu, Tamil nationalism that was not so distinct, Vijayanagar

was actually fairly cosmopolitan, as South lndia has always been, using Arabian

horses, Muslim soldiers, and Portuguese artillery (Stein 1980, 400-403). The empire,

while for some time the protector of the south, was certainly not so explicitly Tamil

nationalist in its ideology. Nilakanta Sastri's work is, however, intentionally tinged with

such ideology, which focuses on only ceftain limited aspects of culture, denying the

multicultural nature of much Tamil society.

The Rise of the British

By this time, Europeans were making their impact known. The Portuguese had

arrived in the early 1500s, in Goa, and had allied with Krishnadeva Raya for trade

purposes, then were left without a trading base following Vijayanagar's decline and
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ult¡mate demise. The British, in the form of the English East lndia Company, arrived in

Surat on Augusl24, 1608 (Wolpert 1989, 142). They soon dominated the Portuguese

and the Dutch with their superior navy, and before long had set up a large trade

network. After receiving full-fledged government support, in 1657, the company had

the resources to build rapidly and took over Bombay. The French soon began

gathering significant power and influence in India through Joseph Dupleix, who came

to power in Pondicherry (which was founded in 1674 by the French) in 1741. Dupleix

captured Madras from the British in 1746 as tensions between the countries flared.

When the nawab of the Carnatic demanded that Dupleix surrender Madras to him,

Dupleix defeated his invasion and took over the nawab's reign. When a peace treaty

between the French at the British at home in Europe gave Madras back to the British,

they soon managed to regain control in the area, supporting an lndian nawab again.

ln Calcutta, however, relations between the British and the dwindling Mughal empire

soon turned from amiability to animosity. Recent heir to the Bengal nawabthrone,

Nawab Siraj-ud-daula attacked the British at Calcutta upon learning that they were

fortifying without his permission, and quickly defeated them. lt was at this point that, as

Wolpert asserts, "irreparable damage to Anglo-lndian relations was. . , done by the

impulsive nawab's underlings" (Wolpert 1989, 179), who locked up sixty-four prisoners

in a fourteen by eighteen feet, airless cell overnight. All but twenty-one died from

suffocation or shock. This tofture was bad enough, but the defeated general J. Z.

Holwell reported that 146 prisoners had been crammed in this "Black Hole," with only

twenty-three surviving. This horror led the British, led by Robert Clive, to invade

Bengal, taking power of the state and executing Siraj.

ln 1765, as the British gained power and the old Mughal empire lost power, the

British allied with the Mughals, agreeing to pay a fee to the emperor Shah Alam in

return for control of revenues in Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa. The British, though they
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had the power to wrest complete control from the Mughals, needed acceptance by

lndia to remain successful. This alliance allowed them to otficially move in and begin

to take over. As the Mughal empire became a puppet government, the British defeated

the Marathas and the Sikhs, securing military power across India in the early 1800s.

The British set up a vast government, educational system, and network of

communication across lndia, and in the next hundred years transformed lndia into a

centralized, unified, dominated colony.

Nationalism. lndependence. and Separatist Movements

ln the early twentieth century nationalism began to incite more and more

Indians to seek a unified, self-governed India. This new political atmosphere was

fostered in great amount, ironically, by British rule itself. With the British had come a

better system of education and what lrschick terms the "Western ideas of equality and

freedom." I am ceftain that these ideas are not chiefly "Western," per se, but it may be

that British rule helped to increase the national interest in them, in large part by

providing printing presses from which to quickly disseminate information. This new

nationalist political awareness grew at different rates in different areas of the country,

however, and the Madras presidency, explains lrschick, "of all the areas originally

conquered by the British, was the last to develop nationalist and political feruor"

(lrschick 1969, xiii).

lndians in government employ in Madras had long seen the effects of Madras'

great distance from Calcutta and Delhi, the seats of British governing power, for they

were frequently Ieft to fend for themselves with little opportunity for political

advancement. South lndia was seen as low-class and unimpoftant. lt was in Madras

that a small group from the educated elite began to make a political stir. Claiming to

think under "all-lndia perspectives," they sought the recognition of Madras as an

important social and cultural region, comparable and equal to Bengal or Bombay. The
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nationalists would go on to later form part of the lndian National Congress (lrschick

1969, xiv).

This group, howeveç was largely made up by members of the well-educated

Brahman elite. These men were challenged in their all-lndia approach by non-

Brahmans, who held that the Brahmans' nationalism was self-seruing and would not

support the backward, non-Brahman castes of the Madras presidency (lrschick 1969,

xiv). This initial conflict was perhaps among the first public, political manifestations of

the caste tensions that have existed since the Aryans and the Dravidians met.

Historically, Brahmans have been largely Aryan, whereas non-Brahmans, in Tamil

Nadu, have been largely Dravidian. Thus the Brahman versus non-Brahman conflict

is for Tamils primarily a question of Aryan versus Dravidian.

The historical division between Brahman and non-Brahman continued, and

indeed, was aggravated by the British, specifically, by education systems and political

positions that were easily occupied by the Brahman social elite. lrschick explains:

ln the urban, public life of South lndia the division between
relative positions of these two groups at the beginning of
the twentieth century was strikingly apparent. Brahmans, as
priests, had a long tradition of learning and quickly took
advantage of the educational opportunities offered by the
British presence in India. ln the natural course, many
Brahmans were recruited into the government services
(1969, xv).

The non-Brahman activists, interestingly, found grist for their crusade in the British

themselves, who feared that the great number of Brahmans in public service would

lead to "nepotism and loss of power" for the British (lrschick 1969, xv). By trying to

control the number of Brahmans in the government, the British fed the non-Brahman

cause. The non-Brahmans were able to capitálize on British worries, and claimed that

the British were prejudiced against hiring backward castes. Writes lrschick, "They

argued that most non-Brahmans in Madras were backward educationally and were
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therefore precluded from prestigeful government employment" (lrschick 1969, xv-xvi).

Brahmans had long held the highest position on the social hierarchy, especially

in Tamil areas. From the early eighteenth century to the mid-nineteenth century the

bureaucratic positions open to Indians had been occupied mostly by a caste of

Brahmans originally from Maharashtra. From the 1850s into the twentieth century the

Tamil and Telugu Brahmans advanced their social position by taking government jobs.

They were already quite powerful, since they had a virtual monopoly on the

knowledge of Sanskrit, and thus controlled the largely Sanskrit Hindu corpus. They

were also needed by non-Brahmans as priests, for weddings and other important

ceremonies (lrschick 1969, 5).

As background for understanding the conflicts that flared up in the years before

lndependence, it seems important to examine the social structures of the time. The

Brahmans occupied the highest social position. Brahmans performed two separate

social functions- the Vedic Brahmans taught the Vedas and performed sacrifices and

other priestly duties. The secular Laukic Brahmans were advisors to Hindu kings. The

Tamil Brahmans are also divided into two major groups- the lyengars, devoted to

Vishnu, and the Smarthas or lyers, devoted to Shiva (lrschick 1969,6). Non-

Brahmans included many castes who rank below Brahmans but above untouchables.

Of these, Vellalas held fairly high status, as a large part of the population and as

government employees. Other prominent castes include the Reddis and the Balija

Naidus, both major cultivating Telugu castes, and the Nairs, from the Kerala area, who

"had a strong tradition of education and professional training, even for women, and

were second only to the Tamil and Telugu Brahmans in the administrative and

educational system of Madras presidency" (lrschick 1969, 9). Lastly, there are the

various untouchable (now also called Harijan or Dalit) castes.

lrschick explains how the three-part division by caste was amplified in two
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ways- by the existence of several separate Brahman and non-Brahman villages, and

by the question of classification of non-Brahmans. Many of the non-Brahman castes,

like the Vellalas and Reddis, traditionally belonged to the Sudra varna. There was

considerable opposition to the use of this term, however, among British officials and

educated non-Brahman Tamils, leading to further Brahman-non-Brahman conflict

(lrschick 1 969, 10-12).

ln the early part of this century, Brahmans were significantly better educated and

employed, especially in government service, than non-Brahmans. The British began

to distrust them, since they were so prominent in British service, for they were socially

independent from the British by reason of their position as religious leaders of the

highest social status. The British felt that the Brahmans had too much chance to take

advantage of the power, rather than serving the British, and hostility towards educated

Brahmans grew. When the lndian National Congress party was formed in 1885, its

message of political awareness began to have an effect in Madras. Social reform

movements collided with Hindu communalist revivalism, but both stressed the "division

between the'Aryan Brahman'and the 'non-Brahman Dravidian"' (lrschick 1969, 25).

Annie Besant's rise to fame as president of the Theosophical Society and her

championing of the Home Rule cause helped split the non-Brahman social reformers

and the Brahman nationalists even fufther. Explains lrschick:

. . .she had lectured throughout India, often on the glories of
the Indian past and on Hinduism. Her revivalistic spirit was
condemned by the Madras Social Reform Association . . .

for engendering in the minds of Indians a false sense of
pride in their social and political institutions and hence
precluding progress in the matter of social and political
reform.. When she became a champion of Home Rule for
lndia, her Theosophical bias, with its emphasis on the great
Brahmanical past of lndia, quickly brought her into
opposition with non-Brahmans and aroused serious social

, conflict and political dispute (1969, 26).
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At Independence, lndian leaders had several guiding ideas from widely

diverging areas of experience. The British left their system of rule, and their

"institutions, ideas, and practices" (Brass 1990, 1), The nationalist Indians had their

own experiences, which they mediated in the midst of the present social tensions and

the varied spread of cultural traditions.

ln forming the new nation, a key concern of the nationalist lndians, given these

pre-existing British and lndian traditions, was ensuring full participation for

untouchable and backward castes. Among their methods were reserving positions in

government and legislative seats, forming a schedule of low caste groups entitled to

privileges from the government, and doing away with the custom of untouchability

(Brass 1990, 5-6).

These reseruations and the institution of the Scheduled Caste system helped

feed existing tensions in Tamil Nadu between the "elite and middle status land-

controlling castes" such as the Vellalas. The non-Brahman movement sought "to

displace the dominant Brahman castes in those states from their disproportionate

control over iobs in the public seruices and other advantages in society" (Brass 1990,

6). The backward classes feared that the implementation of the parliamentary system

would lead to abuses by the elite castes that would keep them from fair representation,

and demanded privileges like those afforded the Scheduled Castes. These issues,

writes Brass,

of the integration of the low castes as effective participants
in a democratic political order, and of caste conflict between
the backward castes and the elite castes have persisted
throughout the post-independence period up [to] the
present and have posed recurring challenges to the
maintenance of an integrated society, an equalitarian
politics, and non-violent mechanisms of conflict resolution
(1990,6).

The nationalist leaders were up against powerful forces that strove to break the
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country apart, and went to great lengths to keep lndia together. At the time of

lndependence, offers Brass, "at the top of all their goals, the sine qua nontor

everything else was an abiding faith in and determination to preserue the national

unity and integrity of the country against all potential internal and external threats to it"

(1990, 7), The violence and misery of Paftition made them strive even more feruently.

The nationalists adhered to two overarching rules in their use of power. The first was

that any secessionist movements were ignored or, if necessary, destroyed with force.

The second was that the government would make no concessions to religious groups

seeking political recognition. Following these strict guidelines, the nationalists made

sure that lndia would not crumble further.

This concern with unity was perhaps one of the strongest forces driving the

nationalist elite, and this was seen clearly at the Constituent Assembly:

The partition experience also led nationalist leaders, some
of whom had previously been sympathetic to some kinds of
regional cultural and linguistic demands, to reject sharply in
the Constituent Assembly and in the early years after
lndependence any other potential division that seemed to
threaten the country's unity, such as a north-south division
implied in the Dravidistan slogan of the Tamil regional
nationalist pafty, the DMK, or even linguistic reorganization
of states, which had been an implicit part of the Congress
program since the 1920s" (Brass 1990, 11).

The Indian National Congress was and is the biggest political party in lndia. lt began

as the pafty of the lndian nationalists under Nehru. The Congress "is formally a mass

party with a dues-paying membership. . . with an elaborate, hierarchical organizational

structure extending from local to district to state to all-lndia committees culminating at

the top in a Working Committee, the executive committee of the national pafty, with an

elected president as its head" (Brass 1990,65-66). Nehru held the seat of power in

the upper levels of the Congress party. At the regional levels, there were many intra-
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party conflicts between different factions vying for power. These conflicts were not

based on different ideologies, but on the desire for control. The Congress since split

twice, forming Congress (R), and later, Congress (l) for lndira. The Congress (l)

remained in power following the split, and remains the main Congress party (Brass

1990,66-68). Factionalism remains an everpresent part of lower level Congress party

workings, Explains Brass:

The Congress, therefore, though it remains formally a mass
pany has become a cadre party with a prominent popular
leader at its head and the organization at the local level
dominated by notables who have maintained strong local
structures of power within their caste groups or in the
remnants of old landed estates, or through the control of
educational institutions, cooperative societies, or other
government or private organizations (1990, 68-69).

The party was run at the state level primarily by the dominant castes, and had broad

popular support from both elite and low castes. Yet the Congress still received the

majority of the vote only rarely at state and national levels. Congress's success

required more than broad support. lt also needed the opposition pafties' lack of unity.

Opposition parties, if working together, could easily overthrow the Congress, as they

did on the national level in 1977. Further, the Congress was helped by the lack of a

national party system. Each state had its own party system, consisting of the Congress

(typically dominant) and its own opposition pafties, which could not overthrow the

Congress on the national level without joining forces (1990, 69). Of course, some

were opposed to being part of a national government in the first place, opposed to the

very existence of a national government, opposed to an lndian nation.

The first organized threat to Indian unity coming out of the South in the

twentieth century was the Dravida Kazhagam, the DK (Dravidian Federation).

Founded in 1914 in Madras by Periyar E.V. Ramaswamy Naicker, the DK hoped for a

"Dravidnad." lt "rallied non-Brahman Harijansand oppressed Shudra Dravidians,"
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appealing to their indigenous pride as the predecessors of the Aryans and rightful

inhabitants of South lndia. These calls led to a "'two-race'theoty," ã division between

Aryan-descended lndians and Dravidian-descended lndians. There were violent

protests and a general rejection of Hindi as a national language (Wolpert 1989, 369),

C. N. Annadurai, the Periyar's most brilliant disciple, who
fost faith in his guru, founded a more militant and popular
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam ("Dravidian Progressive
Federation"; DMK) in 1949, and built a broad-based
following by his advocacy of radical land-reforms and
revolutionary economic change as well as a wide range of
cultural Dravidian demands. DMK control over Tamil Nadu
remained secure, and Delhi's central government was most
careful and usually generous to a fault in dealing with these
Southern 'Princes' of regional power, whose separatist
potential was so dangerous (Wolpert 1989,369).

Such regional pafties, with strength in their own states only, are some of the

Congress' greatest opposition on the states level. Besides the DMK and the AIADMK

(All lndia Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam) in Tamil Nadu, other powerful regional

parties, according to Brass, include "the Telugu Desam in Andhra, the Akali Dal in

Punjab, the National Conference in Jammu & Kashmir, and the Asom Gana Parishad

in Assam" (1990, 79). The Tamil Nadu parties are among the most well known of the

regional parties, which are known for their interest in protecting state issues. Brass

summarizes the history of the Tamil regional pafties:

Thus, the DMK and AIADMK, which trace their origins to the
Dravidian movement of the nineteenth century and to the
Self-Respect and Non-Brahman movements of the
twentieth century stand primarily for the promotion of Tamil
regional cultural identity and the Tamil language and
against the intrusion of the Hindi language into Tamil Nadu.
After the death of its leader, C. N. Annadurai, in 1969, the
DMK split into its present offshoots, of which the AIADMK,
led by the film star M. G. Ramachandran (MGR), emerged
dominant in the 1977 elections and became the ruling pafty
in Tamil Nadu, with MGR as its chief minister until his death
in December, 1987 (1990, 79).
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The process of political mobilization-- reaching out to the Indian public to introduce it to

the new political system-- had the interesting effect of providing the backward and elite

castes with better representation without greatly endowing the lowest castes with

better political power. Mobilization's greatest effect, however, was on the "middle

status backward agricultural castes and the lower backward artisan, seruice, and

smallholding castes" (Brass 1990, 90-91). The backward castes had enough success

in some states as to take over state positions from the Congress. ln Tamil Nadu, the

DMK and AIADMK, dominated by backward castes, took power (Brass 1990, 91).

When the Congress split in 1969, Indira Gandhi allied with the DMK to try to

hold onto power in Tamil Nadu, but was unsuccessful. The real struggle in Tamil Nadu

has been between the DMK and the AIADMK, and the struggle was further

complicated by a split in the AIADMK following MGR's death in 1987 (Brass 1990,

113). Congress wished to side with the AIADMK against the DMK after 1987, but went

unallied into the 1989 elections for the legislative assembly. The Congress party won

only 25 of the 232 seats. The DMK won 170 (Brass 1990, 114).

The DMK and the AIADMK have been amazingly successful in defeating the

powerful Congress party. Explaining the success of these parties, Brass says, "The

DMK and the AIADMK in Tamil Nadu have been the inheritors of two persisting

dominant ideological and social elements in the history of the Tamil-speaking people

from the late nineteenth century namely, the ideology of Tamil regional nationalism

and the social base of the non-Brahman movement" (1990, 117). Other major factors

include "charismatic leaders" such as Annadurai and MGR, the Tamil film industry's

inclusion of political symbolism and themes in countless popular films (atter all, MGR

was an immensely popular film star), and the fact that they had originally well

established "themselves as the natural governing pany of the state of Tamil Nadu"
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(Brass 1990, 118)

South lndian Linguistic Political Agitation

The debate over lndia's official language has been a constant source of tension since

the first rumblings of the push for Independence. The Nagpur Congress of 1920 had

declared Hindi and English national languages of lndia. Before Paftition, the major

debate was whether to use a Sanskrit-based Hindi in the most-widely used

Devanagari script or to use a more relaxed Hindi that allowed for Urdu and English

vocabularies and that could be written in Persian-Arabic script as well. After Paftition,

there was little clamor for Urdu vocabulary or the Arabic script, and the language

debate turned to two originally separate issues that were ultimately combined. The

first was the question of how long to use English as an otficial language. English, after

all, was the "window to the world," the language of international communication and of

science and technology. The second issue was that of the regional languages, and

whether or not they should be allowed to be used for regional government and

communications with the national government. This was no small issue, as there

were, as of the 1971 census, 33 languages that had more than one million speakers.

Next to Hindi, which with 154 million was the most widely spoken, were Telugu,

Bengali, Marathi, and Tamil, with 38 million speakers (Brass 1990, 136-137).

The issue of the retention of the English language is well delineated by Brass:

The status of English and its possible retention in India for
official and other purposes raised both practical questions
and an emotional question. The practical questions
concerned international communication and the
transmission through the educational system of modern
science and technology for which none of the lndian
languages were fully prepared either in vocabulary or in the
availability of translated texts. Against this practical
question which argued for the retention of English at least
for a transition period was the emotional argument that an
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independent country could not be truly free until its people
gave up the use of a foreign language and adapted its own
at least within the borders of its own state (1990, 139).

The issue of the use of English collapsed into that of regional language use, when

Hindi-speaking nationalists in the Constituent Assembly tried to discard English in

favor of Hindi as the national language. Despite its being the most widely-spoken

lndian language, it was not spoken by a majority. Speakers of other languages felt

discriminated against, and claimed that their languages were just as national, and that,

at best, Hindi could be only an official language. They demanded that they still be

allowed to use English for government communication and to use their own languages

for official business within their respective regions (Brass 1990, 140). English thus

became more important as an impartial alternative to an only-Hindi state, rather than

an impoftant language for international communication.

The Constituent Assembly ultimately decided on making Hindi the official

language but extended "the final implementation of it for 15 years" (Brass 1990, 140),

allowing the use of English until then. After that, in theory, all states should accept

Hindi as the only language for all government dealings (Mohan Ram 1986, 40).

Further, all of the major regional languages were recognized as national languages

and were listed on the Eighth Schedule of the Constitution.

The insistence on Hindi still left many areas of the country unhappy, and there

were many calls for separate linguistic states or even new countries. Following

independence, ". . . the first vigorous agitation for a 'linguistic province' emerged in the

Têlugu-speaking region of northern Madras, which wanted a state of its own, to be

called Andhra, after the ancient Deccan Empire" (Wolpert 1989, 368). Following the

fast to death of Potti Sriramalu, the leader to the Andhra movement, Jahanrualal Nehru

gave in, and Andhra was created on the first of October in 1953. Other demands for

separate linguistic states soon forced Nehru to create the States Reorganization
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Commission (SRC) to study the problem. A year after the SRC recommendations

were made in October of 1955, the changes were implemented. Kerala was created

for Malayalam speakers, Karnataka for Kanerese speakers, and the territory of Madras

was redrawn forTamil speakers (Wolpert 1989, 368-369). This reorganization

deflected attention from and deflated demands for secession. "Linguistic States

Reorganization was designed to undermine Dravidian separatist demands for a

'Dravidistan' in Southern lndia by offering provincial politicians new power bases,"

maintains Wolpert (1989, 369). Speakers of the different Dravidian-derived languages

were thus politically divided, preventing possible secession by the southern peoples

and turning politicians' attentions to their home states.

Nehru had soothed angry protests by assuring "non-Hindi speakers that the use

of English would continue as long as they wanted it" (Ram 1986, 40). When Nehru

died in 1964, one year before the grace period would end, Tamil speakers grew

restless. Although Nehru's successor Lal Bahadur Shastri claimed he would uphold

Nehru's promise, he did nothing to secure it for the future. Upon the 25th of January,

1965, Republic Day, the celebration of the constitution and the end of the fifteen-year

grace period, riots erupted in Madras Presidency. People attacked central government

offices, post offices, and railway stations. Policemen were lynched, and police opened

fire on rioters, The violence stopped when lndira Gandhi, then the information and

broadcasting minister, president S. Radhakrishnan, a Tamil, and president Shastri all

promised to uphold Nehru's vow. The political damage was done, however, for the

DMK took power in the next general elections in 1967. Having led the linguistic

agitation, it continued to promote Tamil and seek the removal of Hindi. While the DMK

no longer advocated secession, it still "stressed the distinct identity of the Tamil

language," abolished the teaching of Hindi in the state schools, and had Madras

Presidency renamed Tamil Nadu, or "Tamil Country" (Ram 1986, 40-42). The tension
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continues today, as the introduction to Mohan Ram's 1986 article explains

The highly emotive issue of language, endemic to lndian
politics, has raised its head again. The linguistic strife this
time concerns Hindi, the sole official language of lndia
since 1965, which has yet to find acceptance in the
southern state of Tamil Nadu. The Tamils have turned it into
a matter of their cultural identity that has run counter to the
Hindi-speaking heartland of the country which has
dominated the nation-building process since independence
(Ram 1986,40).

The leak of a circular ordering the observance of "Hindi week" starting 16 September

1986 renewed the Tamil anger. This circular, issued by New Delhi to all central

government offices, directed all officials to write only in Hindi on all government

correspondence. Those who didn't know Hindi had to, at the very least, sign their

names in Hindi. Student agitation started the trouble off; "schools and colleges

suspended classes because the students were busy attending protest marches.

Demonstrators obstructed trains and tarred the Hindi signs at railway stations, post

offices, and central government establishments in the state" (Ram 1986,40). The

AIADMK , the DMK, the communist party, and M. Palaniyani, head of the Congress

party all joined the protests, and "S. Ramachandran, Tamil Nadu electricity minister,

grimly warned that imposition of Hindi on Tamil Nadu would lead to a Sri Lanka-type

situation" of secessionist demands (Ram 1986,40). The agitation was calmed yet

again when then Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi hurriedly reassured the Tamils by

promising to upheld the vow that Nehru and his mother lndira had kept. Yet the Tamils,

while temporarily placated, will never truly be happy unless something different occurs

within the government. Concludes Ram, "the Tamils give little credence to such

promises unless there is evidence of a change in the domineering attitude of the

Hindi-speaking national leadership. The student agitators in Tamil Nadu are

demanding that the assurance on English be incorporated in the constitution. Any
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such move is sure to be opposed by the Hindi states" (Ram 1986,42). Language is

clearly one of the most important factors in many Tamils' sense of identity in modern

times, and Tamil youths, at least ceftain students, seem to be among the most visibly

involved in attempting to uphold, through protest, some form of what they perceive as

their collective Tamil identity.

Modern "Western" lnfluences: MTV

ln September of 1991 , a dramatic change came to lndian television, when MTV

Asia was formed as a joint venture between MTV's U.S.-based parent company and

Hongkong's Hutchvision, the parent company to StarTV (Satellite Television Asia

Region). "Asians receive [MTV] as part of their StarTV programming" (Balfour 1993,

54). lndia was given MTV; or at least, those who could afford a satellite dish were

given MTV. MTV's concept, as in the United States, is simple and very profitable.

"While other satellite channels offer programmes, MTV offers itself: an all-music

channel that speaks directly to the young, or young-at-heart. MTV Asia has tailored

itself for advertisers who want consumers aged 12-25 to associate their products with

the medium that is defining Asia's pop culture. MTV itself embodies the lifestyle that

advertisers want to sell" (Balfour 1993, 54). With StarTV broadcasting across many

time zones, to many nations, it can tailor its programming to specific countries at

specific times. While most Asian companies are advertising to reach their respective

local markets, some, such as India's Kwality lce Cream and Bajaj Motors, seek to

expand their sales outside of India. While MTV itself has no direct figures for

viewership, those provided by StarTV, combined with "anecdotal evidence

[suggesting] overwhelming popularity for MTV, are enough for advertisers (Balfour

1993, 54). As of early February 1993, StarTV surueys found that it is received in 11 .4

million households, reaching approximately 45 million viewers (Karp 1993, 51).

Further evidence for MTV's massive appeal can be found in figures of record sales.
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"lndia's first Hindi rap tune, by local artist Baba Segal," previously unknown, sold half a

million copies following extensive air time on MTV. "Algerian-born musician Khaled,

whose record was not available in Asia when his video first aired on MTV, has since

outsold Michael Jackson in lndia, a success Robbie Dennis, regional director of

Polygram Records China, attributes solely to MTV" (Balfour 1993, 55). The VJs, video

jockeys, are extremely popular, frequently more so than the acts. Two VJs were

mobbed when MTV came to India for its "Bombay Blast" special (Balfour 1993, 55).

These VJs, interestingly, seem to be selected for their pan-Asianness. Several have

multinational backgrounds, and those from only one country are frequently quite

fashionably "Western" both in dress and in appearance. Like Miss lndia 1994,

crowned Miss Universe 1994 in late May, they appear, to my own eye, at least, to be

remarkably fair in skin color, yet made up or dressed in such a way as to appear

stylishly exotic. They seem to represent the essentialized, exoticized "East," presented

through the dominant "Western" cultural medium now colonizing the "East" via

satellite. The VJs are shown as beautiful, idealized, "Westernized" versions of the

"East" they represent and to which they broadcast their message of Asian and global

togetherness through rock music,

MTV has made a significant impact on American culture; President Clinton's first

interuiew since his election was given not to the networks but to MTV News'Tabitha

Soren. Advertisers are apparently hoping for similar effects in lndia. "MTV's appeal,

says Meenakshi Madhavani, director of media buying for ad agency Lintas lndia, is

that it'cuts across borders and cultures; it's a subculture in itself.' The environment in

which people watch MTV is unlike traditional television, she says. 'lt's zany and

irreverent, and caters to the free spirit in people who are always looking for something

new to try" (Balfour 1993, 54). And adveftisers want to harness that free spirit and reap

the profits. India's "Hindustan Lever advertises Close-up toothpaste on MTV's prime-
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time Top 20 Countdown, one of the channel's most popular programmes. Madhavani

says the brand 'is in sync with the MTV lifestyle, of music and youngsters and guys

having a good time because they don't have bad breath"' (Balfour,54).
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ln January of 1987, my family moved into two small guest rooms in a rural

health clinic named Seva Nilayam in the center of far south lndia, in the state of Tamil

Nadu. An English woman had stafted the clinic and the small farm around it in the

sixties, when she herself was in her sixties. With a little money, a lot of energy, and the

help of a prominent local landowner and farmer, she began providing free basic health

care to villagers of the area. Several volunteers, including my father, who was

working for the American Friends Service Committee, helped her in her attempts to

eradicate tuberculosis, at that time present in epidemic proportions. He was in lndia

for two years, taking time off from college. lncidentally, he met my mother at an AFSC

meeting in Bangalore, for she too was volunteering for two years, and their years

overlapped. They searched each other out after returning to the United States and

married before long.

My earliest awareness of lndia was through the Indian food my mother cooked

on occasion-- biryani, sambar, raita, potato masala, puris, chappatis, appalams. lndia

and things lndian had long occupied a significant place in my parents' hearts. They

had long wanted to take my brother and I to India, My father had been back to lndia

several times, taking groups of students. My mother had returned a few times as well.

They wished to show us the places that were such a large part of their lives. They

decided to take us during my brother's sixth and my ninth grade year, figuring that

these would be the least disruptive times for us, and that we could reintegrate

ourselves without too much difficulty. In early December of 1986, we left the U.S. After

spending a week in London with distant relatives, we flew on what was then the

cheapest series of flights to lndia. We took Czech Air to Prague, then Ariana Afghan

Airways to Moscow for a fueling stop, Kabul, Afghanistan to change planes, then New

Delhi.
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We traveled around the north for a couple of weeks, visiting Agra and the Taj

Mahal, Fatehpur Sikri, Udaipur in Rajasthan, and various sites in New Delhi, then took

the train south to Madras, where we celebrated Christmas in our room at the YWCA.

We took a branch of a tree and decorated it with red and green combs and the foil of

gum wrappers for tinsel. After a few days in Madras, we took the train to Madurai, the

temple city in the heart of Tamil Nadu. From there, we traveled by bus to the small

town Andipatti, and from there out the rural site of Seva Nilayam.

My brother Nathan and l, at 11 and 14 years respectively, spent most of our time

playing and exploring on and around the farm. At that time of year, the dried, decaying

stubs of a previously-harvested crop had not yet been plowed under, and the dry hard-

packed fields were well-suited to our imaginative play. Not long after we arrived,

someone who lived and worked at Seva Nilayam gave us a frisbee that had been left

with them by a recent volunteer from the United States. They had never really played

with it, did not know how, and were happy to let us have it. Nathan and I were quite

excited to have something to do. We tossed it around for a few hours. Before long we

were joined by two boys approximately our age. Murugan, the older one, was the son

of a shopkeeper whose small stall sat at the end of the drive by the road, under the

palm trees that encircle the farm. His friend Pandi lived in a nearby village. Neither of

them knew any English except "Hello, how are you?", which almost all the children we

met in our travels through rural Tamil Nadu seemed to know. Similarly, our knowledge

of Tamil consisted of only "yes," "no," and numerals one through ten. Our language

difficulties meant little, as it turned out, since it is next to impossible to describe in

words the methods of throwing a frisbee without some demonstration. Once we

understood that they wanted to play with us, we spent some time showing them how

to throw and catch the frisbee. At first we demonstrated by throwing it ourselves, then

letting them try. We showed them the precise arm and wrist movements involved, and
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guided their arms in the same manner. After a few hours, they were throwing

reasonably well, and we were able to spend the day out on the fields throwing the

frisbee around between the four of us.

We saw them every day for the next few days, and were able, after considerable

non-verbal explanation, to teach them a variant of Ultimate Frisbee, the team frisbee

game resembling soccer or football. This was no easy task, as there are many rules,

such as those of possession or passing. We also taught them frisbee tag, hide-and-

seek, and a few other games. All communication, in both directions, involved virtually

no verbal understanding. Everything was demonstrated, acted out, gestured, implied,

tone of voice. ln turn, they showed us some games that they knew. We laughed at our

failures, triumphed in our successes, savored our fun. They became our steady

playmates, and we were all very happy with the situation. They were especially

excited to be able to play with us, and at times they seemed to be somewhat in awe.

Our actions, our headstrong, devil-may-care attitudes, our exaggerated

gregariousness, these confused them. They would otten discuss together before

figuring out how to respond. They were insistent on learning whatever they could from

us. We were curiosities, and they were curious. They imitated us, tried to talk like us,

laughing at their own inabilities but determined to learn. They were devoted.

Murugan and Pandi would follow our lead, doing whatever we wanted them to. ln a

way, it seemed to us as though they idolized us. Writing about it noq it feels quite

embarrassing to think that they would treat us in such a respectful manner. After all,

we were all iust kids. We didn't realize the implications very much at the time. We just

knew we had in our new-found friends two very willing, accepting, and moldable

young people to play with. ln retrospect, though, I have realized that my experience

with these two boys, besides being an amazing personal experience (that holds great

personal resonance for me; I suppose it really held the initial spark that drove me,
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ultimately, to attempt this thesis), was the first time I truly became aware of the extent to

which Western culture is glorified in India. Before coming to Seva Nilayam, we had

frequently been objects of people's gaze, but I had always felt that their interest was

piqued simply by our foreignness and our tourist-ness. We certainly looked and acted

foolish enough.

But I had begun to see that this treatment was more than just the fascination

with the strange. There is, and has been for some time, all over the world, a

tremendous presence of Western culture. Much of this has to do with the colonized

and invaded nature of much of that of the world that might be termed non-West. The

Orientalization of the non-West and subsequent discursive hegemony of West-East

difference has created a world in which the West is valorized, by both West and non-

West, over the non-West. Through standardized educational systems, and through the

nearly universally dominant public discourse of cultural difference, the West-East

dichotomy reigns in the devalued East as well. The rational, powerful, scientific,

modern, progressive, cultured, civilized West is paired with, compared to, and valued

over the emotional, powerless, mystical, traditional, timeless, natural, savage East

(see, among many others, Said 1979, Fabian 1983, and almost any anthropologist

writing in the past fifteen years). As this discourse has nearly completely penetrated

the academic, intellectual, political, and social discourses of lndia, due in no small part

to the British, it is very difficult, even when attempting to expose the stereotypes and

revalue "lndian" or "Tamil" ways of being over "Western" or "American" ways of being,

to escape the persuasive, dualistic, hegemonic discourse. Further, the penetrative

incursion of Western culture into Tamil Nadu has created a virtual obsession with all

things American. During my family's trip to lndia, we saw the James Bond movie

Octopussy, and Steven Spielberg's lhe Goonies. While in Tamil Nadu on the S¡TA

program, I saw the classic Ben Hurand Schwarzeneggar's Commando. Rock and roll
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cont¡nues to grow in popularity, and Western fashions, first introduced by the British,

continue to be the rage, especially in their latest incarnations, with the younger

generation. Much of Western culture, of course, is actually what might be termed

Eastern- Japanese, Taiwanese, or Korean, to be precise. Technology is Western, as

are the products of it- Japanese motorcycles, Korean automobiles, Taiwanese boom

boxes and electronics. These geographically Eastern (taking the time zones as a

measure) products are part of the Western culture, and are thus desirable to the young

Tamil generation. Advertisements for products stereotyped as Western tend to picture

younger, more "modern," more Western people, whereas those for lndian products

tend to focus on tradition and traditional styles of living and dress. This is no different

than the way products are marketed here, of course, or probably worldwide. But the

result is different. Whereas it is our own commercial, created, marketed culture that

many young Americans absorb, in India the Tamil youths are attempting to buy and

behave their way into a foreign culture. Murugan and Pandi were doing more than

making friends. They were seeking Westernness, the ideal of young, secular lndia.

a a a
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CHAPTER TWO

IDENTITY FROM THE "WESTERN'' VIEWPOINT

ln the preceding chapter, I have explored the history of Tamil Nadu, seeking to

understand the gradual development of various notions and foci of ethnic and political

identity for the Tamils. These explorations have been about Tamil individuals as part

of social groups, as taking part in various religious, ethnic, and political collective

identities. I now wish to turn inward, to the personal, to the development of individual

identity, to the creation and continuous recreation of the self. I will start by examining

theories of identity by Erik Erikson and by James Marcia, hoping to achieve a general

understanding of ideas about formation of the self. I will then move on, in the next

chapter, to an examination of two brilliant studies on issues of Tamil identity, by E.

Valentine Daniel and Margaret Trawick.

Though there have been many psychologists and sociologists to delve into the

complicated yet exciting topic of identity development, none has received more

attention or been more canonized than Erik H. Erikson. Erikson's combination of

physiological, psychosexual, and psychosocial elements of growth and development

in a coherent theory of identity formation is very attractive and useful for psychologists

and sociologists alike. This theory is often distilled into its simple representation in a

chaft of eight stages of growth, the vertical of which represents age, the horizontal

represents development. Thus, since development generally proceeds along with

age, at each proper juncture there is a stage in which, having achieved a certain age

and level of maturity, the individual is confronted with a trial of conflicting psychosocial

states of mind.

ln each of Erikson's "Eight Ages of Man" (for, unfortunately, Erikson suffers from

iust a bit of the unconscious sexism and heterosexism typical of almost anyone writing

before the late twentieth century), there is a polarity of growth and development. The
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eight ages, in chronological order, are Basic Trust vs, Basic Mistrust, Autonomy vs.

Shame and Doubt, lnitiative vs. Guilt, lndustry vs. Inferiority, ldentity vs. Role

Confusion, lntimacy vs. lsolation, Generativity vs. Stagnation, and Ego Integrity vs.

Despair (Erikson 1950, Chap. 7). Explains Erikson of these dualities:

ln describing the growth and the crises of the human person
as a series of alternative basic attitudes such as trust vs.
mistrust, we take recourse to a "sense of," although, like a
"sense of health," or a "sense of being unwell," such
"senses" pervade surface and depth, consciousness and
the unconscious. They are, then, at the same time, ways of
experiencrng accessible to introspection; ways ol behaving,
obseruable by others; and unconscious inner sfafes
determinable by test and analysis. lt is important to keep
these three dimensions in mind, as we proceed (1950,
251).

The first stage of life, in infancy, is marked by the learning of basic trust as

opposed to basic mistrust. The child develops familiarity with the people and things of

its environment, and begins to understand that others exist beyond its own perception

of their existence. There is a permanence to the people and things the child

encounters- they do not cease to exist simply because the child does not see them at

the moment. The infant's ego identity begins to develop, as Erikson explains: "Such

consistency, continuity, and sameness of experience provide a rudimentary sense of

ego identity which depends, I think, on the recognition that there is an inner population

of remembered and anticipated sensations and images which are firmly correlated

with the outer population of familiar and predictable things and people" (Erikson 1950,

247). The child's security with others and with his or her own body's capabilities in

dealing with urges-hunger, need to relieve bowels-is a continual reaffirmation of

trust following frustrating situations. This reaffirmation gives meaning to life's

frustrations and to living (Erikson 1950, 248-249).

Each stage also has corresponding virtues that emerge for the individual. With
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the stage of trust and mistrust comes hope, opposed to dependency. The strength of

hope, as J. Eugene Wright, Jr. explains in his discussion of Erikson, "is essential to

humanity's ability to envision a future, to trust a dependable universe, and to have

faith" (Wright, 58).

Erikson also theorizes that each stage of life is paralleled by an institution of

society, because "the human life cycle and man's institutions have evolved together"

(Erikson 1950, 250). Erikson describes a relationship of mutuality, where individuals

bring their mental past and energy to the institutions, and receive reaffirmation of their

"infantile gains" (Erikson 1950, 250). That institution that relates directly to this most

basic psychosocial development is religion, which mimics the relationship of infant to

parent. For example, all religions demand "periodical childlike surrender." They foster

trust and faith. Writes Erikson, "Trust born of care is, in fact, the touchstone of the

actuality of a given religion" (Erikson 1950, 250). Erikson suggests that to support the

notion of trust learned as an infant, each person seeks out some official, sanctioned

sort of worship, be it in religion or in a secular pursuit that holds their devotion. As

Erickson says, "there are many who seem to derive a vital faith from social action or

scientific pursuit" (Erikson 1950, 251). Faith, regardless of what is directed at,

supports and reaffirms basic trust for each person as he or she goes through life.

The second stage of life is that of autonomy versus shame and doubt.

Autonomy is learned through the exercising of muscular control, specifically of the

bowels. The child learns that it has control over itself. Erikson posits that this "sets the

stage for experimentation with two simultaneous modalities: holding on or letting go"

(Erikson 1950, 251). The individual learns to moderate these two, and hopefully to

keep from extremes. The child, ideally, learns to be not too restrictive or protective,

and to refrain from lashing out; it learns how to care for something by holding onto it,

and when to let something free. With this control comes the potential for shame and
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doubt though. Unless the control is exercised properly, there is the danger of

exposure, resulting in shame, or of fearing what is beyond your control, of doubting

yourself. The exercise of free will, the acceptance of responsibility, has its rewards and

its downfalls. The virtue that should be learned at this point is that of will and willpower,

versus an impotence of will (Wright 1982, 52). Erikson proposes that "the principle of

law and orde/' is the supportive institution for this stage. With justice, each person's

free will is suppofted. He explains, "Thus the sense of autonomy fostered in the child

and modified as life progresses, serves (and is served by) the preservation in

economic and political life of a sense of justice" (Erikson 1950, 254).

The stage that follows is that of initiative versus guilt, during which the young

child, now able to play with toys and move around, manages to set goals to reach and

to undertake action to achieve them. Guilt is learned when the child sets goals beyond

its means to achieve them. Hand in hand with ambition and what Erikson calls the

"exuberant enjoyment of new locomotor and mental power" (Erikson 1950, 255) come

the need to control, guide, restrain, and punish oneself. lnitiative, then, which sets

guidelines and restrictions also propels the child towards possible goals. The learned

virtue here is that of purpose, as opposed to passivity (Wright 1982, 52). The

supporting societal institution is that of the "economic ethos," in which there is the

collection of easily-identifiable, stereotypical adult roles such as police officer,

firefighter, pilot, and the like (Erikson 1950, 258).

The next stage of life occurs as the child enters school and is faced with the

choice of industry or inferiority. School life, the coopting of tools and instruments, the

understanding of technology, and the beginning of production can give the child

recognition and self-worth, or the fear of failure can lead to a retreat into ignominy and

inferiority. The emerging virtue, then, is that of competence, the opposite of "the

inability to make things" (Wright 1982, 53). lnsists Erikson, ". . . this is socially a most

42



decisive stage: since industry involves doing things beside and with others, a first

sense of division of labor and of differential opportunity, that is, a sense of the

technological ethos of a culture, develops at this time" (Erikson 1950, 260).

The fifth stage is perhaps one of the more important to examine in the context of

this thesis (in its examination of Tamil identity), as it is the point of battling between

identity and role confusion. Wright describes this stage as "most crucial to the

developing person" (Wright 1982, 53). The individual has now passed puberty and

entered adolescence, and is experiencing the sudden collapse of the certainties and

consistencies that have been developed since infancy as a result of the accelerated

body growth and genital development. There is again a need to reaffirm their place in

society, to reestablish who they are, and "to connect the roles and skills cultivated

earlier with the occupational prototypes of the day," explains Erikson (Erikson 1950,

261). As adolescents search for new ceftainties and senses of assuredness, they

have to undergo the same conflicts as in earlier years, both by rebelling and by

searching for ideal role models. Erikson offers a definition: "The sense of ego identity,

then, is the accrued confidence that the inner sameness and continuity prepared in the

past are matched by the sameness and continuity of one's meaning for others, as

evidenced in the tangible promise of a'career"'(Erikson 1950, 261-262). In the

search of clearly-defined identity, they frequently identify completely with cliques,

crowds, and the exclusiveness that comes with them. There is the possibility of losing

all identity to that of a member of the group. ldolizing leaders of groups can lead to the

possibility of infatuation, which is largely the search for the self as it is reflected and

legitimated by the object of desire. Erikson elaborates, "To a considerable extent

adolescent love is an attempt to arrive at a definition of one's identity by projecting

one's diffused ego image on another and by seeing it thus is reflected and gradually

clarified. This is why so much of young love is conversation" (Erikson 1950, 262). The
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adolescent hopefully learns the virtue of fidelity and avoids the collapse into apathy

(Wright 1982, 53).

The institutional parallel to this stage of life is ideology. The adolescent mind is

ideological, and identifies with groups with clearly defined rites, roles, and principles.

Beyond these goals, there needs to develop an identification of success with skill and

striving. Otherwise, theorizes Erikson, the adolescent may no longer seek to secure a

positive, motivated identity, and will instead become "cynically or apathetically lost"

(Erikson 1950, 263). The danger of this stage of life is role confusion, indecision in

finding an aim in life, and lack of direction.

The following stage, that of the mediation between intimacy and isolation, is

another that describes the subjects of this thesis. This point, at the beginning of

adulthood, is about taking the ultimate risk, that of offering to expose one's identity to

change by others. Erikson explains how each stage builds to this one:

The strength acquired at any stage is tested by the
necessity to transcend it in such a way that the individual
can take chances in the next stage with what was most
vulnerably precious in the previous one. Thus, the young
adult, emerging from the search for and the insistence on
identity, is eager and willing to fuse his identity with that of
others. He is ready for intimacy, that is, the capacity to
commit himself to concrete affiliations and partnerships and
to develop the ethical strength to abide by such
commitments, even though they may call for significant
sacrifices and compromises (Erikson 1950, 263).

This stage involves the achievement of mature sexuality and secure self-assurance,

since it requires the risking of self in many situations, such as the creation of

friendships, learning from teachers, competing verbally or physically, and in intimate

situations, especially sexual ones. The fear of such risks can lead to avoidance and

withdrawal into self-consciousness and isolation. Competition and intimacy often

occurs with the same people, and part of this stage involves distinguishing between
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the two, developing what Erikson calls an "ethical sense" (Erikson 1950, 264). W¡th

the security that comes from being able to risk one's inner self through intimacy comes

the development of "true genitality," which is opposed to competitive, self-centered

urges for sexual release. Explains Erikson:

Genitality, then, consists in the unobstructed capacity to
develop an orgiastic potency so free of pregenital
interferences that genital libido (not just the sex products
discharged in Kinsey's "outlets") is expressed in
heterosexual mutuality, with full sensitivity of both penis and
vagina, and with a convulsion-like discharge of tension from
the whole body (Erikson 1950, 265).

This intimate, mutual offering of sexual experience thus eases the dualistic tensions of

competitions and of identity risk. Mutually-satisfying sex "makes sex less obsessive,

overcompensation less necessary, sadistic controls superfluous" (Erikson 1950, 265).

The value learned is that of love, of "giving oneself to another while at the same time

finding oneself in a new dimension in the process of shared intimacy" (Wright 1982,

53).

Stages five and six, then are both crucial and difficult points in life for formation

of the self. The two together bring the child into full adulthood, as the individual

develops an identity and then exposes that newly-formed identity to the risks and trials

of intimate, competitive adult life. lt is these stages, as formulated by Erikson, that are

the crux of his identity theory, and which will be the most applicable to the context of

identity formation in Tamil youths.

Stage seven is that of the mature adult, in which there is the tension between

generativity and stagnation. Generativity is creation and production, especially of

offspring, but also of usefulness to society. This is an extension of the sexual drive,

beyond the intimate realm of partnership into the greater community. Thus care is

directed outward as the self, having passed through stresses of creating identity and
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intimacy, no longer feels the fear of risk as before. Failure at this point results in the

redirection of care at the self, self-indulgence, the treatment of the self as a child, and

stagnation of production. Of the institution and virtue connected to this stage, Wright

summarizes, "Education is the social institution by which adults provide for the

development of future generations. Care is the virtue which develops with

generativity" (Wright 1982, 54).

The eighth and final stage of life offers the danger of falling into despair or

holding onto ego integrity. This is an acceptance of one's life as having been

successfully lived, of one's ego as having coalesced through life into a coherent,

consistent self. Erikson remarks:

Only in him who in some way has taken care of things and
people and has adapted himself to the triumphs and
disappointments adherent to being, the originator of others
or the generator of products and ideas- only in him may
gradually ripen the fruit of these seven stages. I know no
better word for it than ego integrity" (Erikson 1950, 268).

The opposite, then, stems from a fear of having lived life unsuccessfully and a wish to

have more time left. The sense of running out of time thus leads to despair, a sense of

failure, and the fear of death. The individual in this tragic state thus fails to achieve the

integrated sense of a well-formed, well-applied ego, fails in creating ego integrity.

Hopefully, however, the person has learned the virtue of (and identifies with the social

institution of) wisdom, rather than the sadness of futility (Wright 1982, 54).

Erikson's theory of identity formation is perhaps the besþknown of its kind. lt is

true that Freud's theories of ego, id, and superego do more to examine the process of

self-creation at the level of infantile sexuality, but they examine identity for the

adolescent and adult from a sexual standpoint to a degree that seems to preclude

much expansion on understanding of identity development as resulting from non-

sexual social relationships, career decision pressures, and other external influences.
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Erikson is likely the most accessible and useful for looking at the identity crises of late

adolescents and young adults, at least of this and other so-called "Western" cultures.

Erikson's work has in fact been subject to criticisms of cultural bias. As Jane Kroger

succinctly explains, "lt would seem that only in cultural contexts which allow choice as

to social, ideological, and vocational roles are conditions for identity crises ripe" (1989,

34). This observation delineates precisely the approach this thesis takes in exploring

the connection between Erikson and the reality of Tamil identity formation. Are Tamil

youths subject to the identity concerns described in such detail by Erikson? ls his

consideration of adolescence relevant beyond a "modern," "developed," "Western"

cultural realm?

There are other criticisms of Erikson that point out the more basic problem of

vagueness. As Kroger explains, Erikson's concept of identity is never clearly defined,

and can be interpreted in any of many ways. ln his own writings, it at times appears to

be a specific entity, at others a method, at still other times different interpretations seem

prevalent (Kroger 1989, 32). However, some argue that this very fluidity of definition is

what makes the theory accessible and resonant for so many readers and researchers

(Kroger 1989, 33). Fluidity of definition of the self is E. Valentine Daniels' focus as he

examines Tamil identity in his Fluid Srþns; Being a Person the Tamil Way. Perhaps

Erikson's notions of identity can mesh well with views of Tamil identity.

Before moving to the explorations of Tamil identity by E. Valentine Daniel and

Margaret Trawick, I would like to briefly explore another theory of (non-lndian) identity.

Erikson's theories have been adapted, following extensive research, by James Marcia,

whose explorations into the fifth stage of identity versus role confusion led to an

expanded version of Erikson's theory that "remains the most popular model for

research into Erikson's fifth life-cycle stage," according to Kroger (1989, 34). ln

essence, Marcia has determined four different forms of identity resolution, or "identity
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statud'(Kroger 1989, 34) through his observations of North American male university

students. Two of these involve commitment to a role, the other two are non-committed.

Of the committed types, the achievement individual has come to choose a role

following a momentous life event and has undergone an "ego synthesis." The

foreclosure individual, however, has not undeftaken this process has not formed a

neur identity but has "merely adopted roles and values of childhood identification

figures" (Kroger 1989, 35). Of those with non-committed identity statuses, the

moratorium individuals are in the midst of creative ego synthesis, whereas ditfusions

are not. Diffusion individuals, writes Kroger, "give the sense of lacking any central

core" (1989, 38). On a scale valuing mature, successful ego synthesis, the four would

fall, in decreasing order of success, as follows: achievement, moratorium, foreclosure,

diffusion. Numerous empirical studies (with men and women of appropriate age from

North America) have validated Marcia's assertions, showing that indeed, these four

categories are discrete and do much to identify most young people, based on the

particular characteristics and traits that match each identity status category. In other

words, much research has concluded that most adolescents, in North America, at

least, fit neatly into one of these categories (for examples, see Kroger 1989, 35-39). lt

is also possible, even likely, that these categories might apply to Tamil youth as well.
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Early in the spring semester of my sophomore year at Swarthmore College, I

began to feel that I needed to take some time away from Swafthmore, some time in a

different environment. I realized, rather belatedly and suddenly, that this might be my

last chance for several years to return to lndia. ljumped and applied immediately to

the South lndia Term Abroad program. The SITA program is administered by a

consortium of twelve colleges and each year admits approximately fifteen students to

study and live in Madurai, in the center of southern Tamil Nadu. Madurai, a town of

about a million, is centered around one of the largest temples in South lndia, the Sri

Meenakshi temple, an important site of pilgrimage in southern lndia. Each student

lives with a host family for the duration of their stay in Madurai, travelling each

weekday to the SITA Center, a converted house on the outskirts of town, to take

classes taught by professors from area colleges and universities. To my great joy, I

was accepted. I flew out with the other members of SITA'92 from Boston on the third

of August.

We began our stay in India by spending a week at Mahabalipuram, site of the

earliest stone temples in South lndia and one of the most famous tourist areas in India

This first week was spent with introductions and orientations. We began intensive

Tamil language training, had Tamil culture classes, and eased into South lndian life.

Life at the hotel in Mahabalipuram was quite luxurious, compared to my own previous

experiences in lndia. When my family travelled, we lived cheaply, staying in the less-

expensive hotels and eating in ordinary restaurants that were not aimed at tourists.

The SITA program, though, was no doubt used to handling the needs of American

students who expected the comforts of home, albeit in an "exotic" setting. At first, we

stayed in the hotel complex, which to me felt stifling, fake, and not at all like what I

remembered vividly of my last trip to lndia. Before long, the program administrators
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gave us maps of the town and shopping tips aimed at the tourist new to lndia, and

suggested we travel to town, about three kilometers away. The other students were

tentative, nervous, The most brazen went ahead, and returned with horror stories

about the aggressiveness of the souvenir salesmen, the open sewers, and the

crowded, dusty streets. I was annoyed. My feelings of experiential superiority made

me somewhat of an cultural elitist, at least in my own mind. I wondered why the other

students came if they were not prepared for the reality of poverty and for the vast

cultural differences that tend to unsettle the firsþtime visitor to India. I realized,

however, that I had been just the same on my first trip, and I tried to lessen the severity

of my opinions of the other students' reactions.

After a few days, we all were getting restless. Mahabalipuram is a tourist town.

It soon felt unreal to us, commercial, excessive. We wanted to get to the place that

would be our home for the next few months. We had been learning the beginnings of

Tamil, and had been told a great deal about what would be expected of us.

Because our Tamil teacher was for some reason unavoidably detained in the

United States teaching students of the University of Wisconsin's Madurai-based

program, the program administrator had to teach us for the first week. He was helped

in this task by Puri, a bright young woman who was the host sister of one of the

students. This was her family's third year of hosting SITA students, so she knew what

she was getting into when she travelled up from Madurai to work with us. Puri was

definitely middle- to upper-class. She was very well educated, expensively dressed,

and wore exquisite gold jewelry. Her English was excellent, as was her ability at

teaching Tamil. She also assisted with the cultural orientation sessions that were run

by Prema, the SITA program's administrative assistant who lives next door to the

program's center in Madurai. Puri was per{ect for the program. She provided the link

that many of the students seemed to need, a young woman like us who was also a
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Tamil. How convenient. Before long, we left Mahabalipuram and took the Vaigai

Express from Madras to Madurai.

Several weeks latel while a bunch of us were lounging around the center, Puri

came by and showed us a bunch of pictures that she had taken on an outing with a

bunch of her friends. They were picnicking on the banks of a rural canal. There were

several men, who were all very well-dressed in Western clothes. The few women

wore both Western and traditional lndian clothing, but again they appeared fairly

wealthy in their appearance. ln several of the pictures, the men were playing in a

friendly but physical way with the women. ln a few pictures, they were passing around

a bottle of liquor, and in one photograph Puri was drinking from it, A few of us laughed

at this and teased Puri, asking her if her parents knew about this. She, in mock horror

(but with sincerity in her meaning), begged us not to tell them. They didn't know she

drank, she said, and would not approve. We asked her if they knew that she went out

and socialized with young men her own age, and she said, surprised, that of course

they did.

Puri's family is wealthy. They have a large, beautiful house, several servants,

and their own car. ln lndia, it is rare to own a car; motorcycles and mopeds are often

the limit of affordability for the middle class. For the lower-middle class, bicycles are

more common. A private car is a distinct symbol of wealth. Puri herself has her own

scooter. Puri had a good education, and she now works for both Trends, a chic,

modern, clothing store, and for the SITA program, as a translator, assistant Tamil

instructor, and social coordinator. Puri thus has close ties to the influences of modern

"Western" lifestyles (this is not to say "modern" "Western" in an equation of the two, but

to distinguish from "modern lndian" or "modern Tamil" lifestyles).

Traditional Tamil social patterns do not include the friendly social interaction of

men and women in their late teens. Traditionally, a young person's parents would
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.l arrange their marriage upon their reaching puberty, if not earlier. lnteraction between

unmarried post-pubescent Tamils of the opposite sex without a chaperone is not

generally socially sanctioned.

a o a
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CHAPTER THREE

TWO VISIONS OF TAMIL IDENTITY

E. Valentine Daniel

E. Valentine Daniel offers a useful, insightful exploration into issues of Tamil

identity in his book Fluid Slgns; Being a Person the Tamil Way. Daniel writes about

what he has learned from the Tamils in a town he calls Kalappur. Kalappur is a small

village in nofthern Tamil Nadu, inhabited in part by a large number of members of a

caste called Aru Nattu Vellala, or ANV. Daniel analyzes the ANVs, and, by his own

theoretical extrapolation, Tamils in general, as understanding themselves as being

made up of substances that are transmutable, fluid, and interactive with substances of

the world around them. Daniel, in his introduction, declares his interest in looking at

"properties of substance" as seen in a Tamil's body, sexual partner, house (vitu), and

village (ufl. He also describes his search for "the substance from which all these

various substances derive," ". . .the one undifferentiated, primordial substance of

perfect equilibrium. . ."(Daniel 1984, 3).

Daniel's introduction is quite long, compared to the size of the book. lt is fifty-

seven pages, and much of it is abstract, intellectual theorizing of a quite esoteric

nature. Wisely, he warns the reader that the introduction may be skipped entirely, or

may be better understood after finishing the book. lt is a discussion of Charles Peirce

and his understanding of Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness, which, reduced to an

almost absurdly simple meaning, can be taken as levels of understanding an object or

event, or levels of knowledge. The First is one of pure awareness of the existence of

the object, the Second involves the object as part of a context, and the Third is a

generalization of what the object means. Daniel's interest in these levels revolves

around what can generally be termed symbolic structures. ln this concern, the object

is First, the sign is Second, and the representamen (or the understanding of the sign
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formed in the observer's head) is the Third. Daniel, essentially, wishes to set up a

discussion of symbolic understanding to which he returns, at the end of the book, to tie

together his understanding of the properties of substance, as he experienced them

during his time with the Tamils of Kalappur, with his understanding of social theories of

knowledge. This introduction, as Daniel warns, may take the reader in a direction that

seems unrelated, or at best, tangential, to the content of the book, which Daniel

describes succinctly as follows:

My interest focuses on ceftain other propefties of
substances, namely, their ability to mix and separate, to
transform and be transformed, to establish intersubstantial
relationships of compatibility and incompatibility, to be in
states of equilibrium and disequilibrium, and to possess
variable degrees of fluidity and combinability. (Daniel 1984,
2-3)

Daniel begins this examination with a look at the relationships between a Tamil

and his ur (Daniel relies on a few conventions that I find out-of-date, such as referring

to persons as he, and describing what he has seen in the present tense. Such

allochronism and sexism seems out of place in a modern anthropological text, but, for

the sake of clarity and consistency, I will follow his conventions in my discussion of his

work.). Ur means many things; at the most basic level, there are two meanings. Writes

Daniel, ". . .perhaps the closest approximate definition would be, a named territory that

is (1) inhabited by human beings who are believed to share in the substance of the

soil of the territory, and (2) a territory to which a Tamil cognitively orients himself at any

given time" (63).

The second ur is "shitting and contextual." This ur "is fhe place immediately

relevant to the person in terms of his current travel plans" (Daniel 1984, 63-64) lt is an

"idiocentric or person-centered definition of ur. Ur can and does vary according to any

given person's changing spatial orientation'(1984, 65). This form of ur could be seen
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as paralleling the concept of one's place, as the phrase "Come over to my place," or as

in a restaurant sign "Joe's Place," except that ur does not refer to a property one owns

but a place to which one goes or around which one orients oneself.

The first ur is more consistent in meaning. lt refers to one's home-- this can be

one's home country state, region, ortown (Daniel 1984,67). Forexample, when in

Asia, I am from the United States of America; when in Maine, I am from Pennsylvania;

when in Pittsburgh, I am from Philadelphia, and when in Center City Philadelphia, I am

from Media. Even more important than a Tamil's current ur is the "conta ur," which is

"the place whose soil is most compatible with oneself and one's ancestors. Thus,

even to second-generation Sri-Lankan Tamils, the lndian village of Kalappur is still

their conta ur, since it is the ur most suited to their bodily substance." A person's

compatibility with an ur does not depend on the length of time they spend there, but

largely on jati, or caste, compatibility. Ur is thus nearly limitless in possible meaning,

since it is defined in reference to each individual separately.

Writes Daniel, "This proclivity to define space person-centrically is also evident

in the contextual usage of the lerm natu, which is ordinarily glossed as 'country"'

(1984, 68). Natu can mean country homeland, or an area of the country. Like ur, its

meaning varies with the situation and the person. ln sharp contrast to natu and ur are

the terms tecam and kiramam, which mean country and village, respectively. Tecam is

learned mainly in school geography classes. Daniel found that many older villagers,

especially unschooled women, had never heard the word. lts meaning is a

"geographico-political" one (1984, 69). lt is the root for the Tamil words for national

anthem and is found on maps. Daniel explains that tecam is a "political concept" that

"remains abstract and affectively distant." Tecam refers to lndia's political boundaries

and its government, not to any personal, knowable lndia.

Similarly, kiramam refers to the politically-organized, explicitly-bounded village
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unit that exists for the purpose of governing, census-taking, and taxation. Kiramam is

last in the power chain that goes from national government to state, then district,

county, and finally kiramam (Daniel 1984, 69). Kiramam has nothing to do with

community. Ur, on the other hand, is directly associated with community. Concludes

Daniel, "ln short, tecam and kiramam are terms whose meaning is relatively context

free, universal, and fixed, whereas natu and ur are person-centric terms that derive

their meaning from the contextually shifting spatial orientation of the person" (Daniel

1984,70).

This individually determined means of creating meaning parallels "the person-

centric orientation of the Hindu culture" (Daniel 1984, 70). Morality is not universal, but

contextual. One's dharma, or duty, changes according to caste, jati, age, and

situations of life. Unlike many religions, which suppose a universal code of right and

wrong, Hinduism's sense of morality varies according to varnasramadharma (dharma

taking caste and asrama, or stage of life, into account). Dharma, the very center of life

for Hindus, is person-centric as well. Considering the fluid, contextual nature of Hindu

life, then, Daniel's findings of the contextual nature of reality itself mesh appropriately:

This person-specific view of reality is, of course, in keeping
with the Hindu's underlying understanding of substance
and the rules for its proper mixing. Because each person
has a uniquely proportional composite substance, in his
search for equilibrium he must obserue unique codes for
determining what substance is compatible with his bodily
substance.. . . The Hindu is, in short, well accustomed to a
very idiosyncratic definition of what is moral, what is
compatible, what is relevant, and so on (1984, 71).

As a result of this recognition of vulnerability to the contextuality of substance, explains

Daniel, the Tamil also recognizes a similarly contextual definition of space. "Space,

like time and dharma, is meaningful only in its relationship to particular places and at

particular times" (1984, 71-72).
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The ur is meaningful in its substantial relationships, its relation to other places

and to particular people. The kiramam has no such value, as its definition is absolute

and its relationships impersonal. The people's relationships to the ur are of great

impoftance. Substances can have strong effects on individuals. Substances can

atfect the ur itself, as well. They have power to change the nature of the soil, which in

turn affects all the inhabitants. Daniel suggests that "concern with the effect on the

quality of the soil substance of the ur is understandable given Tamil beliefs that the soil

substance is ultimately mixed with the bodily substance of the ur's inhabitants" (1984,

7e).

Daniel offers a few key ways through which relationships between an ur and

people are manifested. The soil of an ur can have one of six properties, or "flavors":

sourness, sweetness, bitterness, astringency, pungency, or saltiness. Ceftain jatis fare

better living on certain soils. Brahmins succeed on sweet soil, Ksatriyas do well on

astringent soil, Sudras do best on bitter soil (Daniel 1984, 85), Another area affecting

compatibility is the name of the ur. lf the name ends in "-ur," as in Kalappur, the ur

"belongs" to a specific jati. Each ur with this suffix is thus known as being beneficial to

a certain jati. ln the case of Kalappur, concludes Daniel, "the soil of Kalappur belongs

to the ANVs, and therefore only they can thrive on it" (1984, 86).

Of central interest to our understanding of the fluidity of substance is the main

component to the relationship between an ur and its inhabitants. Daniel describes this

"variable" as "the type of kunam and putti substances of both the ur and the person"

(1984, 89). Kunam and putti have similar meanings- both imply a "quality," a

behavioral trait. Kunam is deeply ingrained, however, virtually a physiological part of

the person (or ur), whereas putti is changeable depending on context. Daniel

describes kunam as "a passive quality, an inherent disposition regardless of

consciousness and prior to decisive expressions of such a quality" (1984, 90). He

57



explains the ramifications when the soil of an ur has a ceftain kunam- the inhabitants

of the ur will have this kunam, the soil itself has the kunam and causes the inhabitants

to display its characteristics, and the soil itself will display the trait (generosity or

stinginess with crops, for example) (Daniel 1984, 90). Putti is the superficial

manifestation of a trait, and is usually, barring a conflicting kunam, the presentation of

one's own kunam. lf a person with a certain kunam resides in an ur with an opposing

kunam, their putti is likely to reflect the ur's kunam, and will thus be in relative conflict

with their own inner kunam.

Daniel discusses at length the situation with the ANVs in Kalappur. Perhaps the

central kunam for Kalappur and for ANVs is a crafty, tricky shrewdness. ANVs are

known for their ability and success in making money from people in sly, underhanded

ways. ANVs thrive in Kalappur, because it has the same kunam. Other inhabitants of

Kalappur, with ditferent kunams, do change somewhat; their puttis take on some of the

ur's kunam, but they still cannot compete with the ANVs, whose kunam enables them

to thrive on this soil. ANVs who move to Sri Lanka have been weakened by the more

trusting kunam in villages there, yet are still able to reap great profits from the Sri

Lankans. Upon their return, however, their putti has been significantly enough altered

that they are easily preyed upon by Kalappur ANVs (Daniel 1984, 92-94).

Daniel also describes a circumstance that rather explicitly details the desirability

of compatible soil. A young man named Devadas was considering moving to another

town in another southern state. He was pleased to hear that another ANV was living

and succeeding there. This other man, however, was a relative who had viciously

cheated Devadas' father some time before. Daniel first thought that Devadas was

happy to find relatives in this new town, but came to understand that the man's

success was evidence of the compatibility of the other town's soil with ANV kunam.

Devadas was in fact just as furious with the man as always; his being an ANV simply
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meant that Devadas might also have a good chance in his new town (Daniel 1984, 82-

84). An ur has great influence on the survival and success of every Tamil.

Further, continues Daniel, an ur's kunam can be affected by its inhabitants,

although this is rare. Daniel relates an ANV legend of how ANVs who moved into a

territory were able, by long-term inhabitation, to alter the region's kunam with their

own. Urs and people are thus similarly subject to influence by their context. Their

substances, their realities, are fluid (Daniel 1984, 95-101).

Daniel next moves inward, closer to the individual, in his exploration of

substantive relationships, examining the relation between a Tamil and his home. As

Tamils seek compatibility between the ur and themselves, so do they seek

compatibility between their home and themselves. The term vifu, roughly equivalent in

meaning to "home" or "house," parallels ur and natu in being "defined person-

centrically" (Daniel 1984, 108). Vituranges in meaning from the entire residential

building down to the particular room or area of the house occupied by the speaker

(Daniel 1984, 108).

Daniel's concern, one central to understanding the nature of Tamil identity as it

is understood in terms of substance relationships, is that of the relationships between

the house and the inhabitants. He explains:

A house, to a Tamil, is more than just a structure built to the
specifications of the owner. lt is, like all other forms of
substance, in constant flux, mixing with and changing
according to the substances that come in contact with it.

Even as persons are concerned with controlling the
substances that combine with their bodily substance, so are
they concerned with what substances cross the vulnerable
thresholds of their houses and combine not only with their
bodily substance but with the substance of their houses
(1984,109-110).

Houses are like people, in many respects- they are suffused with substances that
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relate to and are compatible or incompatible with their inhabitants' substance. Daniel

illustrates the similarity be explaining how Tamils are social people who fear being

alone. They "feel cozy and comfortable when in crowds," and, especially for ANVS,

there is a great fear of dying alone. Similarly, houses are grouped closely together in

villages, since ". . .the ANVs'fear of solitude is believed to be shared by their houses"

(Daniel 1984, 110). Daniel explains the close relationship:

Not only are houses, as are urs and persons, of substance
that can be contaminated and changed by mixing with other
substances (hence the concern with what kind of substance
crosses the vulnerable thresholds- windows and doors-
of the house and affects its own substance and that of its
inhabitants) but houses are also "aware" of their
vulnerability. They have personlike needs for
companionship, and experience loneliness and fear when
isolated (1984, 114).

Great difficulties arise when a house is incompatible with the inhabitants. lf its kunam

substance is different from that of the family, the family may be negatively affected.

Daniel explains the seriousness and care that goes into building a house, since the

owner is "fully aware that what he is creating is not an ineft structure but a being

whose horoscope, kunam, and even 'feelings' (houses can have evil eye, feel lonely,

and so on) will intimately affect him and his family" (Daniel 1984, 115). Daniel

describes in intensive, thorough detail the many rituals that involve the proper

construction of a house- checking for favorable or ominous signs at the site,

performing pujas, the treatment of the beginning of construction as the house's

"conception," checking the kunam of the soil, making sure the house is located safely

in relation to the village temple, and other rites and rituals. Of particular interest is the

fact that a horoscope is drawn up for the house, based on the alignments of the

planets. Like a human, the house has formative years, during which its kunam

develops fully. ln a human, the time span is from age three to age twelve. ln a house,
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the time is less specific, but occurs from a few months to a few years after its

construction (Daniel 1 984, 115-142).

Daniel's conclusion brings the point of his discussion of houses to the fore:

It is clear that a house is more than a mere dwelling place.
A house is conceived, born, grows up, lives, and interacts
very much like human beings do.. . .Both the house and the
inhabitants are constituted of similar substances, which they
share and exchange.
. . .Houses may not be persons in every last detail, but they
come so close to being persons that the likeness cannot be
missed (1984, 161-162).

Continuing the examination of the nature of substance compatibility for Tamils, Daniel

approaches the more intimate (and difficult to study) issue of person-to-person

relationships, specifically those of a sexual nature. This situation is one in which

Tamils "seek to achieve substantial equilibrium in their relationships with other

persons" (Daniel 1984, 163). Daniel's examination of such intimate relationships has

an intriguing origin and focus. In his experience in Kalappur, he found that while the

initial assumptions about substance and sex that came out of Brahmin thought were

accepted by the villagers, any further analysis, at least as explained by one of the

town's leading Brahmins, was of no interest to them. lnstead, Daniel found, the

majority of the villages seemed to agree with the ideas put forth by an ANV named

Devaraj. As Daniel explains (an explanation born out in my own brief research), ". .

.much elementary ethnographic work is yet to be done on Tamil theories of how male

and female jatis relate, particularly when their relationship is a sexual one that

involves the exchange of the highly potent transformative substance of intirian'l' (1984,

163). Daniel's explanations are derived from this one source, but he clearly feels that

they are to some extent representative, since the villagers largely agree with his

statements.

The Brahmin notion that sex is like a man sowing seed in a field with growth
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resulting was not disputed by the village, but from there they held to Devaraj's

theories, rather than the Brahmin's. "They prefer to view the formation of the fetus as

resulting from the combination of fluids secreted by the female in her vagina (yoni) and

during intercourse and the fluids secreted by a man at the same time. These fluids are

simply called intiriam" (Daniel 1984, 163-164). The partners' intiriam must be

compatible for their child to be healthy; compatibility is influenced by many factors,

among them diet, the man's and woman's kunams, their horoscopes, and similar

measures of a person's substance.

Women have from ten to one hundred times the amount of sexual fluid that a

man has. While a woman's varies over the course of her life, and in monthly cycles, a

man's stays relatively constant. A woman's amount of intiriam peaks after puberty and

gradually lessens until, after menopause, it tapers otf to levels below that of a man.

Her intiriam is also contaminated from three days before her period to ten days

aftenruards. At this point, her intiriam is detrimental to the health of a man (Daniel

1984,164).

Daniel summarizes the key conditions for sexual intercourse:

ln healthy intercourse, four important processes take place:
1) Excess intiriam is secreted from the systems of both
paftners into the yoni of the female.
2) A physiologically healthy and controlled mixing of the
two secretions takes place inside the yoni.
3) A portion of this mixture, which is a new substance, is
reabsorbed into the bloodstream of both paftners, and the
blood thereby becomes enriched.
4) The rest of the mixture either forms a fetus or helps
nourish the fetus already formed (1984, 165-166).

After this compatible sex, the woman absorbs about four times as much of the powerful

mixed intiriam (also referred to as sakti , or power) as the man does (Daniel 1984,

167). The woman, overall, seems to have much more sexual power than the man.
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This exchange between Daniel and his informant Devaraj says much for the way

men's and women's capabilities are viewed differently:

A: Why does a woman need more intir¡am mix, or as you
said, more sakti ?
D: Have you seen any man who has the sheer energy to do
a fraction of the work that a woman does? And think of the
quantity of blood she loses in childbirth and menstruation,
One bout of masturbation and a man's tongue hangs out. lf
he makes a habit of it, he goes blind. But a woman- she
can do it all her life (Daniel 1984, 167-8).

Given that the woman has so much more power, there are, according to Daniel, three

general rules that a man must follow for intercourse. His partners should be younger

than him, but not more than twelve years younger. lf she is too much younger, her

intiriam is too much for him to handle, and it contaminates his system. lf she is too old

for him, she withholds her intiriam, since she has less to spare, and too much of his is

drained without the relief of reabsorbed mixed intiriam. Secondly, he must not have

intercourse with a woman during the times around her period when her intiriam is

contaminated, or ten months following conception or a miscarriage. Finally, the

partners should maintain a safe schedule of intercourse, with neither too much nor too

little sex. Devaraj suggests ten times per month as a perfect rate (Daniel 1984, 168-

171\.

There is also a rule for both men and women to folloW a more impoftant and

fundamental rule- ". . . only males and females of compatible bodily substance

should have sexual intercourse" (Daniel 1984, 172). Just as a person thrives best in

an ur that is compatible with his kunam substance, and just as a family lives best in a

house the substances of which are compatible for the family, so must a man and a

woman seek compatibility of kunams. Many things influence kunam compatibility

between a man and a woman, such as diet and blood compatibilities. Daniel explains
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how, according to Devaraj's theories, half of the points of compatibility that are

determined in a horoscope are in fact compatibilities of the blood. Blood and intiriam

contain the same root kunam substance, and so comparing the compatibility of a

man's and a woman's horoscopes can determine their blood compatibility, and hence,

their sexual compatibility (Daniel 1984, 172-173).

The compatibility of intiriam is crucial to successful conception. Daniel explains,

"According to village belief, conception occurs when equal portions of the male and

female intiriam combine and enter the womb and there begin to take shape. lt is

essential to conception that the intiriam of the male and female mix" (1984, 175-176).

It is also important that conception occur on auspicious dates and at auspicious times

of day for the child to be healthy and lucky.

A marriage depends on the compatibilities of the partners' substances,

especially their sexual fluids. Their own health, and the health of the children,

depends on the safe mixing of these fluids. However, given the number of possible

impediments to perfect compatibility, the couple must try "to manipulate the known and

anticipatable variables within a defined context in the interest of optimizing the

equilibrium within one's body, between two bodies (as between husband and wife),

and among the several bodies of a household or family" (Daniel 1984, 180-181). To

provide for themselves and their family the best they can, a Tamil husband and wife

seek to do everything possible to ensure compatibility and auspiciousness in every

major undertaking of life.

Daniel's work, while innovative, complex, and challenging, must be taken with a

rather large grain of salt. His work, explicitly directed at identity "the Tamil Way,"

contains much that is either not generalizeable to or limited to Tamils. A study of ANVs

is not a study of Tamils. A study of theories that can apply to many people all over

lndia is not a study of Tamils. This is not to say that he does not try to direct his focus at
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Tamils in general. The picture he presents, however, while certainly useful for this

thesis for ceftain aspects, is one that tries to show an essential Tamilness which does

not exist. The picture even fails at creating such a stereotype, through its dependence

on ideas that are not only Tamil ones. lt is thus somewhat inadequate on two levels,

for its proposed purpose is both essentializing and inconclusive. lt is interesting to

note that many of the words central to Daniel's discussion, are actually Sanskrit in

origin; as has been discussed in the first chapter, there is for many (though certainly by

no means all) Tamils the notion that Sanskrit is part of a foreign, non-Tamil culture.

Given Daniel's stated intent to define, on some level, what it is to be Tamil, it would

make more sense, to me at least, if he were to use primarily Tamil words for the

concepts he describes. In a way, he defeats some of the spirit of his work, or proves

his mission an impossible one, by making much of the Sanskrit words. He shows that

Tâmilness, for some, if not many, is inextricably linked with Sanskrit, northern concepts,

which, of course, are not at all "nofthern" if they are on some level part of the identity of

South lndians.

a a a

11123 [1992]
10:06 pm, Monday evening

. . . Amma's getting more and more violent- she really likes me, lthink. I'm

going to miss this family. They've been really great. Appa is starting to pour on the

kindness, He brought home chicken (which we never have) two nights in a row, and is

insisting on buying Mom a sari. Prema told me this morning that he was very adamant

that she take me to get a nice sari. She was almost shocked by how much he cared

about it. These guys are great. Although I don't like it when Amma hits me, I'm getting

used to it. I'm positive it's a sign of affection and familiarity. I try to channel it more

positively- holding hands, or the like, since I don't enjoy being whacked. I also try not
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to get mad- | don't want her to feel guilty about it.

a a a

Margaret Trawick

Margaret Trawick's study Nofes on Love in a Tamil Family otters another

intimate perspective from which to examine issues of Tamil identity. Like E. Valentine

Daniel's study, it focuses largely on a Tamil population seemingly caught in the

unchanging past, Daniel attempts to place his study in a temporal context, and at

times inserts himself into the picture, but ultimately sculpts what he learns into

generalization, essentialization, and theory. He makes no sustained effort to

contextualize his findings, instead giving his consolidation of ideas an Orientalist air of

permanence, static, essentialness and purely Tamilness. Though Trawick is guilty of a

fair bit of generalization as well, she does firmly set her experiences in the present

context, however, and makes it clear that she has no intent of seeing Tamils as a

traditional and unchanging society. Even so, many of her descriptions and theories

place her subjects in a mode of life that remains constant throughout time and despite

change. This results primarily from the focus of her study-- rural Tamil families in

lower-middle class situations, where the changes taking place do not generally seem

as severe and "Western"-oriented as those of middle and upper class urban Tamil

youth. While it true that essentializing of this sort is largely unavoidable when studying

another culture (and indeed, I am certain I am unaware of the extent of my own

essentializing), I find it most useful to use Daniel's and Trawick's studies as

background ethnographic and theoretical work on certain Tamils' expressions of and

views on identity. Further, their areas of concentration deal chiefly with rural, village

Tamil adult life, whereas mine is urbanized Tamil (and primarily male) youth, caught in

the liminal zone between rich Westernized young adulthood and traditional middle-

class childhood. Sti¡|, their studies are perhaps the most modern, sensitive,
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exploratory examinations of Tamil culture available today (which goes to show just

how rare studies of Tamil culture are), and thus are crucial to my interests.

Nofes on Love in a Tamil Family is an amazingly in-depth look at Tamil village

family life. Trawick experiences family from the inside out, and finds many patterns

and expressions of love that appear truly insightful for those interested in the people of

Tamil Nadu. Her extensive coverage of the patterns that love (Tamil anpu ) took in the

family with whom she lived is far too detailed to cover at length in this paper. I do find

her descriptions very useful for an understanding of Tamil family relationships,

especially those in rural, lower-middle class families. I would therefore like to make a

perfunctory attempt at explaining Trawick's findings, to provide a bit of theoretical

background, especially considering that, as Daniel mused, there are very few studies

available on this topic.

Trawick begins by describing her own family, first her mother and then her then

husband. She grounds her text in the text of her life. Her mother's love of other

cultures and her disgust for racism influenced Trawick in her decision to go into the

field of anthropology. Of her college years, she writes, "l loved biology, philosophy,

religion, poetry, math, language. I didn't much like people. I ended up majoring in

anthropology, as a strange kind of compromise between these various loves and as a

concession to the species to which I grudgingly owed allegiance" (Trawick 1992, 3).

She devoted her studies to lndia before having been there, and chose to work in Tamil

Nadu. Her brief summary of her reasons for her choice and her description of Tamil

Nadu are wofth reading:

I chose to do my field work in South India probably
because, through my mother, I am lrish. ln many ways,
South India is to North lndia as lreland is to England. South
lndia has been dominated politically and culturally by North
lndia for many centuries. Tamils in particular, the most
populous of South lndian ethnic groups (defined by the
language they speak) take pride in their identity and more
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than once this century have attempted to establish a
separate Tamil nation. Also like the lrish, Tamils believe in
strong sentiment: rage, grief, compassion, affection, desire,
laughter, and ecstasy are openly and frequently displayed
in the streets and courtyards of Tamil Nadu (Trawick 1992,
4).

Trawick describes how she took some time to find her footing in lndia, seeking

helpful sources and finding little. Her then husband Keith had great difficulty living in

Madras with her, and, with no real reason for being there, began thinking about

returning. She eventually found some useful informants, and, relying heavily on two of

them, wrote her dissertation. After not publishing it for both personal reasons and

professional ones, she later returned to lndia without Keith to live with Themozhtyar

(one of her principal informants and a close friend) and his family. lt was from this visit

and subsequent ones with Themozhiyar's family that she obtained the material that is

the focus of Nofes on Love in a Tamil Family.

Her original methods relying chiefly on formal interviews soon showed

themselves to be inadequate, and she and began simply living with her son Daniel in

the family, taking notes on her participant observation later. Her closeness to the

family was ultimately very rewarding, both academically and personally. She fell in

love with the children to the point that, when the time came to return to the United

States, she wanted to bring them with her. Academically, she brought back a great

wealth of information about the workings of a specific Tamil family, information that

could be related to, but not equated with, theories about Tamil families in general. Her

experiences and the ideas and conclusions she draws from them will help inform an

understanding of current issues of identity for middle-class Tamil youth.

Margaret Trawick explores many different avenues in the intricate web of family

relations; one issue she outlines in detail is that of the many properties of love-anpu

in Tamil (1992,91). Anpu is, according to Trawick, the closest in meaning to what love

68



means in English, but there are many subtleties of meaning for Tamils that make quite

a difference (1992, 92) . Trawick's exploration of anpu turns up the following traits:

containment, habit, harshness and cruelty, dirtiness, humility, poverty and simplicity,

servitude, opposition and reversal, and mingling and confusion.

Containment (adakkam) refers to the need to refrain from freely expressing love.

The gaze of love can have quite destructive effects. "A mother's love for her

child-fay pacarn- the strongest of all loves and the most highly valued, had to be

kept contained and hidden" (Trawick 1992,93). A mother should not gaze lovingly at

her child, because the potency of the gaze is dangerously inauspicious and could

cause the child harm. Similarly, spouses, whose love is the only one for which sexual

expression is sanctioned, are by convention expected to keep their love hidden when

in public (Trawick 1992, 94), even to the extent of avoiding saying each other's name.

Love is also described as being developed slowly, through force of habit

(parakkam)(Trawick 1992,97). Parakkam means a deeply-ingrained way of doing

things. "Through repeated practice, through parakkam, an action would become a

quality (kunam) of the person" (Trawick 1992, 99). Just as a habit was parakkam, a

person with whom one had a close, personal relationship was parakkam. The

gradual, easy growth of love worked because of habituation, parakkam.

Cruelty is associated with love, as well, for love requires hurting people for their

sake. Mothers tease and tofture their children to teach them to be strong and to

become familiar with disappointment. Fathers beat their children to make them read

so they will do well in school. The cliché "you hurt most the ones you love" seems to fit

this aspect of love for Tamils. Love implies intensity, and all expressions of it are

intense, sometimes in a painful way. Trawick recalls thinking that "inasmuch as love

was in large part a matter of mutual habituation, or, as we would say, interaction, then

perhaps intense love required intense interaction. The true sign of love's absence
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might be the absence of any interaction at all" (Trawick 1992,101).

As love requires interaction, interaction implies a willingness to break the codes

of formality and purity to bring yourself together with the ones you love. Trawick

describes the situation in her family: "What anpu never meant was extrication of

oneself from others or from the processes of life, Indeed to our family, and most of all

to its linchpin Anni, it meant just the opposite. lt seemed that Anni was engaged in a

constant campaign to combat the forces of purity and to promote the forces of love"

(1992, 105). By getting dirty for the sake of the children, they show that the children

mean more then conventions of purity. "ln this household, the defiance of rules of

purity conveyed a message of union and equality and was a way of teaching children

and onlookers where love was" (Trawick 1992, 105).

Another expression of anpu came through in this family in their humility and

their acceptance of poverty and simplicity in order to save money. Renunciation of the

traditional symbols of wealth, especially jewelry for the women, brought the family

closer together. For each member to do without a luxury meant the family could do

better; renunciation was "a matter of love" (Trawick 1992, 111).

Servitude in the name of love, rather than being disempowering, gave the

seruer quite an advantage. As Trawick explains, "ln Tamil Nadu, and all over India,

there are countless stories of devotees who, through their love of God, force God to do

their bidding" (1992, 111). Likewise, servitude in familial devotion brought personal

power. The example Trawick gives from her family is that of Anni, whose role of food

server gave her control of who ate when and how much (1992, 112).

Trawick continues her exploration into the nature of anpu with a recognition of a

pattern: "Love, as it was defined and enacted by our family, brought about reversals of

all kinds. The closest bonds were concealed by denial of bonds, tenderness was

transformed into cruelty, humility could be an expression of pride, servitude a means
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towards mastery" (1992, 112-113). Further reversals, in addressing family members,

were another expression of love. One could call a motherly figure "mothed' (amma),

but the term could be applied affectionately to a man man of equal or lesser status.

The opposite was true for women, who could be affectionately called "father" (appa) by

someone older than them. Trawick explains this tendency to the reversals of

categories by asserting that "to show affection for someone, you demonstrated in a

conventionalized way that you had forgotten what category they belonged to" (1992,

113).

All these forms of love can perhaps be shown, as Trawick suggests, to be forms

of confusion, or mayakkam. "A person who fell, as we would say, head-over-heels in

love with another, was suffering, as it would be said in Tamil, lrom mayakkam,

dizziness, confusion, intoxication, delusion. The same word was used to describe all

these states" (Trawick 1992, 113). Separations of age, status, gender were erased as

family members became one with each other. Concludes Trawick, "This kind of total

mixing, the sharing and trading of homes, of children, of selves, was necessary for the

existence of love" (1992, 116).

Margaret Trawick also discusses, in splendid detail, the South lndian kinship

system, which, she asserts, must be examined in any attempt to study Tamil culture.

As my topic is not exactly Tamil culture, but rather, the current state of flux and change

in Tamil culture and the conditions in which young Tamils are trying to locate

themselves and forge their identities, I will take but a brief look at kinship relations,

more to locate the text in a context, to explain the expected in the culture of marriage.

Trawick writes, summarizing the central tenet of the system:

The common denominator of most South lndian (and Sri
Lankan) kinship systems is the presence of preferred or
prescribed cross-cousin marriage: a man marries a woman
in the category of his father's sister's daughter, his mother's
brother's daughter, or in a few cases, his own sister's
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daughter (1992, 118)

ln the most ideal case, two men will marry each other's sisters, and their children will

do likewise, as will their children. In reality, of course, this is impossible. St¡ll, the ideal

exists and is aspired to. Though it may seem to non-lndians that such a kinship

system is prescriptive and prohibitive, Trawick claims that in fact it is seen to Tamils as

romantic and based on familiarity and love. Were the system working correctly, the

person you marry would be a friend and someone you grew up hoping to marry.

Trawick essentially makes the argument that the South Indian kinship system works

and is held onto as an ideal because of desires and tensions that develop in the

household in childhood (Trawick 1992, 154). She goes into detail about these

tensions- those of the father longing for self-continuity in his son, who instead wishes

for independence, of the sibling bond being broken when one marries, of the daughter

longing to stay with her mother and instead moving in with her husband, and so on.

Trawick sums up her view of how these desires and tensions lead to the continuation

of the kinship system:

On the ground are such people with their various longings,
supporting the continuation of the kinship ideal by investing
their different personal dreams in it, but in that very process
pulling against each other, making the possibility of each
other's total fulfillment all the more remote. As long as this
ideal answers to the desires that have been written in their
bodies since childhood, they will keep reaching for it, and
as long as they reach, its various imperfect manifestations
will continue to be born (1992, 186).

Trawick talks, in the remainder of her work, about the social dynamics in three

groups- siblings and spouses, older women and younger men, and children. These

discussions are beautifully descriptive, relying mainly on the relationships within her

Tamil family. While the insights she provides are quite thought-provoking, I find her

conclusions in her last chapter more useful for the purposes of this thesis.
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Margaret Trawick, in concluding, manages to pull together a vast amount of

experience and knowledge in a brilliantly explained "catalogue of patterns" (1992,

241). The ambiguity she sees in Tamil life, especially in expressions of love, is

endemic to these patterns. "Ambiguity is crucial to all kinds of understanding between

human beings. Every event has more than one meaning, and will as long as more

than one person lives on the earth" (Trawick 1992, 242). Ambiguity, she suggests, is a

unifying force, allowing the convergence of differing views and conflicting personalities

in its manifestation in the patterns she discusses. Trawick explains the significance of

the patterns:

It will be seen that all the patterns of ambiguity I describe
below have to do with defining the relationship between self
and other. The question of what is me as opposed to what
is you is in general precisely what is left up in the air.
Hence it would seem that, as life proceeds, what happens
to the self is neither individuation (i.e,, increasing
differentiation of self from others) nor internal integration
(i,e., crystallization of a stable sense of self), but rather a
continuous decrystallization and deindividuation of the self,
a continuous etfoft lo break down separation, isolation,
purity, as though these states, left unopposed, would form of
their own accord and freeze up life into death (1992,242-
243').

One major pattern is that of mirroring or twinning. Members of her family would

frequently be paired into complements of each other "by themselves or others and

defined as balanced and equivalent: equal in some ways, opposite in others, a

matched set, mirror images, twins" (Trawick 1992,243). Children of similar ages

especially were paired off as opposites. Personality differences were exaggerated

and encouraged, Adults had similar pairings; the older and younger would be paired,

or the bold and the meek. A person might be paft of several different pairs. In this way,

suggests Trawick, the family gains solidarity. People feel their selves to be incomplete
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and lacking without their twins. Their separate selves become more vague, as they

become defined by their connections to others (Trawick 1992,243-244).

Another pattern is that of continual non-balance, a process Trawick labels

"dynamic union" (1992, 246)'. She gives examples of how people will create a

conflicting situation and then, rather than solve, continue to behave conflictually. A girl

cries because she doesn't want to go to school. She is beaten for this, and cries more,

and is beaten more. The more one person wants another to do something, the more

the other refuses. Trawick gives another example:

One institution exemplifying the valorization of dynamic
union is Tamil money-lending etiquette, in which people
intentionally never settle their accounts completely one way
or the other but always add one rupee extra to their
repayment, so that there will always be reason for the two
parties to the exchange to meet and do business again
(1992,246-247\.

E. Valentine Daniel discusses a Tamil practice that may have similar roots. He

discusses how, in the construction of a house, at least one section remains unfinished,

even after construction has ceased, so that the house has a blemish and will not be a

target for jealousy or the evil eye. There appears to be at least a fleeting connection

between incompleteness or imperfection and Trawick's imbalanced dynamic union.

The ambiguous pattern of "sequential contrast" is another in Trawick's

concluding catalog. She describes how frequently members of her family would

alternate between opposite emotions, such as laughter and tears, or anger and

teasing. In this way the boundaries of emotion are broken down and made

ambiguous. "Hence there could be no permanent separation of opposites," explains

Trawick (1992, 250). Life becomes more tolerable.

Projection as a response goes hand in hand with dynamic union. Trawick gives

the example of punishing the self as a method of punishing the other. Hurting yourself
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hutts the other person more, via guilt, than actually punishing them. "Like mirroring,"

writes Trawick, "projection was a means through which personalities developed not

singly but interdependently, shaping themselves to one anothed' (1992, 251).

Personality traits would be passed down through the family, until it was no longer clear

who in the family actually displayed the trait from birth and who displayed because

they were said by others to behave in such a way. Of Tamils, Trawick writes:

Because, for them, their living within another is a concrete,
physical fact, we cannot grasp what they are to themselves.
We try to enskin them, "encompass" them, pin them down
and control them, with our theories. The more we fail to
face their ambiguity, the ultimate unboundedness of being,
the less we are able to see them (1992, 252).

This ambiguity continues in the understanding of categories. Trawick explains

how androgyny in the presentation of self is common, though rather than a sexless,

neutral androgyny it is an expression of both sides of sexuality. The duality continues

in a person's attempts to relate to a member of the family whose relation to that person

is not defined in kinship terms. Trawick gives an example: "A man's anni, his older

brother's wife, could be something of a mother to him, something of a sisted' (1992,

253). One could thus present oneself in any of many ambiguous categories, avoiding

the constraints of pre-defined roles (1992, 254).

The "hiddenness" of hiding true feelings behind opposite ones is another

pattern of ambiguity that Trawick discusses, and, "like all the other forms of ambiguity

discussed here, it encourages relationships to become and remain in a dynamic

mode. lt establishes a tension that binds self to othe/' (Trawick 1992,256). lt also

allows for exploration, the seeking of the real meaning hidden in the displayed one,

the rediscovery of who another person is (Trawick 1992, 256).

Trawick concludes her catalog with a reminder of the "plurality and mixture,

boundlessness and reversal" that infused her Tamil family and infuses Tamils with its
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cont¡nuation of lively, playful ambiguity. Love created a massive swirling of

personhood, in which the boundaries between family members are entirely broken

down and continually redrawn. Declares Trawick, "The most strongly maintained

value of Anni's household was the value of communal plurality, in which all that stood

for self and other, mine and yours, was deliberately, creatively, repeatedly overturned.

No single rule was absolute, no single order held eternal sway" (1992, 257).

She finishes her exploration of love with an admittance of the impossibility of

ever figuring it all out:

In the end, perhaps we willjust have to realize that some
things are ungraspable and unownable. We cannot find the
"key to lndian culture". . . lt may help if we can learn to
accept the reality and the power of chaos- the
unpredictable, the uncontrollable, the contradictory, the
illogical, the unexplainable.. . . lf our own pafticular vision of
truth can take its place among the multitude, then really we
have not done so badly (1992, 257-258).

Trawick's experience with a Tamil family and the multitude of insights and

awarenesses she draws out of it provide an astoundingly rich theoretical background

and basis against which I hope to draw comparisons and parallels in my

considerations of the identity issues of young Tamils growing up in middle-class town

life in modern Tamil Nadu.

a a a

9/3, Thurs.
10:55 pm

I spent the evening, after dinner, copying a mess of old notes into my Religion

notebook. When I got home this afternoon, nobody was home. I dumped my stuff in

my room and locked my door and Venkatesh and I went out for cold drinks. We had

just gotten back and were in my room when my mother got back. We went down and

76



putzed around, talking (or trying to), and I had some cotfee. V and I went up onto the

roof and watched the sunset and the stars, talking a little. He let me in on a secret: he

has a girlfriend, who's in the typing school. But no one. knows or can know. He'll

introduce me to her.

o a a

)
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CHAPTER FOUR

IDENTITY ¡N TAMIL LITERATURE

One source of rich, superb ethnographic detail on Tamil issues of identity is the

vast amount of Tamil literature- poetry and prose, ancient and modern. As Kamil V,

Zvelebil points out, "Tamil can claim one of the longest unbroken literary traditions of

any of the world's living languages" (1974,2). lt also "is the only language of

contemporary lndia which is recognizably continuous with a classical past"

(Ramanujan 1967,97). The corpus of early classical Tamil literature, dated from 100

B.C.E. to 250 C.E. (Ramanujan 1985, ix), consists of the great body of sangam

literature and the Tolkappiyam. Sangam literature consists of "eight anthologies and

ten songs, a total of 2,381 poems by 473 poets and including 102 poems by

anonymous authors" (Haft 1975,7). The Tolkappiyam, the earliest known Tamil

grammar, dates from roughly the same time period. Following the early classical

period, there are two famous epics, and eighteen other classic works that are known

under the rubric of Padinen-Kil kanakku (Nilakanta Sastri 1972,11), or Patinen-kil-k-

kanakku (Meenakshisundaran 1965, 47), and which appear to date from the third

century C.E. and on. Later literature includes classic epics, including the Ramayana in

Kampan's Tamil version, devotional poetry, and many other forms. Zvelebil (1974)

provides a methodical, systematic look at Tamil literature from the sangam years to the

second half of this century. He divides his topics into "the solitary stanza," "the

literature of devotion," "didactic heresy," "the epic poetry" "pirapantam" (a certain form

of poetry), "literature in prose," and "dramatic writing" (1974). These categories

correspond fairly well to a chronologically-ordered review of Tamil literature. The next

few pages will attempt to give a brief history of portions of the vast corpus of classical

and modern Tamil literature and to search for readily-extractable glimpses of issues of

Tamil identity (especially as opposed to Indian identity, if there can be so
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generalizeable a sense of identity), and specifically, if available, identity formation

among the young.

Sangam (also transliterated as "cankam") poetry is named for the academic

institutions, the sangams, in the Pandyan capital of Madurai (Kulke and Rothermund

1986, 103), which cultivated poetic creativity during the culturally fertile period of the

first few hundred years C. E. Of all modern translators of and expefts on sangam

poetry, perhaps the best known and most inspiring for many who have studied Tamil

culture is the late A. K. Ramanujan, who is cited, referred to, thanked, or othenruise

acknowledged in a significant percentage of texts whose topic involves Tamils.

Perhaps his discussions of Tamil poetry would be an appropriate jumping-off place for

this exploration of Tamil literature.

Sangam poems, the Ettutokai, which range from four to over eight hundred lines

in length, are classified in the eight anthologies as either akam, inner or interior, or

puram, outer or exterior. Akam poems are poems of love, puram poems are poems of

public life, of kingship, war, and death (Ramanujan 1967, 99; Meenakshisundaran

1965, 25-26). As Meenakshisundaran explains, the two forms are flip sides of a coin,

two aspects of the life of love. Akam poetry takes as its subject the personal, private

aspects of love, while puram poetry is about "the life of heroism, the life of self-

sacrifice, the life of munificence, the life of glory the life of simplicity and also the

tragedy of life from birth to death, all inspired by the basic principle of love" (1965, 26).

Five of the anthologies are collections of akam poetry the remaining three are of

puram verse (Ramanujan 1967, 100).

The Tolkappiyam, in turn, has parts that are said to be the earliest of all existing

Tamil literature. The Tolkappiyam is both a grammar and, as Ramanujan explains, "a

work of rhetoric. lt has three sections corresponding to phonology, morphology, and

semantics: (a) Sounds, (b) Words, (c) Meaning. ln the third section, the author sets
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down the canons of the Cankam poetic tradition" (1967, 100). The Tolkappiyam is thus

invaluable for understanding the full meaning of sangam poetry.

What Zvelebil calls "the solitary stanza" (1974,7) is the fact that each of the

poems in the anthologies is separate, standing on its own. Meenakshisundaran

explains: "The first characteristic of all these verses is that they do not form a

continuous narrative. They look like isolated or occasional verses each independent

of the othe/' (1965, 21). Secondly, they are dramatic monologues, with an unnamed

speaker addressing an unnamed audience. Certain conventions, as explained in the

Tolkappiyam, exist to identify who (i.e., a man, a woman, a friend, etc.) might be

speaking.

Thirdly, there is the need for concentration of emotion and meaning. Writes

Meenakshisundaran, "The poets have been trying successfully to catch the lightning

flash of the poetic moment and enshrine it in their verse with all its vividness and force,

emotion and experience" (1965, 22). There are a great number of conventions and

methods used in the sangam poems, Each derives from a highly structured

methodology that specifies the ordering of phrases and gives to specific images

specific meanings. For example, there are, according to the Tolkappiyam, seven kinds

of love, of which there are five types appropriate for akam poetry. The other two are

the extremes of unrequited or mismatched love, and are thus undignified. The

characters are ideal types, without proper names, representing, for example, the hero,

the heroine, a friend. Explains Ramanujan, "No poet here speaks in his own voice, and

no poem is addressed to the reader. The reader only overhears what the characters

say to each other, to themselves, or to the moon" (1967, 112). The lovers should be

well matched in certain character traits, and should be of cultured caste. Further, there

are five specified place settings, such as forest or mountain, each represented and

identified by a certain flower, and each of these corresponds to a ceftain phase in the

80



course of love, "Anxious waiting," for example, is identified by a water flower, which

represents the seashore (Ramanujan 1967,104-106). Each place, in turn, can be

further identified by the type of occupations, activities, or wildlife that is found there.

There is therefore a vast repeftoire of images the poet can use to allude to a certain

feeling in the cycle of love and loss. A mango can be invoked to set the scene for the

lover's unfaithfulness and the beloved's "sulking" (Ramanujan 1976, 107 (chan)). As

Ramanujan describes, "A conventional design thus provides a live vocabulary of

symbols; the actual objective landscapes of Tamil country become the interior

landscape of Tamil poetry" (1967, 108).

ln The Interior Landscape (1967), Ramanujan translates a selection of poems

from the Kuruntokar, one of the akam anthologies. These poems provide a rich look at

the early views of Tamil identity, as seen through the minds of the lovers and friends.

Above all else, what stands out is each person's identity as a lover. Everyone seems

to be either unloved, not yet loved, in love, loved, loved and left behind, or in some

other relation to love. There is no person who does not have a part of their identity

wrapped around thoughts of love, according to akam poetry. Despair at losing a lover,

shame at having lost chastity, scorn for petty village gossip, devotion to the lover,

eagerness to consummate a love, these are all themes of akam poetry.

Puram poetry continues the private world of akam poetry in the public realm,

sometimes blending the two, sometimes remaining specifically public. Puram poetry

contains many of the same elements and structural forms, and uses similarly specific

imagery to convey its meanings. The seven forms of love and their corresponding

landscapes in akam poetry have their parallels in puram poetry as well (see

Ramanujan 1985, 252 (chart)). Puram poetry, though more "public," is less abstract; it

contains names and people, it includes personal speeches, using "l" and "you." lt is

about kings, battles, valor, defeat. lt is about marketplace cobblers, dancers and
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widows. Puram poetry is about ordinary historical figures, real people, with distinct

identities and concrete, patterned, regular existences.

Besides the eight anthologies, the ten songs, or Pattuppattu, are included in the

body of sangam literature. These songs are considerably longer poems, consisting of

103 to 782 lines, and frequently contain but are not limited to elements of akam and

puram (Meenakshisundaran 1965, 30-31). Five of the songs are of one type, which

Meenakshisundaran describes as:

'the poems of a guide'where an artist, having received
presents at the hands of his patron, meets a miserably poor
colleague of his on the way and directs him to the self-same
patron. The way to the capital is described, every part of it
like the patron welcoming the artist. Nature itself becomes
his reflection and is ever beautiful, peaceful and just,
without any cruelty whatsoever.. . . There comes at the end
of it all, the description of the city, of the love of the patron, of
the royal feast, the reverential welcome, the glorious
presents, and the final leave-taking (1965, 30).

The other five contain four that discuss family life, uniting akam and puram aspects.

The remaining song consists of advice to a king by his poet, "emphasizing the fleeting

nature of the fame and victory and of pleasure and greatness, whilst at the same time

singing of his victory, glories and pleasures. . ." (Meenakshisundaran 1965, 21).

ln addition to the sangam literature, there are two epics that date from

approximately the same period, though scholars have varied views on the exact

dating. These are the Silappatikaram and Manimekalai. The Silappatikaram, written

by a Tamil Jain, is one of the most famous Tamil folk tales, telling the story of a viftuous

young woman through the geography of the three ancient Tamil kingdoms-the

Cheras, the Cholas, and the Pandyas. The action is told using dramatic monologues

and folk songs. The story begins in the Chola capital of Pukar, with the wedding of the

hero, Kovalan and the heroine, Kannaki. Though initially happy, the couple is
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separated by Kovalan's fascination with the dancer Matavi, whose chastity remains

inviolate. The two are attracted, yet each suspects the other is in love with someone

else. Kovalan returns home to Kannaki, who eagerly takes him back. The two then

head for Madurai, city of the Pandyas, to sell Kannaki's anklet (silampu, from which the

title derives). After arriving, Kovalan and Kannaki open their hearts to each other.

Kovalan then slips away to try to sell the anklet, At the same time, the Queen's anklet

is stolen. Kovalan is apprehended with Kannaki's anklet, which is quite similar on the

outside to the Queen's, and he is executed as the thief. His body comes back to life,

begging Kannaki to stay. She in turn proves Kovalan's innocence by breaking open

her anklet, which contains a ruby, unlike that of the Queen, which contains pearls. The

King and Queen die of shame and grief when they realize their mistake. Kannaki then

destroys Madurai by fire, after tearing one of her breasts off and throwing it at the city.

Atter fleeing, she collapses under a tree and is taken straight to heaven by lndra's

seruants. The miracle is seen by Chera subjects, who report it to the Chera King. The

king journeys to the Himalayas to bring back the stone into which to carve Kannaki's

image for a temple to her. ln the nofth, the Chera king defeats the armies of the

northern kings who would stop his progress. Meenakshisundaran explains the end:

The Northern Kings who have slighted the greatness of the
Tamils are defeated and on their heads the image is
brought. At the consecration of the temple the vision of
Kannaki appears. She who was all rage at the Pandya,
when we saw her lost, now calls him her father. This is the
great spiritual perfection of universal love reached by
womanhood. Even the kings from distant lands like Ceylon
are there to worship her. Thus she becomes "gem of the
world" as prophesied (1965, 38).

Zvelebil emphasizes the importance of the Silappatikaram as "a national Tamil epic,"

given its theme of the united Tamil kingdoms glorious victory over the North. lt is

interesting to note that, since the author was a Jain, this piece of "national Tamil"
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literature has little to do with notions of Hindu identity, yet almost all Tamils are Hindu.

Of course, readings of the Silappatikaram as standing for Tamil national identity may

also be insefting ideological agendas into the tale where there were no overt such

agendas, as has been done by scholars whose intent to promote the concept of a

distinct Tamil national culture has led them to severely limit, and on occasion distort,

the meaning of original Tamiltexts,

The Manimekalaiis in some senses a sequel to the Silappatikaram, though it

was written by a Buddhist. lt picks up the story of Matavi, who, upon learning of

Kannaki's greatness, leaves her position as a public dancer and refuses to let her

daughter Manimekalai dance. Manimekalai, a wonderful dancer, is heartbroken. The

prince becomes enamored of Manimekalai, thanks to Matavi's mother's suggestions,

which are motivated by duty to her clan. As it turns out, the prince and Manimekalai

were once married, in earlier births. Manimekalai is caught between worldly attraction

for the prince and spiritual callings, between her grandmother and her mother. A

guardian angel endows her with magical powers. After a series of unfortunate

misadventures, she worships in Kannaki's temple, then travels on to relieve the terrible

famine with her magic. The end of the epic is lost (Meenakshisundaran 1965, 43-44).

Following the epics in stature (though dated at various times in relation to the

epics- some say they were earlier, others later), the next great works of Tamil

literature are the eighteen classic Patinen-Kil Kanakku. lncluded in these is the famed

Tirukkural, by Tiruvalluvar, who, if not a Jain, was heavily influenced by Jainism.

These works all concern ethics and morality more than previous texts. At this point in

time, after the sangam period but before the seventh century, Buddhism and Jainism

had become fairly well established in South India. These later compositions, like the

epics, were strongly influenced by these traditions.

Tiruvalluvar's Tirukkural is divided into three main pafts, about dharma and
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morals, about government and society, and about love (Meenakshisundaran 1965, 52-

53). Though the entire Tirukkural is somewhat relevant, as it deals with ways of acting

and living, the first section is of most interest to this paper. ln it, Tiruvalluvar details his

view of the proper formation of personality (and identity). Meenakshisundaran

explains: "Man develops by sympathising if not identifying himself in ever expanding

concentric circles, with his own wife, with his children, with his family, with his friends,

with his village and with his country'(1965, 56). By becoming a person who delights

in helping others, one can achieve true greatness. "At this stage of human

development, there is no longer the distinction of 'you' and 'l', the mine and the yours.

The life of renunciation is really the renunciation of this duality. lt is the full bloom of

the personality without these restraints" (Meenakshisundaran 1965, 57). The later

sections expand on this view of morality. A perfect state contains pedect citizens such

as these. ln such a state, personal vices harm the state. Again, Meenakshisundaran

elaborates:

. . .[Tiruvalluvar] is speaking of a dharmic state. lt is not
mainly the end which is justifiable on moral grounds, the
means and every act of state should be inspired by moral
ideals. Firm action . . . is applauded but that action is
required to be morally pure. . . Prostitution, gambling,
diseases, and drink are enumerated along with the foreign
enemies, as dangers of the state (1965, 59).

The remaining seventeen ethical texts also discuss love and moral life, leaning

towards emphases on asceticism and other forms of more renunciate life and moral

ways. This corpus of text, on the whole, provides the moral and ethical bent which

lead into the great Tamil bhakfi tradition.

The devotional literature of Tamil Nadu is perhaps the best known of its kind. As

Zvelebil asseñs, ". . . the bhaktipoetry of the Tamil Saiva and Vaisnava saints belongs

to the greatest achievements of religious poetry of all time" (1974,89). This literature
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was a new form of piety, which has lasted from the sixth century through to recent

times. The change wrought by the bhakti movements was widespread, altering the

course of religion for all of the South, and eventually for lndians of all languages and

faiths. "The impassioned devotionalism, the worship of God mixed with a deep sense

of sin and inadequacy, affected gradually the whole religious outlook of the Tamil

country, including Christians and Muslims," summarizes Zvelebil (1974, 88). The

bhakti tradition differs radically from its predecessors, in that it has become a part of

the culture. These texts, unlike earlier ones, which are read and discussed primarily

by scholars, remain a part of religious life in Tamil Nadu, "as living religion, as ritual

texts and prayers for temple and home" (Zvelebil 1974, 89).

This is not to asseft that the earlier classical works became obsolete. lndeed,

their stories, like those of the Ramayana (written sometime between the ninth and

twelfth centuries by a shadowy author referred to hesitantly as Kampan) and the Tamil

versions of the Mahabharata (in later centuries), or the Silappatikaram, continued, and

continue, to inspire Tamil readers and writers. Subrahmanya Bharati's "The Vow of

Pancali," published in two parts in 191 2 and 1924, retells in over 2500 lines one story

from the Mahabharata (Zvelebil 1974, 162). In his Kuyil pattu, Bharati tells a fantasy

of undying love. Meenakshisundaran, applying his own Tamil nationalist politics to his

reading, exalts Bharati as the greatest poet of the twentieth century:

He actually begins the period of awakened Tamil land. The
Motherland is not an empty metaphor to the Tamilian of this
century. To one who worships the Divine Head as the
Mother shining as the various virtues of the world, this
conception of a Motherland is not mere abstraction. lt is
concrete and real, as sweet and ennobling, and as powerful
and inspiring as one's own mother, as one's one mother's
milk and as one's own God (1965, 187).

Bharati takes as subjects the endless landscapes, flora, fauna, and people of the Tamil

land. "The very sound of the name of Tamil country he sings, is nectar unto the ears of
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Tamilians," writes Meenakshisundaran in praise (1965, 187). Bharati, in

Meenakshisundaran's view, sees the country as a dramatic, feftile product of its

culture and history, offering "the drama of its heroes, its poets, it seers, and its chaste

women, all contributing their best to the world" (1965, 188). Such nationalistic

readings of Tamil classical literature, while they may do much to foster an emotional

sense of distinct and powedul Tamil identity, can distort a text's other possible

meanings and deny the existence of syncretic, interdependent, cosmopolitan inter-

regional cultural relations.

Bharatidasan's poetry is also among the best of this century in Tamil, according

to Zvelebil. He too relies on long-standing traditions of Tamil literature, invoking

through characterization and setting images of pieces of the Ramayana and the

Silappatikaram. His poetry is perhaps more explicitly, intentionally nationalistic; the

Tamils are the heroes, the Northerners the villains, "the heroes fight against the

'establishment'; and they ultimately have the support of the people" (Zvelebil 1974,

168). One poem explicitly protests the government's plan to impose Hindi. Bharati

and Bharatidasan both celebrate Tamil culture in the face of cultural assimilation.

Jeyakanthan, one of the better-known modern writers of prose, is concerned

with social change and with the display of tragedy or reality in social situations. One

story of his, "one of the most important" of his works, according to Zvelebil (1974,256),

is "Silence is a Language," from 1962, which, with its subject, is particularly relevant to

the topic at hand. This story, and its sequel, "East and West" (1963) tell the story of an

older mother's suicidal despair and embarrassment at becoming pregnant after her

children are grown and married. Her son Ravi, however, who has married a

European, returns to help he¡ despite having become a social outcast from the family.

He convinces her that breaking the social codes is acceptable, that it is okay to

continue to be sexually active. Zvelebil explains the ending of "East and West":
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Ravi tells her now that he and his wife, who is pregnant, are
not going to give birth to an Anglo-lndian, but to a new
lndian. "Life in lndia became an image of falsehood. In
cursing life and pleasures while enjoying them at the same
time, the lndian became a hypocrite . . . A new man, a new
culture, a new life- a combination of the East and West will
make the future world" (Zvelebil 1974,257, citing K.
Diraviam's 1972 transl. in his Game of Cards, Madras).

This hope, for the blending of cultures, has been part the driving force creating the

nation of lndia, and continues to remain a popular ideal for lndians and Tamils of

different classes and educations, and it appears that there are many young Tamils who

aspire to fit themselves into the image of the "new lndian," the "combination of East

and West."
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CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER THOUGHTS

Some time in the middle of the '92 SITA program, all the students invited their

host families to a host family picnic, which was held in a jungle park a few miles out of

Madurai. We all came with our families to the SITA center, and from there we took a

large rented bus together out to the park, This was the first time all the host families

had gotten together. Many of them knew each otheç for Madurai is a small town and

the SITA program relies chiefly on word of mouth to get families to host. Several host

families were related by marriage, others were friends. But not everyone knew each

other. Many of the families were very large, others quite small, but almost all had

children in their late teens or early twenties.

On the bus ride over, we sat with our host families, and the bus was mostly quiet

except for a few of the families that knew each other. There were several young men

in these families, in their twenties and thifties, dressed in Western clothes, and they

entertained us for most of the ride, joking at each other's expense.

Once there, we all streamed down from the parking lot into the woods. Those

who had not been there before, mostly SITA students, were fascinated by the number

of large brown bats teeming in the upper branches of several tall trees. Most were

hanging and sleeping or stretching and flapping. A few flew around restlessly. While

we were staring up at the bats, we noticed something even stranger for us-- huge

spiders, hanging in the air on their webs. Their bodies were about five inches long

and as thick as a finger, and their legs took them to at least a foot long. We saw at

least three of them-- one high in the trees, one several feet above our heads, and one

right about at eye level, back in the woods. I crept close to it, hiding behind my

camera, and took a picture. There was a general tumult as families brought their food

and children down the rocky, bushy slope to the flatter picnic area and saw the bats
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and spiders. We all milled around, getting settled, and wondering what to do. The

program director had brought a ball, a couple of frisbees, and a foxtail game to play

with, and for a while the students and some of the older host brothers and sisters

played around with those, as families sat on blankets and began getting their food out.

Before long, Margaret, the program assistant, began to try to get us to do something

more exciting. Puri, Mark's host sister, perhaps the most vivacious of the group and

one of the best translators, began organizing a few games, such as "Red Light, Green

Light," forms of "Tag," the "Hokey-Pokey," and similar games that everyone could play.

She and Prema also worked up a game called "Queen of Sheba." We were formed

into teams made up of a mix of students, young adult hosts, and younger host children.

The host men in their twenties and thirties, as in the bus, dominated the conversation,

with much posturing and bragging. A few of the women of the same age were

outspoken and argumentative with them, but most stood back, laughing quietly at the

men and their antics. The game consisted of several short races to find specific

objects- a white shirt, a scarf, a bookbag, a piece of red paper, and so on- and bring

them back to Puri, who was the Queen of Sheba. The team that won the most

searches won the game, and that team had the most boisterous young men on it.

After the games, we all lined up and took food from the huge spread our families

had helped create. There were many different dishes, and at least two different types

of most of the dishes. We sat around in small groups, the students with their families,

and the families in small bunches. Once again, the young men dominated the loudest

conversations, laughing at each other and chatting with the male students. The young

women and older women talked more quietly together, about their families, about the

SITA students, and about how hosting was going. After lunch, Prema and Margaret

worked up a long, involved treasure hunt that used up a good deal of time. The young

men took control, competing intensely to the end. Later, Mark played his guitar and he
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and Cara led a sing-along, with folk tunes and children's music of Euro-American

origin. Not long aftenruards, we packed into the bus and returned to Madurai.

o a a

By this point, I hope the reader will have developed some understanding of the

structure and plan of this thesis, and, hopefully, will therefore have an idea about what

I am trying to say, what I am really looking at. I certainly did not make my intentions

explicit in the beginning, nor have I helped along the way. lnterspersed among the

varied and wandering explorations into certain aspects of and approaches to Tamil

identity, wedged in the liminal zones between chapters, have been a few random

anecdotes and journal entries. The anecdotes were written recently, from memory.

The journal entries I have included virtually verbatim from my personal journal of 1992.

These few glimpses into the past, these almost depressingly thin, spaftan, tidbits of

ethnographic detail are the core of the thesis. They are, however, rather far from

being examples of Geertz'"thick description.' W¡th this conclusion, I hope to remedy

the situation as best I can, and to help the reader make sense of the disparate material

that has come before.

I began by asserting that in these pages I have been writing about myself. I am

sure all writers are, al some level, since writing requires creativity and individuality, no

matter what the topic might be, but that is besides the point. I have taken on a topic

that is a search for meaning, a quest for understanding. I am trying not only to make

sense of part of another culture, but to make sense of my own experience and to figure

out a segment of my life. I say this not merely because I currently have placed much of

my own identity into this thesis on the academic level (i.e., this thesis equals

graduation, which equals a college education, which equals a ceñain status, and so

on) and thus have a vested interest in writing it. I say this because I have come to

realize that in my two brief visits to Tamil Nadu, I have grown roots. Tamil Nadu is a
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part of who I am, This paper is an exploration of that part of me, not merely an

objective, withdrawn, scientific examination of another culture. Sadly, I have found,

through the course of my research, that I am unable to do my topic fulljustice. Firstly, I

did not know what my topic would be when I was in India, and was thus unable to do

the interviews and observations that would have rounded out the data and given my

insights some weight. Secondly, the area I am researching is not exactly a hot topic,

as the dearth of outside material shows. I almost felt, for a while, that I was, in writing

without enough external data, failing in my task, and thus failing myself. I have since

come to realize that what truly matters, to me, is my experience and my own

understanding of it. Only with this understanding can I allow myself to lay a part of my

identity on the line by offering this paper to to be read.

I have been exploring the factors involved in and theories about the formation of

the self, the development of identity, among Tamil youths, especially middle-class,

educated Tamil men entering adulthood. Unfortunately, as I have said, I had not

explicitly thought of researching this issue earlier, or I would undoubtedly have talked

at length with the young Tamils I met during the course of my recent trip. Still, I feel that

what I have seen and experienced will allow me to make some sort of sense of the

issue. lt may be misguided, or even grossly inaccurate, but I am willing to chance it.

After all, this is not meant by any means to be a definitive work, or even to apply very

generally to the whole of the Tamil population. lt is merely a wandering of the intellect,

an unfinished (and unfinishable) collection of fact, theory, memory, and musing. I

make no attempt at universality, and have no delusions of importance. What matters is

the attempt, the beginning of an increase of awareness and understanding, the

continuation of others' beginnings. Recall the passage from Margaret Trawick that I

cited earlier: "ln the end, perhaps we will just have to realize that some things are

ungraspable and unownable. . . . lf our own pañicular vision of truth can take its place
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among the multitude, then really we have not done so badly" (1990, 257-258).

a a a

August 16
8:48
Sunday night

We actually saw Commando- | should have known, there are posters all over

the place for it. We took the TGV? TVG? DTV? [TVS! 8121 10:59 am] moped thing

into town, over the railway bridge, and out to a theater for English films. The ride was a

bit hairy. My sandals kept feeling like they were going to fall off, but they didn't. We

parked the moped and went down the street for a Citra (me) and coffee (Arun). We

then watched the movie, which went from reel to reel poorly. The sound was also

strange. They turned on the very loud side speakers for loud parts of the movie-

action scenes, fights, etc.- but not for dialogue. There was also an intermission

preceded by previews for other films- Pacific Heights, Secret Admirer. During the

intermission, we had spicy popcorn and I had a snow ice, pineapple ice cream stuff in

a cone. Cone ice, maybe.

After the movie, we rode back to the house for a cold lemony drink, then on out

to Arun's friend's house for lunch. His name is [Armugam]. Lunch was very good.

Arun and I ate first, on the floor, with banana leaves. Rice, raita, chicken w/ sauce, fried

battered chicken, curd. Very good. There was a Hindi film with English subtitles

playing on their B&W TV.

After lunch, we drove out through open areas of rice fields, out to a large pit with

spring water being pumped for fields. Arun rode otf to pick up another friend,

Gunasakaren, and Armugam and I went and sat under a banyan tree, talking about

our studies and American vs. Indian life. When Arun and Gunasakaren returned, we

walked back to the well and talked, eating sugar cane- well, sucking and chewing on

it, and drinking from coconuts that Gunasakaren pulled out of a tree.
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a o a

The ideas for this thesis began to enter my mind unconsciously during my

recent visit to lndia, and solidified into a question as I began to think about what to

write my thesis about. The question, essentially, was this: How do young Tamils deal

with identity crises in Tamil Nadu today, given the many conflicting forces that might

work to create role confusion and insecurity? Having examined the question for a

year, I feel that I know for certain no more now than I did then. I feel I cannot answer

the question in any declarative manner. What I would like to do, in concluding this

work, is to offer possibilities, issues, ideas, and opinions that together may form a

picture, a picture based largely on my experience and on my interpretations, a picture

of what might be happening for young Tamils in the liminal zones whose existence

help make Tamil Nadu the dynamic, vibrant place it is.

Tamil Nadu, the land of the Tamils, did not always exist. lt exists now because

of language, the Tamil language, a Dravidian language. South Indians are of a

different ethno-linguistic background than North lndians, whose Sanskrit-based

languages, such as Hindi, can be traced back as part of the lndo-European language

group. Noñh lndians have a common ethno-linguistic history with the English, the

Germans, the Greeks, with almost all of Europe. The Dravidians, on the other hand,

appear to have had an entirely separate origin. For this reason, language means a

great deal to the Tamils. lt is central to their identity (as language is to most people),

and it is this identity that many feel is threatened by the lndian government. The

imposition of Hindi would rob the Tamils of their identity. The DK, the DMK, and the

AIADMK have been successful for this reason and virtually this reason alone- they

represent Tamil nationalism, and at times, Tamil separatism. They are political groups

which speak directly to the need for community and belonging, to the need for strong

identity. They are, in essence, an ideology in which many, many Tamils believe,
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especially adolescents and young adults. As we have seen in Mohan Ram's

discussion of recent riots in protest of a national "Hindi week," it has been the students

who have been the most deeply involved in the protests. The rule of being forced to

sign one's name in only Hindi seems as though it would be quite inflammatory to

Tämils. lt seems to me that the signing of one's name is perhaps the most personal

written symbol of identity that one can have, and that forcing a person to sign their

name in another language, one they may personally reject, is quite an insult to one's

personal Tamil identity. Erikson has suggested that young people on the verge of

adulthood, caught in the search for identity and the avoidance of role confusion, turn to

organizations for ideology, which supports their need for focused, clearly delineated

identity roles. lt thus seems probable that, given the intensely nationalistic nature and

feruor of much of Tamil politics, they provide one oppoftunity for young Tamils to find

identity. This identity, it could be said, is the most natural one anyway, as it represents

their ethnic community. Further, as has been seen in the all-too-sketchy glance at

Tamil literature, the literary culture of Tamil Nadu is resplendent with heroes, heroines,

and religious stories that glorify the Tamil people and the Tamil culture in the face of

the animosity of the North; a Tamil cannot avoid being bombarded by the politics of

Tamil nationalism through literature. Not only literary culture glorifies Tamil identity-

though I have not explored it in any depth, I cannot ignore the impact that Tamil film

has had on Tamil politics, and vice versa. MGR, the great film star turned politician,

made many films whose basic moral lesson was the superiority of the Tamil people as

represented by himself, suppofter and, finally, leader of the DMK. His power and

popularity were amazing. The popularity of Tamil film stars in general was not

inconsiderable. Chidananda Das Gupta provides a bit of detail:

The power of the cinema in South lndia has to be seen to
be believed. . . . Fifty-foot cutouts of film stars glower down
on Madras pedestrians, patches of tinsel shimmering over
their many-colored costumes; rows of posters, large and
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small, cover all available wall space, surround the open
areas and drape the trees with a restless, grasping energy.
Thousands of fan clubs rally to the support of their favorite
stars, fulfilling their every wish and defending them if not the
death, at least to a few broken limbs (1988, 129).

ln this climate of cinema hero worship, MGR was God. In fact, in one film, he played

Jesus Christ. MGR, leader of the DMK, was perhaps the most popular chief minister

ever. Small wonder that with heroes such as this, Tamil nationalist politics is a major

source of identity for young Tamils in search of firm foundations for their developing

selves.

8123, Sunday night
10:40 pm

. . . today was fairly relaxing and uneventful. I felt diahhareaal early on, so all

my meals were basically bread, milk, and Milk Bikis. I did have a couple of dosai,

plain, with dinner.. .

Arun went to see a Tamil film in the morning, and when he got back around 2,

we drove out on his TVS Champ to Umachikulam to see his friend Armugam. This

time, we hung out in a school and played Hangman (l taught them how) for a long

time. We also sang a round of "Row, RoW Row Your Boat." We walked out to a nearby

well and a few of the guys went swimming. They just jumped in from ground level, 30

or 40 feet straight down into the water, I'll have to go back- both to swim and to take

some photos.

We got back in time for the Tamil film on TV at 5:30. . .

a

a

a

o

a

a

Mixed into and part of Tamil nationalism is the non-Brahman movement.

Leaders like Periyar E.V. Ramaswamy Naicker, founder of the DK (and, thus, the
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or¡ginator of the DMK and AIADMK as well) have noted, not entirely incorrectly, that

Brahmanical Hinduism is a religious movement that has invaded from the North, and

that has subjected all non-Brahmans to subservience in its wake. ln their eyes,

Brahmanism is Aryan, and the Dravidians suffer for its existence in Tamil Nadu. Of

course, Brahmanism, along with Buddhism and Jainism, arrived in the south of India

around 2500 years ago, and since then Aryans and Dravidian have mixed and

mingled until Tamil Brahmans are just as Dravidian, ethnically, as other Tamil castes.

Be that as it may, there does seem to be a considerable amount of truth to the notion

that Brahmans have received much better treatment and privilege at the hands of the

British. Since Brahmanism did originate in the Nofth, there is a fair argument that

Tamils have thus been disempowered by the Northern lndians and the Brahmans.

There is therefore the very real possibility for the conflict of religion and politics.

An ardent budding young Tamil nationalist could very well turn against Hinduism for

the reasons outlined above. Religious identity, or religious "tradition," could conflict

with political identity, which some might say is a "modern" concept. In a way this is

true, since only with the advent of the British was there any great conflict between

Aryan and Dravidian peoples (at least, not since their original meeting, in whatever

manner that occurred). Further, religious "tradition" is also seen as backwards and

old-fashioned by modern lndian secularists, who see perhaps see religion like Max

did, as the opiate of the masses. As more and more "modern" lndians see religion and

"Western" thought as mutually exclusive, more are beginning to view their own

religious traditions as quaint and superstitious, if not completely antiquated and

useless. Tamil youths might likely have great difficulty trying to place their developing

selves within Hindu traditions, given the increasing attention towards public and

private secularism. On the other hands, Hindu nationalists, whose call for Hindu

lndian unity has drawn in many fervent young Hindus across India, have developed an
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ideology of national Hinduism that has gained many suppofters in Tamil Nadu, though

it has nowhere near the support of the ideology of Tamil nationalism. Faced with so

many powerful ideologies that strike chords at the heart of Tamil Hindu identity, it

would seem to me to be surprising if many young Tamils were not caught in a struggle

to determine their allegiances and their public identities.

Young Tamils today have grown up in an intellectual media environment that, as

I have discussed before, nearly categorically values "Western" ideas of progress over

"lndian" ones, and "Western" elements of culture, such as fashion, over "lndian"

"traditional" cultural aspects. ln such an environment, it is no surprise that many young

Tamils, such as Murugan and Pandi, are fascinated with the "West" and with things

American. Arun's "Tit Bits" are an lndian imitation of "Tic Tac" mints. Arun dresses in

"Western" clothing, scoffs at religion, eats chicken when he gets a chance, and was

delighted to get a tape of American classic rock that my (real) brother made for him

and mailed to him at my bequest. Velraj, a young graduate student who was another

social coordinator for the SITA program, had a triumphant, macho American saying

painted on the gas tank of his motorcycle. He spent much of the time he had with us

talking about his dissatisfaction with "traditions" and with people with closed minds.

He seemed to feel trapped, and looked to "the West" for visions of escape. With the

recent arrival of MTV on the StarTV satellite network, the cultural invasion of India is

nearly complete. MTV is the emblem of all things "modern" and "Western," and also of

all things commercial. Recall Madhavani's statement that Hindustan Lever toothpaste

"is in sync with the MTV lifestyle, of music and youngsters and guys having a good

time because they don't have bad breath" (Balfour, 54). This seems to say it all.

We have the crossing of the religious and the secular, the "traditional" and the

"moderrì," the "East" and the "West," and the young and the old. Yet in this seemingly

violent, vital, dynamic demolition derby of aspects of Tamil identity, the family, as
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everywhere, remains strong as ever. Witness my host mother's use of violence to

show love, explained by Trawick as an example of the ambiguity involved in the

expression of love, the reversal, the dynamic union, the hiddenness of love behind

other emotions. The little baby who lived across the street was brothered incessantly

by Arun; in a young man trying hard to be Western, who has rejected Hinduism in

general, we see the fluidity of the family, the constant traversing of boundaries that we

see in Daniel. "Traditions" remain. Arun's sister Brindha had an arranged marriage to

a relative, Arun expects to have the same happen to him. Venkatesh's girlfriend at the

typing school down the block has barely greeted him, ever. He watches her from afar.

Venkatesh is seventeen; no one must know he might be interested in someone.

Young Tamils clearly are not generally losing sight of their famillal traditional roots.

9114
5:37 pm
Monday evening

. . .Sunday, yesterday (it seems longer ago), Arun and I went out that old school

again. We met Armugam at the well, around 12, where he was washing clothes. I

spend the next half hour trying to decide whether or not to go swimming, but I didn't.

We went to eat at Armuga¡'s- parotas, and he brought me a cool drink. Their friend

Gunasakaren also showed up. Went to his house for lunch and I had another cool

drink. Then we came back here, I had ice water- I was dying (almost) of thirst, then

the three of us rode on the TVS to the Ambigai theater. lt was a fun ride. At one

intersection Armugam jumped off so we wouldn't get in trouble w/ the traffic cop, and

rejoined us down the road.. . .We all went into the theater and watched an awesome

feature film, which started at 4:10. Roja.. . . lt was really cool. I hummed the music all

evening.. . . Armugam explained the parts that I really couldn't understand, but I got

most of it.
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a a a

I have rambled on at some length now about the complex interactions of forces

of identity that I have seen and still see as having the potential for great influence on

the identity formation processes of young Tamils today. Whether or not what I have

written is coherent is a matter of opinion. Much of what I have said has been brief,

fleeting, part of a stream of considerations and thoughts. A conclusion, in terms of

being conclusive, this has not been. Yet I defend this, for what I have had to say, what I

have been exploring, is not conclusive. Theories, facts, and anecdotes intermingle,

creating not an argument but a collage of pictures, glimpses into issues of identity

formation for certain Tamils. The anecdotes and journal entries speak for themselves,

and the reader can examine them and see what they say, what they show, how they

speak to him or her. This thesis has been a process of thought and remembrance for

me; I know now how little I know, but I also know that this has been a beginning. A

beginning of a search into my own relationship with Tamil Nadu and a few of its

people. I hope the reader can learn something interesting. I close with another

anecdote, a journal entry from the last days of a visit during the SITA program to Seva

Nilayam, where my family had stayed several years before. I remember it vividly, and

though the original journal entry does the tale severe injustice, I thought I would use it

for a final taste of the presence of experience. The entry is otfhand, ironic, brief, and

poorly written; it is entirely unlike what this story deserues in its telling. But it is real,

written at the time, not embellished, not remembered, not glorified. ln this story,

identities lost and forgotten are regained in a subtle yet glorious reaffirmation of

friendship. I only hope the reader can use his or her imagination to fully enter the

realm of my past personal reality.

100



11/7
8:43 pm, Saturday night
[at Seva Nilayam in 1992]

. . .l just had a fantastic afternoon.. . .it stafted to rain. And rain. And rain.. . . [the

afternoon passedl . . .as the rain dripped to a halt, the nurses, Leela and Maru, said

they'd walk down to the always dry riverbed to see if there'd be water in it. There

wasn't, and it soon started to rain again. I decided to wait and see if the water would

come. They left, after trying to persuade me to join them. I stood on the riverbed and

waited. I was soon thoroughly soaked and rather cold. Just before 5:30, after

numerous S.N. folks had ridden past, telling me no water was coming, not enough

rain, I turned around and began heading back. I hadn't gone 100 yards when I ran

into Murugan (whom I recognized a few days ago) and two friends, one of whom I

soon realized was Pandi! They didn't know who I was, but they stopped me and said

"water is coming" and pointed and sure enough, I could see, far off down the riverbed,

a slow movement of water. Several minutes later it had reached us. The foreward-

most part wasn't water, but a slow, churning, rolling, fizzing foamy sludgy wave. We

kept up with it easily as it crossed the road (or the sand ruts, I should say) and

continued to move NE. The third guy was tossed a shovel, and he and Pandi took

turns digging sand barriers to divert the water into his family's fields. This took a long

time, with many people helping towards the end, piling branches up to stop the swift

current. I was talking a lot with Murugan. lt was soon darkish and raining again, and

when the dams were as complete as they were going to get, we headed back. I stayed

under an umbrella with Murugan, talking about my life and my family. . . . I said that I

and my whole family was here 6 years ago, and that my brother and I played frisbee

with him and Pandi. He suddenly, amazingly remembered, and the surprise and

delight were wondedul to behold. We talked as we walked back into the compound,
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a and happily agreed to see each other later. He hadn't recognized me all the time I was

here. I'd been watching him to see if he remembered me, but until I described the few

weeks of 6 years ago, he had no idea. I think. I must look pretty different now.
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