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Chapter 3

Rowdy-Citizen: He who knows his Ganji and Benji
My argument on populism in the cinema does not yet address the crucial issue of continuity between the domains of the cinematic and the political. The fact of the leakage between the two domains has been noted by a number of scholars, starting with the Robert Hardgrave Jr. However, with the exception of M. Madhava Prasad, most accounts have tended to suggest that cinema ‘influences’ a credulous viewer into believing that the fictional is real. The viewer presumably carries over this belief into the political domain where s/he votes for film stars because of their screen personae. The entire explanatory model collapses if we do not assume that ‘seeing is believing’ (Das Gupta 1991) in a simplistic fashion. 

Some political scientists including G. Rami Reddy (1989) propose a second explanatory model. In this model, one or another variant of caste and other interest group mechanisation is all there is to the star-politician. Let me call this the interest group model to distinguish it from the one founded on influence and credulity. In the interest group model stardom is a plus point in electoral mobilisation but not a substantial factor. This approach may be justified in the analysis of dozens of star-politicians across the country, who have indeed proved that the roles they played on the big or small screens are secondary and even inconsequential to their electoral campaigns except as sources of glamour. However, I would like to make a distinction between stars, or any other category of celebrity, as an embellishment to a campaign and another category of stars that emerge as the foundation for political formations and/or mobilisations. With Chiranjeevi’s decision to establish a political party, the nature of the linkage between the two domains has once again been brought into sharp focus. Thereby reminding us that a study of contemporary Telugu cinema cannot but confront the problem rather directly. 

In his ‘Fan Bhakti’ essay (2007), M. Madhava Prasad, opens up a new line of inquiry into the politics-cinema linkages by suggesting that the fan-star relationship is at once consequence and evidence of the foundational problems with citizenship and sovereignty in our context.  

The ideology of popular sovereignty has it that in modern democracies, the monarch is divested of the sovereignty vested in him, which is then fragmented and distributed equally among the people of the republic to constitute them as sovereign citizens. If we then assume that the Indian republic was constituted by wresting sovereignty from the Imperial power, the question is: did the people receive their rightful share of the spoils of independence? Even if we take into account the insight that the sovereignty of the modern state is a factor of international relations, and not the mirror image of the collective sovereignty of the people, we are still left with the question whether the interior has been subjected to a morphological overhaul—the constitution of new subjectivities, new modes of association, new contractual relations etc—to bring it in line with the substantive idea of a republican polity. 

I think the answer to that question is no. Or at best some might prefer to say that the process is underway, that the revolution is in progress (2007, nd.).

Drawing on the work of Thomas Blom Hansen (2005) that suggests that multiple sovereignties are at work because pre-republican loyalties continue to exist even in the present, Prasad attempts to “locate film stars within this field of fragmented sovereignties.” Prasad then goes on to argue that cinema is one of the sites where popular sovereignty is exercised, facilitating the production of stars who function as the “kings of democracy”, “binding political passions” which were rendered objectless with the formation of the republic. 

What can the student of cinema bring to the study of the south Indian star-politician? That too against the backdrop of the influence and interest group models, which between them account for the sum total of discussions on the political phenomenon in question. Let me begin by stating the obvious: stardom is universal/banal in that it is a feature of all film industries of the world. Cinemas have stars who work in similar ways. With Prasad, I propose the following: while all cinemas have stars, under specific historical and socio-political contexts, stars become the means of addressing/resolving a set of crucial social political questions. The mode of resolution in the fiction might offer some insights into what the star might take with him to the domain of electoral politics as he migrates. I focus on Chiranjeevi’s 1980s and 1990s to make my case. 

The figure of the ‘rowdy’, a regular fixture in popular Telugu cinema from the 1980s, leads us directly to a higher level of abstraction in which we are face to face with the presence that stalks all modern political systems: the citizen-subject. The rowdy was also crucial for the evolution of a certain kind of film star whose very screen history and stature would limit the narrative possibilities available for star vehicles. 
Citizen and Subject

Etienne Balibar (1992) notes the fundamental contradictions of the figure of the citizen in his essay “Citizen-Subject”. According to Balibar a critical shift took place after the Declaration of Rights and the French Revolution. The political subject, hitherto thought of as the subjectus or the individual subjected to the sovereignty of the prince, now began to be conceived of as a sovereign subject (subjectum). With the Declaration of Rights, a different conception of the citizen, which was no longer founded on privilege and was instead universal, was proposed. Simultaneously, there was a yoking together of freedom and equality. This was a wholly new development because in classical philosophy freedom was founded on superiority or distinction: the citizen was free because of his property. Now a question that did not have an empirically verifiable answer could be asked of the citizen. 

Who is a citizen? (or: Who are citizens?). The answer is: The citizen is a man in enjoyment of all his ‘natural’ rights, completely realizing his individual humanity, a free man simply because he is equal to every other man. This answer (or this new question in the form of an answer) will also be stated, after the fact: The citizen is the subject, the citizen is always a supposed subject (legal subject, psychological subject, transcendental subject) (original emphases, 45).
Balibar notes that almost from its very inception, the new citizen figure was actualised through the exclusion of various categories of the population. The predication of a universal, rights-bearing citizen was a hyperbolic proposition according to Balibar: “the wording of the statement always exceeds the act of its enunciation… the import of the statement already goes beyond it (without our knowing where), as was immediately seen in the effort of inciting the liberation that it produced” (52, original emphasis). The hyperbolic proposition thus laid the ground for political struggles for inclusion.  

The citizen then is not only an abstraction but also a figure from the future. He is marked by his indetermination: 

The citizen properly speaking is neither the individual nor the collective, just as he is neither an exclusively public being nor a private being. Nevertheless, these distinctions are present in the concept of the citizen. It would not be correct to say that they are ignored or denied: it should rather be said that they are suspended, that is irreducible to fixed institutional boundaries which would pose the citizen on one side and a noncitizen on the other (51).

It is important to begin with Balibar because since the 1990s the discussion in the Indian context frequently returns us to the issues his essay raises. A key focus in the Indian context has been the problems posed by the actualisation of the abstract citizen figure. The most influential formulation of the problems of citizenship in our context is no doubt Partha Chatterjee’s argument on civil and political society (discussed below). I will however begin with two important contributions, which preceded Chatterjee’s and arguably laid the ground for his famous political society argument. 

Analysing late 20th century events and mobilisations, Susie Tharu and Tejaswini Nirajnana (1996) point out how the agentive female citizen, the woman-subject (260) came into being. In contemporary political mobilisations, they argue, women who were hitherto excluded from the conceptualisation of the category of the citizen began to claim citizenship. This claim too, ironically, was exclusionary in that it pitted the upper caste, middle class Hindu woman against the lower caste male. Furthermore, the authors argue, it was facilitated by rendering invisible the marking of the citizen figure (as upper caste and middle class). In the anti-Mandal agitation for example, “The media’s invocation of students, youth and people was marked by a strange consensus on usage—the terms were obviously unmarked, yet referred only to those who were upper caste and middle class” (1996: 238). The significance of the agitation was that, “[A]nti-Mandalites saw themselves as authentic bearers of secularism and egalitarianism. Equality, they argued, would be achieved by the transcendence or a repudiation of caste, community and gender identifications” (238). Citizenship, far from being the universal condition of political subjects in modern societies, was a position of privilege that middle class women had to fight for. The movement of woman as the subject of patriarchal authority to the woman-subject (the agentive woman-subject who acted on behalf of the nation-state) was predicated on the invisibility of caste and class. The authors’ central argument is about the political implications for feminism of this development. Of immediate relevance for my argument is their discussion of the process by which the citizen figure emerges by acquiring a state of ‘indetermination’.

Vivek Dhareshwar and R. Srivatsan (1996) point out that the actualisation of the citizen-subject occurs with the splitting or doubling of the citizen and his other. Effectively, the citizen and subject, which were in any case tenuously linked together even in theory, came apart and became two distinct entities.

If the political discourse of modernity created the ceremonies around the body of the citizen-subject, his rights and duties, his narratives of self-hood, it also effected a split, a doubling, between the legal-political-moral subject and the empirical subject of political technologies. The transmutation of the latter into the former, the world of subjection into the world of right, has been the ‘unfinished’ project of modernity (219). 

Partha Chatterjee’s work (1997, 2000, and 2004) too takes up the key problems with citizenship that animate the essays discussed above. In Chatterjee’s work, the citizen and subject occupy distinct and autonomous domains. It is possible to see Chatterjee’s formulation on political society as an extension of Dhareshwar and Srivatsan’s notion of split between citizen and noncitizen and the geographical location of the citizen’s double in a ‘designated’ space (the basti). The citizen-subject, which had already come apart into citizens and subjects in reality and in theory, becomes in Chatterjee’s work two entirely different kinds of political subjects, whose modes of political participation and concerns are so different that they have to be analysed separately. For Chatterjee, civil society is the domain of citizens, marked by their middle class status from the rest of the population. He states, “I have favoured retaining the old idea of civil society as bourgeois society, in the sense used by Hegel and Marx, and of using it in the Indian context as an actually existing arena of institutions and practices inhabited by a relatively small section of the people whose social locations can be identified with a fair degree of clarity” (2004, 38). In theory everybody is a member of civil society but in reality this is far from being the case. To distinguish between “classic associational forms of civil society” and the rest of the population, he proposes the category political society.  

Most of the inhabitants of India are only tenuously, and even then ambiguously and contextually, rights bearing citizens in the sense imagined by the constitution. They are not, therefore, proper members of civil society and are not regarded as such by the institutions of the state. But it is not as thought they are outside the reach of the state or even excluded from the domain of politics. As populations within the territorial jurisdiction of the state, they have to be both looked after and controlled by various governmental agencies. These activities bring these populations into a certain political relationship with the state (2004, 38).

With Chatterjee’s notion of civil and political society, what we have is not just the coming apart of the citizen and subject into separate empirically verifiable entities, but also the surfacing of “fixed institutional boundaries which would pose the citizen on one side and a noncitizen on the other” which Balibar thought was precisely the problem that liberal political philosophy sought to avoid. Political society, as Chatterjee argues, is the domain of noncitizens where the deferment of citizenship throws up distinct forms of mobilizations, which address the state as a provider of welfare. 

Madhava Prasad (1998) points out, “Although Citizen-Subject remains an incompletely realized utopic figure in all instances, it is also the case that this non-realization takes specific forms in different nation-state formations” (54). The problem therefore is not merely the gap between the citizen-in-theory and the population at large—for there are no instances where such a gap does not exist—but the ways in which the ‘non-realization’ is sought to be addressed in various sites, including of course the cinema.

Stardom and Citizenship

The archetypal cinematic representation of this gap, which served as the model for the next four decades, has been Malapilla (Gudavalli Ramabrahmam, 1938). This film revolves around the conflict between the Dalits and Brahmins of a village and its resolution by the intervention of the local Gandhian Chaudhurayya (Suri Babu). Both Dalit and Brahmin communities are represented in the film as ‘backward’ and being at fault. Their beliefs, practices and actions cause tensions repeatedly. Further, their members are presented as being incapable of thinking beyond the interests of their respective castes. On the other hand Chaudhurayya does not belong to either caste and with his fellow Gandhians frequently appears at the site of conflict to diffuse it. The character’s mandate is to reform both communities. Reform in turn is imaged as the process by which these groups give up specific practices that are identified with each of these caste groups (animal sacrifice, meat eating and alcohol consumption on the one hand and orthodoxy on the other). 

Malapilla allows us to see that even before the formation of the republic Indian cinemas had already began to work out a solution for one of the biggest and most persistent problems with the conception of the citizen figure in our context: what will become of caste and other particularities? Notice that Chaudhurayya, the citizen figure in this film, does not belong to either of the castes he seeks to reform. Indeed, although his name suggests that he is Kamma by caste, he is casteless unlike the Brahmins and Dalits of the village that he is seen entering in the beginning of the film. 

Malapilla also adopts a second mode of resolving the problem of particularity, thereby offering an illustration of an important point made by Laura Mulvey (1990). The film itself does not name the transcendental state achieved by this mode as that of citizenship but it is nevertheless an interesting indicator of the shape of screen citizens to come. A brief discussion of film theoretical issues related to stardom allows me to demonstrate the utility of Malapilla to the elaboration of a key feature of stardom. 

In her “Visual Pleasure” essay, Mulvey observes, “… the cinema has distinguished itself in the production of ego ideals as expressed in particular in the star system, the stars’ centring both screen presence and screen story as they act out a complex process of likeness and difference (the glamourous impersonates the ordinary) (1990, 32, emphasis added).” Remaining outside Mulvey’s psychoanalytical frame, it is still possible to extend her argument on stars in a new direction. Mulvey’s essay throws up the question of the star’s relationship to the narrative, which has often been resolved in film theory by making a distinction between narrative and spectacle. In order for this distinction to work, the narrative has to be understood as being limited to the business of plot development while spectacle would constitute the suspension or the arresting of the story. Mulvey’s notion of the “to-be-looked-at-ness” alerts us to how the (female) star becomes pure spectacle. However, the screen presence-screen story distinction, in spite of Mulvey’s limited use for it, may be more than a pointer to the narrative-spectacle divide. David Bordwell rejects this division outright and says that the split between spectacle and narrative presupposes a very “austere conception of the narrative,” which among other things does not account for Hong Kong cinema that he has set about examining (2000, 178). 

Richard Dyer’s (1991 and 1994) more elaborate later formulation on the interplay between the star-as-image and star-as-real-person (the latter itself is understood as being an elaborately constructed fiction) has clear parallels with Mulvey’s. He can be read as elaborating on the “complex processes” that Mulvey refers to. According to Dyer (1991), as pointed out in the previous chapter, the mobilisation of ‘facts’ about the star needs to be read as being part of the attempt at the authentication of the star image as a whole. 

This argument on the star’s double existence, about which I will have something to say below, reaches something of a high point in Miriam Hansen’s (1991) work when she argues that diegesis and discourse are the two levels at which stars ‘work’. The level of discourse in Hansen’s conceptualization corresponds with Dyer’s (1994) notion of the star’s image. According to Hansen, the presence of a star in a film, 

undercuts the [narrative and scopic] regime’s apparent primacy, unity, and closure. By activating a discourse external to the diegesis, the star’s presence enhances a centrifugal tendency in the viewer’s relation to the filmic text and thus runs counter to the general objective of concentrating meaning in the film as product and commodity (1991, 246). 

The point comes through rather forcefully in her analysis of the Rudolf Valentino phenomenon. If all stars are thus capable of potentially arresting the narrative, then Hansen is indeed correct in suggesting that they are capable of jeopardising the film’s status as a commodity and industrial product. How then do we come to terms with the fact that all film industries in the world are critically dependent on stars? Hansen’s line of argument would suggest that film industries, rather than profiting from stars, actually put their investments at great risk by deploying stars. 

I suggest that the diegesis does not presume spectatorial innocence of stardom at all. Why else should industries invest in the manufacture of stars? A film is therefore not at the risk of falling apart when viewers recognise the players or become ecstatic when their favourites appear on screen. Furthermore, I do not wish to argue that the problem has to do with Indian stars, as Vijay Mishra (2002) has done. Notice for example Vijay Mishra’s (2002) modest suggestion that it is the specificity of Indian cinema that necessitates an addition to the following five-point model for the analysis of stardom that he culls from the work of Richard Dyer (1994) and Ellis (1982):

i) the star’s roles should be examined in regard to a culture’s precursor text(s);

ii) through these manifold roles or narrative placements on screen a star gradually accumulates his or her own symbolic “biography”; 

iii) the screen  biography and the star’s actual life intersect, often generating industry deals and occasional political placements; 

iv) the star is a material phenomenon, a physical body with idiosyncratic or steraeotypical voice, physiognomy, gestural repertoire, physical agility and costume; 

v) the star is icionic whose public reception is manifest in shrines, calendar art, comics, T-shirts and so on. (127)
He then adds, “To account for the Indian star, this model needs to be expanded. In particular, I will argue that song and dialogic situations constitute two overarching systems that lead to the memorial construction of the star in Bombay Cinema” (127). Mishra, in his study of Amitabh Bachchan, goes on to propose that the actor (star really) needs to be seen as a ‘parallel text’: “Amitabh Bachchan transcended that status of stardom to become a text in his own right” (156). What he means is that the accounts of stardom that he came across do not quite explain someone like Bachchan. That Mishra’s problem is with existing formulations rather than the concept/term stardom itself becomes clear in his next sentence when he clarifies that the process he has in mind is one that “goes beyond the construction of ‘stardom’ as outlined by Dyer and Ellis” (156). I would like to contend that at stake—in Mishra’s analysis as in mine—is not just the comprehension of a particular phenomenon (Bachchan, Chiranjeevi, etc) but also the critical-analytical conception of stardom itself.  

Unlike Hansen, Dyer allows us to conceive of the discursive and diegetic levels working in tandem in a single film. He notes that a film works with audience foreknowledge:

The star’s image is used in the construction of a character in three different ways: The film may, through its deployment of character and the rhetoric of film, bring out certain features of the star’s image and ignore others. In other words, from the structured polysemy of the star’s image certain meanings are selected in accord with the overriding conception of the character in the film. 

This selective use of a star’s image is problematic for a film, in that it cannot guarantee that the particular aspects of a star’s image it selects will be those that interest the audience. (1994, 142-143)

Dyer’s comment helps locate the problem with Hansen’s claim. However, his approach retains a rather simplistic distinction between a star’s image and the character s/he plays in a particular film as is evident from his elaboration of the three ways in which image is used to construct character. He cautions, “a film must use the various signifying elements of the cinema to foreground and minimize the image’s traits appropriately” (143). The clear-cut and rather neat distinction between image and character is surprising considering that Dyer’s understanding of the former is one which is inclusive of the kind of characters s/he plays. Given the complexity of Dyer’s own conception of stardom, it would also seem naïve to assume that ‘characters’ in the cinema can be spoken of without reference to what stars bring to them. After all, in cinema a character does not pre-exist the star’s performance of it. 

I will try to offer a different explanation of how stars might be put to work in the rest of this chapter. I will begin by examining Malapilla’s use of the star Kanchanamala, who was cast to play the lead role of Sampalata, a Dalit girl (or malapilla). What did the casting of Kanchanamala achieve? Alerting us to precisely this aspect, the noted essayist and occasional scriptwriter Kodavatiganti Kutumba Rao stated in an essay written many years after the film was released: “There is no caste on the cinema screen…no ‘malapilla’ [Dalit girl] in Malapilla—there is only Kanchanamala’ (2000, 240). Although Kodavatiganti sees it in wholly negative terms, his comment is useful because it begs the question of how this state of castelessness came about on the silver screen. His objection to Malapilla is that the casting of Kanchanamala effectively blocks the realist aesthetic, which he suggests is in any case undermined by the fact that the character sings classical ragas and does other things that actual Dalits were supposedly incapable of. The heroine, and to a much lesser extent her sister, are thus endowed with abilities that distinguish them from the rest of the Dalit community in the film. The film would have been a total failure if a Dalit played the role, he adds (240). What makes Kanchanamala’s presence so critical? 

I will return to the question via the citizen figure. Tharu and Nirajnana observation about the invisible marking of the citizen (as Hindu, upper caste, etc) becomes clearer with Dhareshwar and Srivatsan’s point about the prerequisites of citizenship:

One such prerequisite is obviously class. The point we are making, however, involves much more than merely noting that a certain class position [or caste or community] allows/prevents people from occupying the slot or subject-position of citizenship. If one of the major conditions of democratization is a certain disincorporation of the subject’s positivity—my particularity has no bearing on my participation in the public sphere—not everyone can participate equally in the logic of disincorporation. 

The empowering promised by the logic of disincorporation—I speak, act as a citizen—has involved in India the deployment of discursive and institutional strategies that have distributed the privilege of disincorporation in a highly uneven and unequal way; in such a way indeed that some bodies…will not disincorporate, so tied are their shameful positivity to their bodies. (222-223, emphases added)

Reading the two essays together, it is possible to suggest that the peculiar logic of disincorporation produces the invisibly marked citizen figure on the one hand and the noncitizen who is excessively marked by his/her particularity on the other. In the case of Malapilla Chaudhurayya approximates to the first while both Dalits and Brahmins of the film are examples of the second kind of subject. But there is a third kind of body, which Dhareshwar and Srivatsan argue too is an effect of the same logic of disincorporation that produces the first two: 

[T]he fact that some bodies can reincorporate in the public sphere precisely as fantasmatic embodiments or icons of power—for example, cine-star and politicians (think of the significance of giant cut-outs)—far from disapproving the logic of disincorporation proves to be one of its effects (223). 

They offer no further explanation of the fantasmatic figure. The authors also make the avoidable suggestion that somehow the size of the cut-out is evidence of the citizen-making process/logic. I will leave the politician out of the present discussion and suggest that if the film star indeed has a role in enhancing our understanding the logics of disincorporation, it is to the cinema that we have to turn to understand what s/he does for untangling the riddles of citizenship in our context. 

Returning to the inconclusive discussion of Malapilla, the first mode of resolution of the problem of caste is hinged on the Chaudhurayya character and worked out at the story level. The second is premised on spectatorial recognition of the star Kanchanamala and this mode is only incidentally related to story level detail, although character’s actions might further underscore her distinction vis-à-vis the rest of her community. As Kodavatiganti helps us note, when “the glamourous impersonates the ordinary” it has political consequences: it evacuates the Dalit girl from a film about a Dalit girl. I note in passing that Kodavatiganti’s argument is actually made in hindsight: Kanchanamala was not yet the major star she went on to become in the next few years. However the film uses a variety of standard techniques, including soft focus close ups, to highlight her “to-be-looked-at-ness” so that visually too her distinction is foregrounded. Looking back at Koku’s essay, its significance lies in pinpointing the moment of Telugu cinema’s discovery of the still extant political use for its stars: the transcendence of particularity. Malapilla is an example of how the hypervisuality of the film star—the spectacular positivity of Kanchanamala—cancels the particularity of the Dalit she plays. There is thus no malapilla in Malapilla. 

In the section below I discuss Chiranjeevi’s films, focussing on how they address the knotty problems of citizenship. Chiranjeevi’s career assumes importance not only due to his emerging as a second generation star-politician but also what it might tell us about the context that produced him. Arguments about the watershed status of the late 1980s and 1990s—crucially important for Chiranjeevi’s rise as a hero of the masses—are familiar enough. From Atul Kohli’s characterisation of the period as one which posed a “governability crisis” (1990) to the Indian state to Tejaswini Niranjana’s description of the period as the “post-national-modern” (2000), we are repeatedly confronted with formulations alerting us to fundamental shifts in politics, which are not accounted for by disingenuous observations on the rise of the Hindu right and the decline of Congress. Also familiar in this regard are more recent assertions on “India’s deepening democracy” which is said to be evidenced in the increased participation of lower castes and other underprivileged populations in elections, the rising influence of backward caste and Dalit politicians, etc.
 

With specific reference to Andhra Pradesh, what is being referred to as the “second democratic upsurge” (Yadav 2000) is in fact the consequences of post-emergency political mobilisations by various constituencies of noncitizens. This period more or less coincides with Chiranjeevi’s screen career. An important feature of this period is that the polity appears to disintegrate into infinite mobilizable constituencies. Notice for example the proliferation of organizations mobilising Dalit, backward caste and tribal communities in this period. In the past decade virtually every caste and tribal group acquired its own organisation and charter of demands and mobilized their members in a series of mammoth meetings (often termed garjana or roar). It would be politically correct but not entirely accurate to conceive of this political ferment as the struggle for citizenship. For such a conception betrays a rather literal reading of the ‘hyperbolic proposition’ and the assumption that a movement from subjecthood to citizenship is only a matter of time and some organisation. 

Valuable insights into how contemporary political mobilisations grapple with the impossibility of citizenship were provided in the months prior to the official announcement of Chiranjeevi’s decision to form a political party. OBC and Dalit groups met speculations of his political entry with great enthusiasm. There were even rumours that Chiranjeevi would join the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and be the party’s Chief Ministerial candidate.
 The big question in the days before Chiranjeevi made the official announcement was whether or not he was ‘everybody’s man’ (a reference to the title of his film Andarivadu).
 The call by OBC and Dalit groups to Chiranjeevi, a member of the upper caste Kapu caste, to lead them, as well as other speculations revolving around his emergence as the leader of the lower castes in the state, is evidence of a continuity of the cinematic construct of ‘andarivadu’ into the domain of politics and popular journalism alike. 

Chiranjeevi himself invoked this figure during his public meeting at Tirupathi (26th August 2008) when he took on his critics who he said were asking what the star, who lived a life of luxury, could possibly know about common people’s problems. At some length he recalled his humble origins but went to add, obviously by way of demonstrating his qualifications to lead the masses: “I know about ganji [rice gruel, associated with abject poverty] and also about Benji [Mercedes Benz].”
 
I outline below how this transcendental figure, the everybody’s man who knows his ganji and Benji, was produced on screen. A key factor in the production of this figure is the acute spectatorial awareness of his distinction, not the forgetting of his particularity (as a member of a caste group, etc). 

I propose that the continuity between his screen and political career is not at the level of the belief in Chiranjeevi’s goodness by people who can’t tell between the politician and his screen roles. Films gesture towards a possible model for the politics of noncitizenship. The model is founded on the recognition of inequality and the gap between citizens and subjects and also leaves little doubt that the cinema and its stars have a great deal to say about the politics of our time. 

Staying with the mass film, we know by now that one of the characteristics of the genre is that its star protagonist plays the role of a lower class-caste figure. Often the protagonist is also a criminal or is falsely accused of a crime. Chiranjeevi repeatedly played the role of the rowdy (the English word is used in Telugu as well) in the 1980s and early 1990s.
 So the mass film’s stars, around whom there was an explosion of fans’ associations in the 1980s, were among other things screen rowdies. In a number of Chiranjeevi mass films till Hitler (1997) the star either plays the role of a rowdy or acts like one (i.e. tries to pass as one) briefly. Post Hitler there are nostalgic references to the star’s past roles as a rowdy (like for instance in an ‘item song’ in Annaiah and the role of old man in Andarivadu). The manifestations of the rowdy range from the urban petty crook that resembles the ‘tapori’ of the 1990s Bombay cinema
 on the one hand to the vigilante gangster of the Bachchan vintage (especially Don). Examples of the first kind of screen rowdy played by Chiranjeevi include Donga Mogudu (A. Kodandarami Reddy, 1987), Jebudonga (A. Kodandarami Reddy, 1987), and Rowdy Alludu (K. Raghavendra Rao, 1991). The latter kind of rowdy is to be found in State Rowdy (B. Gopal, 1989). In a large number of films the protagonist is neither a criminal nor falsely accused of crime but is nevertheless a loud and vulgar lower class figure, whose rowdy behaviour is the source of much comedy (Gharana Mogudu, Mutha Mestri. Alluda Majaka, and Andarivadu). 

The Figure of Excess in Megastar Chiranjeevi
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	[SVS0037, SVS0035] Publicity stills from Rowdy Alludu (September 1991 issue, Chiranjeevi seen with famous screen vamp ‘Disco’ Shanti) and Mutha Mestri (August 1992 issue). Source: AA.


One of the interesting aspects of Chiranjeevi’s rowdy roles is that they are founded on the enhanced authenticity of the subaltern in his vehicles. This is worked out at the story level where it is often the case that the character has no feudal past to reclaim. Dark complexion, speech in lower class dialect laced with incorrect English words and a certain macho or aggressive body language are all factors that contributed to a lasting screen stereotype of the rowdy who reappears in film after film. I pointed out in the previous chapter that such a painstakingly authenticated subaltern is coeval with the increased use of the biographical reference, which foregrounded the extra-ordinariness of the protagonist even as it ensured the recollection of the star status of the actor. Obviously something more than fooling the spectator into believing that the character was actually subaltern was being effected. As with Malapilla, in the mass film too, ordinariness (of character) and distinction (of star) were intertwined. The rowdy’s authenticity lay in what the star brought to the role. 

The surfacing of the rowdy in the mass film as the centre of the narrative corresponds with growth of the discourse of lumpenisation/criminalisation of politics. Dhareshwar and Srivatsan make an interesting observation, which I quote below to underscore the obvious political significance of the rise of the rowdy in the popular discourse:

The figure of the ‘rowdy’ acquires semantic and ideological elasticity in the imaginary of the middle-class by becoming the focus of their anxiety about what they see as the ‘criminalization’ of politics (‘goondaraj’) and its threat to their precarious class-privilege. This very ideological social description then feeds into the everyday discourse of the ideologues of the middle-class, from Left to Left-liberal, to liberal-Right, who invoke ‘lumpenization of politics’ as an explanation of all that they find disturbing in the social and political life of the nation. (1996, 203)
The mass film’s rowdy addresses these very anxieties by becoming the means by which the unbridgeable gap the citizen and noncitizen is sutured. I will dwell on this crucial political task performed by the star by examining the cinematic techniques that produce the screen rowdy. 

Double Existence of the Star

I would like to first explain what I mean by the double existence of the star and later move on to the obvious manifestation of this essential feature of stardom as the casting of stars in double roles in the fiction. Analyses of the double in the Indian context have tended to focus on the fictional level. For example, Lalitha Gopalan discusses the significance of the double in the course of her analysis of Vijayashanti’s films, “Indian cinema has long been fascinated with double and triple roles, and utilises them both to recognise and bank on a star’s popularity.” (Gopalan 2003, 54) She also mentions the standard feature of films featuring a star in double roles: siblings separated at birth grow up into mirror opposites of each other and find the parents, etc. I will add to Gopalan’s observation by suggesting that doubling does not merely occur at the level of multiple roles of the star but is far more foundational to stardom. 

Mulvey’s distinction between screen presence and screen story and Dyer’s discussion of the simultaneous existence of the real and reel images of the star are pointers to the complex interplay between the here and now of the film and spectatorial memory. The double existence of the star manifests itself as the gap between the character and actor. We can see from the history of Telugu cinema that this distance is one of the key facilitators of the cinema’s engagement with the aporias of citizenship (for example, Malapilla). The heart of the matter, as far as the usefulness of stars is concerned, is the cinematic production of two subject positions, and distinct social/spatial domains that correspond to these, and have the star occupy both these positions simultaneously. The consequence is the rowdy-citizen, a composite entity that is the authentic subaltern and the supercitizen.  

The general principal is as follows: double existence of the star, as a biographical person and a character on the screen, is something that the mass film foregrounds with its frequent deployment of the biographical reference. Spectatorial awareness of this doubling is critical because what is at issues is not merely the mixing of biographical detail into fiction but also the production of two subject positions roughly corresponding with the citizens and subjects of the real world. In order for these two distinct subject positions to be created, the mass film invokes the star-as-a-real-person, even as it offers him as the rowdy in the fiction. The star thus invoked helps resolve the foundational contradiction of citizenship that results in the eternal doubling of the citizen figure (into the rowdy, for example) by straddling between the contradictory positions simultaneously. The star is at once the rowdy and ‘real’ person marked by his distinction. It is not as simple as that because, while we know we are watching a film, we are also invested in the story. So at the story level too the star-protagonist has to be seen straddling across contradictory subject positions, rendering insignificant the unbridgeable gap and antagonism between them.

I will briefly compare two films deploying stars in roles that correspond to distinct subject positions in order to show what the mass film’s rowdy tells us about doubling. 

An early instance, if not the first in Telugu, of the star’s roles within a film approximating to different subject positions can be found in Iddaru Mitrulu (Adurthi Subba Rao, 1961). According to Prabhu (1993) this was the very first Telugu film to have cast a major star in a double role and was based on the Bengali film Taser Ghar (Mangal Chakraborthy, 1957). There can be little doubt that Iddaru Mitrulu has made a lasting contribution to Indian cinema. Within years of this film NTR was cast in a double role in Ramudu Bheemudu (Tapi Chanakya, 1964), extending the narrative possibilities opened up by Iddaru Mitrulu and also introducing these to Hind cinema when the NTR vehicle was remade as Ram Aur Shyam (Tapi Chanakya, 1967). D.V. Narasaraju, the scriptwriter for Ramudu Bheemudu provides a fascinating account of the film script’s long career (Narasaraju 2006). He claims that his script was ready a good five years before the film itself was made. ANR had in fact heard the story and was interested. Narasaraju adds that Ramudu Bheemudu was remade in Tamil (Enga Veetu Pillai, Tapi Chanakya, 1965, featuring MGR), Malayalam and Oriya, and also draws attention several important developments in the history of the double role in the Indian context (39-56). One interesting observation he makes is that MGR had already acted in a double role in Nadodi Mannan (MGR, 1958) but his (Narasaraju’s) own effort was to script a social film, and not a folklore film like MGR’s vehicle, in which a major star would play a double role. He consciously scripted a film in which the star would play characters that were both good, unlike the typical double (of the Jeckyll and Hyde vintage perhaps). He recalls two Hollywood version of Prisoner of Zenda, which featured stars in double roles and states that Nadodi Mannan was modelled on them (48). From Narasaraju’s account it becomes clear that the double we are dealing with is not the alter ego. 
In Iddaru Mitrulu Akkineni Nageswara Rao plays a rich man and also a poor mechanic. They meet each other when the rich man rescues his double from an attempted suicide. When the latter attributes his woes to his poverty, the rich man offers to change places in order to demonstrate to him that being rich is not the same as being happy. The film ends with the mechanic being disabused of his illusions and the rich man discovering the joys of a parental home. In this film it is the rich man who is the narrative pivot and also the one who is better equipped to inhabit the space of the other. He is also seen outperforming his counterpart in his domain. 

Donga Mogudu (A. Kodandarami Reddy, 1987) revisits Iddaru Mitrulu with one critical difference. It adopts Ramudu Bheemudu’s revision of distributing disability: the rich character is weak and effeminate while the poor one is macho and clever. In Donga Mogudu the rowdy Nagaraju (Chiranjeevi) is the double of the industrialist Ravi Teja (Chiranjeevi). His domineering wife as well as the villains plagues the latter. Nagaraju is the leader of a small band of petty crooks. The rowdy saves the industrialist from thugs hired by the villains. Ravi Teja hires Nagaraju to impersonate him while he goes on a vacation with his secretary Priyamvada (Bhanupriya). However, he is framed in the ‘murder’ of his secretary and upon his return gives away his property to the villains who blackmail him. Unable to bear the humiliation by his wife Lalita (Madhavi) and her mother (Raja Sulochana) he attempts suicide. Nagaraju rescues him for the second time. Hearing the story of his life Nagaraju decides that they should exchange roles. He now enters Teja’s life, drives away the villains and tames Lalita (by slapping her). Nagaraju thus restores Ravi Teja’s wealth for him but also cleans up the degenerate public and private spheres that the latter inhabits. 

An interesting variant of the star in double roles is to be found in Chiranjeevi’s Yamudiki Mogudu. The film is also evidence of generic variation that was possible against the template of the mass film. In an obvious gesture towards NTR’s Yamagola, the Chiranjeevi character in this film finds himself in Yamalokam due to a mistake made by Chitragupta. Satyanarayana and Allu Ramalingiah play Yama and Chitragupta respectively. They had played those roles in the NTR hit. The character discovers Chitragupta’s mistake and demands his life back. However his body has been destroyed so he can only enter the body of someone who is going to die soon. There is a fascinating sequence in which the hero is shown various potential bodies that he can have because they are going to die soon. What he is shown is actually sequences from Chiranjeevi’s earlier films and the characters are found unfit for one reason or another that has to do with the plot of those films. These reasons are of course familiar to the knowing spectator who is aware of the screen history of the star but have to be revealed by another character to the hero. 

The question before the dead hero, literally disincorporated is: which body, or rather subject position, is most suitable for him. But also what role the star, who is gradually becoming a specialist in rowdy roles, should play. The most suitable body is that of a timid scion of a wealthy feudal family, who is doomed to die of poisoning by his evil uncle. This story, into which the spirit/Chiranjeevi will now enter, is nothing less than a different genre from the one that the other character inhabited earlier in the film. The star now migrates across subject positions, personality types (from the virile street-smart, urban rowdy youth of the first life to the wealthy village idiot of the second) and across genres. The hero then goes about solving the problems related to both his lives, punishing both sets of his killers. One problem however remains: at the very end of film he is left with two heroines and is unable to make a choice between them.
 

Returning to the rowdy proper, he is an embodiment of excess. In Donga Mogudu and Yamudiki Mogudu, much hilarity results from the sudden discovery of his excesses by various characters, who are unaware of the role-playing. I will elaborate on this figure’s excesses below. Of relevance to my discussion is Dhareshwar and Srivatsan’s point about the excess of identity that bodies failing to disincorporate are condemned to carry. In the mass film the screen rowdy’s excess is almost never identity in the conventional sense. Specific caste origins, for example, are neither attributed to this figure nor is it necessary to do so. The obvious obscenity of his body is adequate evidence of his disqualification from citizenship. 

At the level of the fiction, the rowdy is invariably presented as excessively masculine. His masculinity, as in Donga Mogudu, is attributed to his occupation as petty crook or industrial worker, motor mechanic, gangster, etc in other films. Aggression and physical strength are attributes of his lower class masculinity, which in turn is critical for resolving a slew of story level problems. Chronologically speaking, from Donga Mogudu, the rowdy character played by Chiranjeevi confronts another excessive figure—the aggressive upper class woman, whose power, snobbishness and agency are seen as being a major part of the problem with the fictional universe that the hero is called upon to solve. The rowdy’s masculinity finds yet another counterpart in the mass film: the surplus heroine, who is also lower class like the rowdy but loses him to the aggressive upper class heroine. This triad—the rowdy, the shrew and the lower class female friend/lover of the rowdy—is the pivot around which the late 1980s and early 1990s mass film revolves. 

The most important characteristic of the rowdy is his propensity for enjoyment, which ensures that spectatorial investment in the figure is suitably rewarded by his pursuit of pleasure. The rowdy is a hard drinking voracious eater who is often seen chasing wamps and flirting scandalously with his mother-in-law on occasion. 

The politics of the mass film revolves around the rowdy’s excesses. How the rowdy become the means of resolving the crises in the fiction and the politics of citizenship that animate the mass film needs to be discussed in some detail. 

Doubling and Disavowal

In order for any film to work, it is necessary that the spectator disavow her knowledge that she is only watching a film. The investment in the fiction—the willingness to be fooled by it—coexists with the acute awareness that it is, after all, only fiction. This state of awareness and its denial, disavowal in film theory, finds interesting story level illustrations in the mass film. A brief explanation of the concept disavowal is in order at this stage. Disavowal is a concept that film theory borrows from Freudian psychoanalysis. As Christian Metz (1982) explains, when the child is confronted with evidence provided by the sense that all human beings do not have penis, it 
…will from then on forever hold two contradictory opinions (proof that in spite of everything the real perception has not been without effect): ‘All human  beings are endowed with a penis’ (primal belief) and ‘Some human beings do not have a penis’ (evidence of the senses). In other words, it will, perhaps definitively, retain its former belief beneath the new one, but it will also hold to its new perceptual observation while disavowing it on another level (=denial of perception, disavowal, Freud’s Verleugnung). Thus is established the lasting matrix, the effective prototype of all the splittings of belief which man will henceforth be capable of in the most varied domains, of all the infinitely complex unconscious and occasionally conscious interactions which he will allow himself between ‘believing’ and ‘non-believing’ and which will on more than one occasion be of great assistance to him in resolving (or denying) delicate problems (70, original emphases).
With specific reference to the cinema, Christian Metz goes on to elaborate thus: “I shall say that behind any fiction there is a second fiction: the diegetic events are fictional, that is the first; but everyone pretends to believe that they are true, and that is the second; there is even a third: the general refusal to admit that somewhere in oneself one believes they are genuinely true (1982, 72).”  

I will discuss a few examples to show how disavowal works in the mass film. In State Rowdy the hero who is introduced as the rowdy Kalicharan (Chiranjeevi) later turns out to be Prithviraj, a police informer. A flashback informs the spectator that he is deeply moved by the plight of the local Superintendent of Police, Nagamani (Sarada), whose husband is murdered by the gang of Bhoopati (Rao Gopal Rao). He willingly transforms himself into a rowdy in order to infiltrate Bhoopati’s gang.  When the villains find out that Kalicharan/Prithviraj is an informer, he is absorbed into the police department as a sub-inspector. He then goes on to destroy Bhoopati’s gang. There is therefore a remarkable story level disavowal of the hero’s rowdy-hood. The rowdy we meet when the film begins is not a rowdy at all. But that is not all. This impossibility of rowdy-hood is also a problem of verisimilitude because when such major stars play thieves and crooks there is a real danger of the fiction lacking credibility. This finds a resonance at the level of the fiction in the movement from the hero being a rowdy to policeman. 

Disavowal at the story level becomes a means of denying the rowdy’s positivity. What remains in spite of the denial of the hero’s subalternity is the gap between subject positions and the hero’s ability to move from one to the other. The mass film’s story, let me therefore suggest, is not merely woven around populist themes/concerns but is a pretext for staging such subject-citizen movements and is in the service of facilitating this. 

This throws up an interesting question: if the very subalternity of our hero is premised on disavowal (now you believe it, now you don’t), what do we make of the rowdy’s excesses, in particular his enjoyment?

Gharana Mogudu is useful to understand the mass film’s politics of enjoyment, centred on its lower class protagonist. This film, among the most successful Chiranjeevi starrers ever made, is based on the Rajnikanth hit titled Mannan (P. Vasu, 1991) and demonstrates yet again the convergence between the careers of these stars.
 Gharana Mogudu introduces the hero in a sequence that is completely unrelated to the rest of the film. I mentioned this in my discussion of opening sequences of the mass film in the previous chapter. The sequence, revolving round an ‘item song’ featuring the famous cabaret dance specialist ‘Disco’ Shanti, primarily underscores the protagonist’s propensity for enjoyment. In this film, the hero’s enjoyment not only involves the participation of others—such as the group of his friends who dance with him in the opening sequence—it is also staged/performed for the benefit of a collective. The hero not only solves various problems of the workers but also provides them pleasure. This fusion of politics and pleasure, indeed the staging of one as the other, requires close attention.   

In Gharana Mogudu the working class hero is also produced as a lower caste figure (being fatherless and barely educated). Here the problems of class oppression and caste discrimination are seen to stem from the upper class/caste industrialist-heroine, Uma Devi (Nagma). The film opens with a sequence highlighting her managerial abilities, power and arrogance. The unemployed dockyard worker Raja (Chiranjeevi) enters her space when he gets a job in her factory by saving her father (Rao Gopal Rao) from the villain’s hirelings. The heroine is not only presented as anti-worker but also, in what is meant to be read as a sign of deep rooted though displaced casteism, treats the workers as untouchables, translating casteism into class terms. When Uma Devi learns that Raju had rushed an injured worker to the hospital in her car, she douses the car in petrol and burns it, suggesting that it has been polluted. The theme of untouchability is reintroduced when Uma Devi marries Raju, who has by this time become the leader of the workers’ union. It turns out that her sole intention in plotting the marriage was to humiliate him. Soon after the wedding she tells Raju that she will not consummate the marriage because he is after all a worker, an untouchable of sorts. Instead, she tells him, he will be treated as her domestic servant.

By converting the caste/class struggle into a domestic quarrel the film shifts the contest from the public to the private domain. At the textual level, the working class/caste hero’s struggle is subsumed and even legitimised because it is interlinked with the taming of the independent career woman. The class-caste conflict is displaced on to the contest between the worker’s masculinity, undermined by a domestic crisis, and a femininity gone awry. The class conflict is resolved when the heroine finally falls in love with her husband, regaining her femininity. She then decides to give away her factory to the workers. 
 

I will focus on how the hero’s enjoyment dovetails into an engagement with the double (class-gender) political crisis around which the film revolves. As is the case with a number of other mass films around this time, the macho lower class hero is a figure of excessive enjoyment. Interestingly, it is not his own enjoyment that is at issue so much as the manner in which he becomes the object, or facilitator, of other character’s erotic fantasies. Remarkably enough, these fantasies are at times triggered off by nothing more than his mere physical presence. Take for instance the surplus heroine (Vani Vishwanath), who is the secretary to Uma Devi. A minor accident in a rickshaw she shares with Raju is the occasion for her erotic fantasy about him. Later in the film, Uma Devi watches a video of Raju inaugurating a water tap at the workers’ colony and imagines/fantasises that he is having an affair with her secretary.  

These fantasies too are a form of disavowal—of the banality of the actual. And the agent of pleasure, for characters in the fiction as well as the spectator, is the male star. The complex link between disavowal and sexually charged fantasies is revealed in a sequence that occurs immediately after the interval. Just before the interval the hero, waiting eagerly to consummate his marriage (on the ‘first night’), is told by his wife that she plotted the marriage only to humiliate him. Raju in turn challenges his wife that he will win the battle on the domestic front too. After interval we see Raju back in the factory. His friends are curious about his first night with the boss. Raju narrates his ‘experience’ to the group, which now surrounds him. The story ends in a song that is in fact the collective fantasy of Raju as well as his colleagues, triggered off by a wholly fabricated story. The fantasy has obvious political dimensions: the representative of the male workers is in bed, as if on their behalf, with the oppressive female boss. 

The Collective Fantasy
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	[NDVD_004, NDVD005, NDVD_005a] Raju narrates his ‘experience’ to his co-workers. An erotic song follows. 


I will briefly recall here the discussion of the biographical reference. Its incidence grew even as a concerted effort was made to produce the rowdy in terms that were far more realistic than ever before. Does the biographical reference then disturb the fantasy, forcing an acknowledgement of the actual and therefore rupturing the fictional? Disavowal is not forgetting but a qualitatively different spectatorial response. In the mass film disavowal is premised on acute awareness of the presence of the star in the fiction, not amnesia. 

The issue at hand is aptly foregrounded in a comment attributed to the famous Telugu producer Chakrapani who along with B. Nagi Reddi ran Vijaya Studios and played a key role in shaping NTR’s career. Actor Gummadi Venkateswara Rao (1997) recalls this producer’s conversation with the young NTR who was made up as an old man to play Bheeshma in the eponymous film. Chakrapani asked NTR about the response to the film and was told by the star, obviously pleased with himself, that till the very end viewers were unable to recognise him. The producer reportedly asked, “If you were not going to be recognised, what was the need for you to play the role?” (60). In Chakrapani’s scheme of things, a star who could not be recognised was a star wasted. 

Returning to Chiranjeevi, it is not by fooling the spectator into forgetting about his presence that the star earns his keep but by ensuring the contrary: endowing the character with such an excess of particularity that the rowdy is at all times the Megastar. Raju, representing the workers’ interests in the fiction because he is not one of them, is the facilitator of collective enjoyment in the fiction. Chiranjeevi the star is also an agent of spectatorial fantasy. Class-gender politics, mediated by the star who straddles the otherwise unbridgeable gap between subject positions, is transformed into the acting out of enjoyment: workers’ and spectator’s alike.

A discussion of the mass film’s politics cannot be complete without the examination of Mutha Mestri. Not only is it is a far more explicitly political film than any other mass-film featuring Chiranjeevi but the release of the film triggered off the very first round of speculation about the star’s possible entry into politics.
 The film was made a decade after Khaidi and by the same director. 

Here the lower class-caste hero enters politics, becomes a minister and cleanses the establishment of corrupt politicians. Arguably popular Telugu cinema’s most sympathetic response to backward caste and Dalit mobilization in the post-Mandal period, the film casts Chiranjeevi as the gangsman in a vegetable market whose name is Subash Chandra Bose. Andarivadu fondly recalls this role by casting Chiranjeevi as a middle-aged gangsman of construction labourers. The market community, protected by Bose from thugs and corrupt police officials alike, is threatened with eviction when the city’s mayor, in league with some politicians and the villain Atma Ram (Sharat Saxena), decides to sell the market yard to real estate developers. The film’s story begins when Atma Ram’s men burn the market. In a protest organized by the community, Bose, badly beaten up by the police, comes to the notice of the honest Chief Minister (Gummadi Venkateswara Rao). Owing to the intervention of the pro-poor local MLA, Sundaraiah (Somayajulu),
 the Chief Minister withdraws the eviction order. Bose is nominated as the ruling party’s candidate in the by-election when Atma Ram’s men murder Sundaraiah. The hero is initially reluctant despite being pressurised by his beloved Buchamma (Meena) and others. He enters the fray only after Atma Ram’s men attempt to intimidate him. The affront to his fearlessness forces him to contest. Upon winning the by-election, he is made a minister. A true friend of the poor, he distributes title deeds to the landless, leads commandos against Atma Ram’s men (who in addition to being smugglers harass the local fishing community) and on one occasion ‘inaugurates’ an old friend’s new cow in front of the state’s legislative assembly.
 He however, resigns from the ministry to avenge the suicide of his sister who was framed in a prostitution case by Atma Ram’s men. After killing Atma Ram and his criminal son, Bose returns to the market yard. He refuses to return to politics even after the ruling party elects him as the Chief Minister in absentia. The film ends with Bose saying that he will return to politics, when needed, as the ‘mutha mestri’ (literally gangsman but in this context leader and protector) of seven crore Telugus, not just seven hundred porters (of the market). 

Mutha Mestri offers valuable insights into the kind of textual resolutions the mass film offers to social and political problems. I would like to distinguish between what may be called a literal reading of the film and a second order reading that allows us to note the linkages but also discontinuities between the literal (‘this is what actually happens in the film and its ideological implications are…’) and overdetermination of the literal by enjoyment and affect. 
The literal reading of this film would suggest that the movement of the hero in and out of politics implies an explicit rejection of politics as a possible career for the true representative of the working class. Bose’s resignation also has him being transformed from a man of the people to a revenge-seeking vigilante who is motivated by the suicide of his sister. His task, it would seem, is ridding the body politic of its bad elements and returning political leadership to good politicians like the Chief Minister. The second order reading suggest that the film overlays its conservative political resolution with another set of questions thrown open by the film’s central crisis, which is caused by the death of the Gandhian citizen figure Sundaraiah, eliminated by a criminalised professional political class. The movement of the star-protagonist across the subject positions, of the political subject and its representative, is necessitated by the murder of Sundaraiah. A key issue in the film is the necessity to find the replacement of the dead Gandhian. At the time of Sundaraiah’s murder, the masses already have their own leader, Bose, but he operates in the domain that is outside formal electoral politics. 
What necessitates another reading of the film is the interregnum when the hero briefly makes an appearance in parliamentary politics, causing considerable anxieties to some of the inhabitants of this domain. An examination of this interregnum suggests that a problem the film addresses is the what and how of representation, not merely who should be in political power. 
What does Bose carry over or transfer from the market to the corrupt domain of electoral politics? At the very outset Bose carries his excessive particularity, writ large on his obscene body. The film’s surplus heroine acts a foil to this aspect of Bose’s character. Unlike Gharana Mogudu and Rickshawvodu later, the surplus heroine (i.e., the heroine who does not get the hero) is the upper caste woman, who is also not anything like the aggressive rich woman who is tamed by the hero in the other mass films. The hero’s ‘choice’ of the lower class/caste Buchamma is one of the departures from the genre as it was evolving in the early 1990s. The surplus heroine Kalpana (Roja), Bose’s Private Secretary during his tenure as minister serves an important function. She relays upper caste, middle class anxieties of the lustful gaze of the lower class/caste male other. 

Being Bose’s Private Secretary she often finds herself in close physical proximity to him. Kalpana is both attracted by the macho good-natured hero but also terrified of him because Yesu (Bose’s sidekick played by Brahmanandam) tells her that Bose becomes a sex-maniac after sunset. On one occasion both Bose and Kalpana spend a night in different rooms in the same guesthouse. Kalpana’s feelings towards Bose are depicted in a dream song sequence in which the latter, dressed as a beast, threatens to rape her. This masochistic fantasy is preceded by another, earlier in the film when Kalpana struggling against an imagined rape attempt by Bose is brought back to her senses by the startled Bose who goes on to advice her to see a doctor and seek medication for “weakness of the nerves”. No doubt a gentle rebuke for attributing a lustful gaze to him. 

These scenes in the film need to be seen in the context of the production of the lower caste, particularly Dalit, male as the sexual aggressor who habitually subjects upper caste women to sexual assault. This construction of the lower caste male assumed tremendous significance in the wake of the Chunduru massacre.
 The upper castes sought to justify the killings by claiming that Dalit men had for years harassed upper caste women and therefore deserved to die. Tharu and Niranjana (1996) point out that in Chunduru upper caste women complained that they needed protection from sexual assaults by dalit men and even attacked visiting politicians for failing to protect them. 

In Mutha Mestri, literally and as in the public domain itself, the anxiety caused by the excessively masculine lower caste male is a direct consequence of his presence in spaces to which he does not belong, places that were hitherto out of his bounds. What the film presents is the encounter between the lower caste minister and the upper caste working woman who are both out of their ‘place’ in society. The film complicates the picture by suggesting that Kalpana’s anxiety is in fact a sexual fantasy. As I pointed out with reference to the Chiranjeevi character in Gharana Mogudu, the working class hero doesn’t have to do anything—his very presence is enough to trigger off the wildest fantasies/fears. In a film like this when there is a dangerously direct reference to anxiety-inducing political battles, the mismatch between these and the conservative resolution is thrown into sharp focus. 
Bose brings much more that rampant sexuality to the domain of parliamentary democracy. His friends from the basti too make frequent and disruptive appearances in ceremonies and places associated with officialdom. The frequent appearance of the masses in such spaces notwithstanding, the only significant movement between the slum and the assembly is made by Bose himself. Indeed his constituency literally leaves him under the charge of Kalpana and returns to its place. Bose goes about working for the interests of the common people, representing them, in the sense of working for them, but more importantly inhabiting the domain of formal politics for them and as one of them. Within the narrative framework of the film, the only obstacle to welfare and other governmental functions of the state are the villains—the bad elements. So once he gets rid of them, the honest Chief Minister can deliver welfare. What the superannuated Gandhian cannot do is represent the masses in the sense of speaking as one of them. That task Bose is uniquely capable of doing and he can do it from the slum. 

So at the very end of the film, erasing the distinction between star and protagonist, Chiranjeevi/Bose says looking into the camera that he would rather be the mestri of seven crore Telugu people. Possibly a tongue-in-cheek rejection of the possibility of the star entering politics, which in an act of disavowal was interpreted in some journalistic quarters as a statement exactly to the contrary. Or a hint that he should never be counted out of the race. As it turned out a good fifteen years later that Chiranjeevi had in fact assured the viewer that he would cross over, given time. Back then however, by the end of the film, Bose was back in the slum and Chiranjeevi limited himself the mass film (or rather a career in the industry). Interestingly, the return of both avatars is to the representational mandate as distinct from the welfarist one. Rather than provide for the poor, the star-protagonist will speak for them. It is important that we note that the representational and welfarist domains are imaged as separate, if overlapping, modes of politics. The mass film itself is centred on representational politics, elaborated in the interplay between likeness and distinction and complex processes of nomination or endorsement of the representative’s role, not to mention the production of affect and enjoyment as the ‘glue’ that bonds the diegetic and spectatorial collectives respectively. 

� There is a broad-based consensus today among both academic and non-academic commentators on the increasing depth of India’s democracy. To cite just one example, in the chapter on ‘The Deepening of our Democracy,’ Nandan Nilekani, co-chairman of  Infosys Technologies Limited, notes with optimism, 





As a country, we are still struggling towards our democratic ideals. But these past two decades have been a time of immense hope. The move to bottom-up democracy has brought with it a far more topsy-turvy politics than we have been used to. But the clamour has come with more access than ever before, and carries with it immense potential for change, new answers and better policy (2008, 175).


� See for example, Benedict (2008). This report also states that Chiranjeevi’s followers were organising a “backward caste garjana” to “lure backward castes from TDP and Congress.” 


� Notice for example this entry in the blog of one naren1978 (naren1978.sulekha.com), which I reproduce in the original with only a few spelling changes: “I am observing that all media want to show just Chiranjeevi garu belongs to Kapu caste this is not good. He is ‘ANDARIVADU’. YES definitely he is good person and he is only the person to change this dirty politics caste based politics. We believe in that he will definitely do very much better than these governments. Please all support HIM to change OUR lives.”  (� HYPERLINK "http://naren1978.sulekha.com/blog/post/2007/12/political-collusion-of-eenadu-newspaper-with-kammas.htm" ��http://naren1978.sulekha.com/blog/post/2007/12/political-collusion-of-eenadu-newspaper-with-kammas.htm�, retrieved on 20th May 2008). On a less ecstatic note an op-ed contribution in the newspaper Andhra Jyothi asks precisely the question of how Chiranjeevi can emerge as ‘andarivadu’ (Murthy, August 2008, 4). 


� While I reconstruct the sequence from the live telecast of the meeting on Maa TV, this line was also widely reported in the press. For reports of the meeting, including a list of other quotable quotes from the meeting, see Andhra Jyothi, 27th August 2008.


� Dhareshwar and Srivatsan (1996) point out that technically speaking the rowdy is an urban petty criminal. In popular usage the rowdy is anyone from petty criminal to a leader of a criminal gang.


� For an analysis of the tapori of Bombay cinema see Ranjani Mazumdar (2007, 41-78). 


� Parodying the 1970s and 80s ‘ladies’ film’ which usually featured Sobhan Babu in a romantic relationship with two heroines, one of whom sacrificed her love, Yamudiki Mogudu has the two heroines singing a song from an old Telugu film where both offer to sacrifice their love.


� Gharana Mogudu was in turn remade as Ladla (Raj Kanwar, 1994) featuring Anil Kapoor and Sridevi. 


� Ashish Rajadhyaksha alerted me to the close story-level similarities between this film and the Bengali/Hindi film Didi/President (Nitin Bose, 1937, featuring K.L. Saigal). Rajadhyaksha and Willemen’s entry on the 1930s film argues, “The unmistakable thrust of the story is that the ‘personal’ (i.e. relations with women) should not be allowed to interfere with male pursuits like business or management, equated with social good” (1999, 271). I have not watched Didi/President but will add that a more immediate source for the film’s story is Seeta Raamulu (Dasari Narayana Rao, 1980), revolving around the male worker-female boss couple. 


� See for example, “Edategani Madhanam” (1993), which claims that the rumours about his immanent entry into politics were being fuelled by the absence of an unambiguous denial from Chiranjeevi’s side. 


�  The film is set in Vijayawada and the name Sundaraiah is an obvious reference to the famous Communist Party of India (Marxist) leader Puchalapalli Sundaraiah, who spent his later years in the city and to this day remains one of its most important political icons. 


� The film contains references to the actions of Lalu Prasad Yadav. Bose as minister speaks in a rustic ‘non-standard’ Telugu and constantly shocks the bureaucracy and his ministerial colleagues with his unsophisticated ways. The milking of the cow is a reference to the much publicised photographs of Yadav tending his cattle even after as he became Chief Minister of Bihar.


� On August 6, 1991 a well-planned attack was launched by upper caste Reddys on the Dalits of Chunduru village. As a result 13 dalit men died. See Balagopal (1991), K. Murali (1995) and Samata Sanghatana (1991) for details of the incident. The incident implicated the cinema rather directly because as Samata Sanghatana reports, the immediate cause was an altercation between upper caste and Dalit men at the local cinema hall caused by the alleged misbehaviour of a Dalit youth with an upper caste woman. In a personal communication with Mr. Chandrasekhar Rao, the special prosecutor in the Chunduru case, I came to know that the film in question was not, after all, a mass film but Gharshana, the Telugu dubbed version of Agni Nakshatram (1988, Tamil, Mani Rathnam). 





