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Rule of the Commoner

The Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) has been singular in heralding and establishing 

a firm regional polity among the Indian states after the Indian Union was inaugurated 

as a republic. Academic scholarship has often treated the DMK as a Tamil nationalist 

or ethno-nationalist formation without conceptual clarity or critical insight. Rule of 

the Commoner demonstrates, with persuasive evidence, that the DMK appealed to a 

federalist and not nationalist imagination. The DMK’s combining of the non-Brahmin 

Dravidian identity and allegiance to the Tamil language led to a counter-hegemonic 

formation of the plebs and left populism. 

Drawing on Ernesto Laclau, the book argues that the DMK achieved the construction 

of a people as Dravidian–Tamil, with Tamil being the empty signifier of the social whole 

and the Brahmin versus non-Brahmin divide functioning as the internal frontier leading 

to the formations of the political. It elaborates the conceptual scheme under the three 

rubrics of ideation, imagination and mobilization.

Rajan Kurai Krishnan teaches at the School of Culture and Creative Expressions at  

Dr B. R. Ambedkar University, Delhi. He has been part of a multi-sited project titled 

‘Caste Out of Development’ in which he studied Christian Dalit situations. Apart from 

academic writing, he regularly publishes articles in Tamil on political theory, philosophy, 

global affairs, climate change and film theory.

Ravindran Sriramachandran teaches sociology and anthropology at Ashoka University, 

Sonepat. His research interests include semiotics, environment and development, South 

Asian politics, and film studies. He has published both in English and Tamil.

V. M. S. Subagunarajan  is an independent researcher  and has been long associated 

with theatre and literary movements in Tamil Nadu. He has written extensively on 

the Dravidian movement, especially on Periyar. His book on Periyar’s lectures at caste 

association meetings is considered a landmark in Dravidian studies. He was also the 

editor of Tamil film journal Kaatchipizhai and culture studies journal Akam/Puram.
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METAMORPHOSES OF THE POLITICAL: MULTIDISCIPLINARY 

APPROACHES

The Series is a publishing collaboration of Cambridge University Press with The M. S. 

Merian–R. Tagore International Centre of Advanced Studies ‘Metamorphoses of the 

Political’ (ICAS:MP). It seeks to publish new books that both expand and de-centre 

current perspectives on politics and the ‘political’ in the contemporary world. It 

examines, from a wide array of disciplinary and methodological approaches, how the 

‘political’ has been conceptualized, articulated and transformed in specific arenas of 

contestation during the ‘long twentieth century’. Though primarily located in India 

and the Global South, the Series seeks to interrogate and contribute to wider debates 

about global processes and politics. It is in this sense that the Series is imagined as one 

that is regionally focused but globally engaged, providing a context for interrogations of 

universalized theories of self, society and politics.

Series Editors: 

 • Niraja Gopal Jayal, King's College, London

 • Shail Mayaram, formerly at Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, Delhi 

 • Samita Sen, University of Cambridge, Cambridge 

 • Awadhendra Sharan, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, Delhi 

 • Sanjay Srivastava, SOAS, University of London, London 

 • Ravi Vasudevan, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, Delhi 

 • Sebastian Vollmer, University of Göttingen, Germany

ICAS:MP is an Indo-German research collaboration of six Indian and German 

institutions funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF). 

It combines the benefits of an open, interdisciplinary forum for intellectual exchange 

with the advantages of a cutting-edge research centre. Located in New Delhi, ICAS:MP 

critically intervenes in global debates in the social sciences and humanities.

Books in the Series 

1. The Secret Life of an Other Indian Nationalism: Transitions from the Pax Britannica 

to the Pax Americana – Shail Mayaram

2. Properties of Rent: Community, Capital and Politics in Globalising Delhi – Sushmita 

Pati 

3. Debt, Trust, and Reputation: Extra-legal Finance in Northern India – Sebastian 

Schwecke

4. Saffron Republic: Hindu Nationalism and State Power in India – Edited by Thomas 

Blom Hansen and Srirupa Roy

5. Women, Gender and Religious Nationalism – Edited by Amrita Basu and Tanika 

Sarkar
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to the millions of party cadres  

the site of historical transformation
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Great popular movements are not mere accidents of history. They 

are the outcome of the urge of the people for an assertion of the true 

nature of their corporate personality. Often humble and obscure at their 

source, they swell into oceanic proportions on their march towards their 

destination. Generally, these movements are noticed only when they 

reach their final crescendo. We then work back laboriously to trace their 

beginning. 

—S. Vedaratnam, A Plea for Understanding: A Reply to the 

Critics of the Dravidian Progressive Federation (a pamphlet 

in English released during the first state conference of the 

DMK, 1951)   
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Note on Transliteration

A book of this kind inevitably has a considerable number of transliterated words. We have 

chosen to use diacritical marks for book titles, names of authors, and direct quotations, 

wherever needed. Diacritics are also used wherever there is a gloss of a particular word 

or where the word itself is used for its significance and wherever it is crucial to retain the 

metrical composition. Elsewhere we have kept them to a minimum so as not to distract 

the reader. We have followed the transliteration scheme of the Tamil lexicon published 

by Madras University.
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