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Abstract:  

Marriage and other forms of intimate relationships are considered to be the impenetrable 

private spaces of the individuals. Therefore the study of politics that operate within these 

private spheres is pursued to be an unpleasant intrusion. Both the traditional and modern 

understanding of marriage implies that it is the space for religious significance or the 

private space of the individuals. But the notions of gender, class, caste, community and 

race continue to determine the power-relations within the marriage and intimate 

relationships. This paper discusses how the constructions of caste/class and gender operate 

within the intimate relationships in the portrayal of inter-caste love in the Telugu/Tamil 

films Premiste (2004) and Gouravam (2013). Traditionally marriage in India is 

endogamous and heterosexual. The choices of both the groom and the bride are restricted 

to their own caste group and in most cases, partners are chosen by their parents and other 

family members. In the contemporary society, inter-caste marriage couples faced violent 

opposition from the families and caste panchayats which often lead to honour killings. This 

paper particularly discusses how caste operates within the intimate relationships apart from 

the social forces that work towards the separation of the couple.  

Key words: Patriarchy, Honour-killings, Caste, Caste-endogamy, Sexuality and Violence  

Traditionally, marriage in Hindu society is strictly caste-endogamous and heterosexual. 

Partners are generally chosen by parents and the family members from within the same sub-caste 

group. Yet inter-caste relationships, living practices and marriages are not new to Indian society. 

The arena of Love and friendship is perceived to be of personal choice. Yet the disturbances 
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occur either from the family, caste group or by caste Panchayats to the inter-caste couples which 

may often lead to honour killings.   

 

According to Hindu scriptures, the relationship between a Brahman man and lower caste 

woman may not invoke violent opposition.
1
 An upper- caste or Brahmin woman is not only 

expected to marry within the caste, but also expected never to transgress the wifely devotion 

(Pativrata Dharma) in any circumstances. The upper-caste purity is ensured through the 

protection of women‟s sexual purity by controlling her sexuality in all possible ways. Hence, 

upper caste women are considered to be the “gateways of caste purity”. (Chakravarti, 2003) 

Marriage/ family is believed to be the space of religious and personal significance. (Samita 

Sen, Ranjita Biswas, Nandita Dhawan, 2011) Though the inter-caste relationships are not 

accepted by the society, once the relationship is established either through marriage or through 

living practices, the couple and the society as well may begin to pursue their inter-caste marriage 

too as an area of personal significance as in case of endogamous marriages. The caste 

discrimination within the inter-caste relationships, marriage and family is the area which has to 

be critically explored. Dalit literature that explored the alternative history of dalits and dalit 

experience discussed the idea of inter-caste relationships and marriage through the lens of 

Ambedkar‟s proposals of inter-dinning and inter-marriage as the tools to eradicate caste. 

(Ambedkar, 1936)  Kumud Pawde in “Story of My Sanskrit (from her autobiography Antasphot), 

mentions her marriage with a Brahmin man and transformation of Kumud Somkumar to Kumud 

Pawde and how it helps her to get a job as a lecturer in Sanskrit. (Sharmila Rege, 2006) 

Chandrasri in her autobiographical note (Chandrasri, 2002) discusses the experiences of 

humiliation and untouchability within the marriage/family as she marries an upper-caste man.  

In this paper I discuss the depiction of inter-caste “love” relationships between a dalit male 

and an upper-caste woman in the wellknown Telugu/ Tamil popular films Premiste and 

Gouravam. 

Premiste(2004) and Gouravam (2013) discuss the inter-caste relationship between a dalit 

man and an upper-caste woman. Central theme of the film Premiste is love and marriage between 

the couple belonging to different caste groups. The film Gouravam is the discussion on caste and 

honour killings. The story of the inter-caste couple forms the back drop for the film Gouravam.   
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Premiste, directed by Saktivel is a translated version of the Tamil film Kadal. Both the 

versions attained grand success at the box office. A rich and upper-caste Thevar girl Aishwarya 

(Sandhya) falls in love with Murali (Bharat), a two-wheeler mechanic lives in the slum. As the 

director asserts at the end of the film, the story of the film is a real life story of his acquaintances. 

Hence the translated Telugu version is also set in the areas of Tamilnadu like Madhurai, Chennai 

and Dindikkal. 

 

When Aishwarya's parents find an NRI matrimonial alliance for her, she forces her 

boyfriend Murali to take her away from home to get married. Naive Murali hesitantly starts from 

Madhurai and elopes to Chennai with Aishwarya. Murali's friend Stephen helps him to get 

married. In the meantime Aishwarya's father and uncle begin to search for the girl. Aishwarya's 

uncle finds out the whereabouts of Aishwarya. Aishwarya is now married to Murali and taken a 

small house on rent to live in Chennai, when her uncle comes to meet her. He begs Aishwarya 

and Murali to go with him to the village as her parents are waiting for them. He also promises 

Murali that there won‟t be any harm for him or for their marriage from Aishwarya‟s family 

members. Aishwarya also strongly believes that a marriage cannot be broken or nullified. But as 

they reach Madhurai, they both face a violent thrashing from the parents and villagers as well. 

Aishwarya's father forces her to break up with Murali. She removes her tali as symbol of 

undoing her marriage only to save Murali life. Yet Murali suffers severe brain damage due to the 

physical violence meted out to him and the disappointment caused by undoing of their marriage 

by Aishwarya. After two years, Aishwarya, while going on a bike with her husband and her 

toddler sees Murali who is now a mentally unstable man, living on the streets. Movie ends with 

Aishwarya's husband‟s decision to take care of Murali.  

 

The film Gouravam (2013) directed by Radha Mohan is produced by a famous Telugu 

actor Prakash Raj. The film is made in Tamil and Telugu languages simultaneously. The Tamil 

version of the film is a linear narrative and Telugu is a non-linear narrative. The central theme of 

the film is caste and honour killings.
2
 Though critically acclaimed, the film faced a failure at the 

box office. 
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Arjun (Allu Sirish) is an upper-caste young man, son of a rich successful business man 

from Hyderabad. He visits the village S.M. Palli on a work assigned is to him by his father. 

Though he is not very happy about visiting a village, he is happy that he will get to meet his 

friend Sankar, who previously studied in the same college with him. After entering the village, 

Arjun makes some eager enquiries about Sankar. No one in the village is ready to tell him where 

Sankar is except for Bachi, a young dalit man from the same village. Arjun comes to know from 

Bachi that his friend Sankar (Vignesh), a dalit man eloped with Rajeshwari, the only daughter of 

a landowning upper caste elder Pasupati(Prakash Raj) from the same village. Now nobody 

including the family members of the couple have any clue about Sankar and Rajeshwari. Bachi 

introduces Arjun to Sankar's father. Sankar‟s father speaks to Arjun about Sankar‟s 

disappearance and also about the caste discrimination and caste atrocities that they experience in 

the village. .  

Arjun meets Sundararamaiah (Nazar), the union leader, to get some help to find his 

friend‟s whereabouts. Sundararamaiah's daughter Yamini(Yami Goutam) is a young lawyer who 

promises her support to Arjun in breaking the mystery of his friend's disappearance.  

 

Arjun is intimidated with dire consequences by Jagapati, Rajeshwari‟s elder brother. 

Jagapati appears to be more worried about the reputation of their family with regard to Arjun's 

attempts to find out what happened to Sankar. Arjun decides to stay back in the village and he 

also invites his college mates who are all now working in various public and private sectors to 

support him in finding out the details about his friend's disappearance. Irrespective of caste and 

region, many of his friends come to the village and joins Arjun only to find that Sankar and 

Rajeshwari were killed and buried under the ground close to some monuments.   

  

Yamini files a court case regarding Rajeshwari and Sankar's murders. But the court is 

misled by a career-criminal who surrenders himself to the court by stating that he murdered the 

couple for Rajeshwari's gold ornaments.     
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Arjun suspects there could be another reason behind the murder of Sankar and Rajeshwari. 

But he could not get any clue from anyone. In the mean time, Pasupati's wife takes promise from 

Rambabu a servant and a companion to Jagapati to help Arjun in his struggle to break the 

mystery of murders. As he promises, Rambabu narrates the incidents of the night of Rajeshwari‟s 

flight. Pasupati orders Jagapati and Ramababu to bring his daughter back before his honour is 

reduced to ashes. Jagapati and Rambabu find the couple in the bus and bring them to the cold 

storage. Jagapati thrashes Sankar in front of Rajeshwari. Raheshwari holds Sankar's hand and 

tells her brother that she is in love with him and cannot live without him. In a fit of rage, Jagapati 

cuts her hand off and kills the couple. They bury the bodies secretly. Rambabu is made to 

confess this before Pasupati in the presence of his wife and Arjun. Arjun confronts Pasupati and 

makes him understand that he is the reason for the honour killing committed by Jagapati. On 

knowing this, Pasuspati kills his son Jagapati. Arjun is now upset that he did not do any good for 

anyone where as Sankar‟s father praises him as the hero who came to wake up the dalits from 

their stupor. The film ends when Pasupati surrenders himself to the Police for killing his own 

daughter than his son. When the police notes down the details of Pasupati, Pasupati refuses to 

reveal his caste identity. 

 

Love above Life 

In the beginning of the film, Murali has only one simple goal in life i.e to work hard and 

look after his widowed mother till the time he meets Aishwarya. After Murali‟s father dies as a 

drunkard, he and his mother were left in destitute. He is a diligent two-wheeler mechanic who 

earns for the survival of himself and his mother. He is attracted to Aishwarya, a rich and upper 

caste girl. When she discusses about the plans of elopement, Murali fears the consequences of 

such flight and also presumes the troubles into which he is pushing his mother. Yet he decides to 

elope with Aishwarya. A couple of times, he mentions that falling in love with a girl like 

Aishwarya might lead to death. But he considers his love superior to his own life and he is even 

ready to cost his mother‟s life. He finally yields to his passion for Aishwarya. When he loses 

Aishwarya, he suffers brain damage and loses his memory. When the couple is brought back to 

the village, Aishwarya‟s father thrashes Murali in hysteric temper. He hits Murali‟s head against 

a stone repeatedly till he bleeds. While doing so, Aishwarya‟s father forces Aishwarya to choose 
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between Murali‟s life and the tali that is tied by him. Aishwarya prefers to undo their marriage 

before Murali is killed, while Murali is still opposing the idea of breaking of their marriage. He 

wanted to save his marriage at the cost of his life. Finally Aishwarya removes her tali as a 

symbol of undoing their marriage and saves Murali‟s life. This disappointment leads to Murali‟s 

brain damage.    

 

Unlike Murali, Sankar is a highly educated young man and he is well aware of the caste 

discrimination in his village. Sankar is the only engineer from the village S.M.Palli. Bachi says 

that he was the ray of hope for the entire dalitwada. Sankar has higher goals like changing the 

face of his village and fighting caste discrimination and inequality in his village. He places his 

goals beyond his personal gains. When Arjun (central protagonist) his rich friend and class-mate 

offers him a good job in the city, Sankar gently refuses and tells him he wants to go back to his 

village to help his caste people. After completing his studies, he comes back to the village and 

joins a factory to work for a living.  

 

Ravi, a good friend of Sankar from the same village meets Arjun to help him to track the 

whereabouts of Sankar. Ravi says that Sankar had pledged that he would eradicate caste and 

caste discrimination from the village once he educates himself in the city. Sankar had a goal to 

fight caste. He decides to fight against the caste for the betterment of his caste people. Yet he 

leaves all this behind when he has to choose between his family/caste/goals/ life and Rajeswari, 

he chooses the latter. He asks Ravi to help him to run away from the village with Rajeshwari. 

Ravi was in fact shocked to know that a well-educated dalit man like Sankar had given upon all 

his ambitions for his relationship with Rajeshwari. He is ready to die for his beloved Rajeshwari. 

His father is left in destitute after his only son disappears. In the film Gouravam, the pain of 

Sankar‟s father is discussed whereas the pain of Murali‟s mother doesn‟t come into discussion in 

the film Premiste. The loss of the community and his family caused by the death of Sankar is 

expressed through the words of Bachi and Sankar‟s father. 

When Arjun comes to know about the elopement of Sankar with Rajeshwari, he asks 

Bachi, “where is Sankar‟s father now?” 
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Bachi says, “He is there sir, he is just alive. That all sir! Sir, Do you know with so much 

difficulty he educated Sankar? In this entire village, Sankar is the only boy who studied 

Engineering sir.” (My translation)  

On meeting Arjun, Sankar‟s father cries out to him about his pain regarding the elopement 

of Sankar.  

Sankar‟s father says, “When he was a baby, his mother died. I became his mother and 

brought him up. I just beg him to show up himself once. I can call off this life. But he has not 

come at least for once.” (My translation)  

Why dalit male protagonists are portrayed as self-less lovers in both the films? The director 

of the film Premste claims that the film is based on the real life story. Gouravam portrays the 

contemporary social problem of honour killings. Both Bharat and Vignesh do not have stardom.
3
 

Both the characters do not posses any qualities of hero but a common dalit man with a few 

abilities that distinguish them from other dalits. For example Bharat has no bad habits and is a 

diligent scooter mechanic and Sankar is the only engineer in the entire village not barring upper-

castes. Both Murali and Sankar do not posses these superior qualities of Elizabethan tragic hero 

that enhances the tragic mood of the plot.
4
 Yet these common men uphold their relationship with 

an upper-caste women beyond their responsibilities, life of their family members and even their 

own lives. Another set of films that discuss the relationship between a dalit hero and an upper-

caste heroine are the mass films
5
 of Chiranjeevi where the stardom of Chiranjeevi plays an 

important role. (S.V. Srinivas, 2009) Films like Gharana Mogudu places “the agentive woman 

who acted on behalf of nation-state” as the upper-caste and middle class Hindu woman against 

the lower caste man replicating the anti-Mandal politics. (S.V. Srinivas, 2009. P.132.) Another 

set of popularly known successful films that discuss the inter-caste romantic love are 

Sankarabharanam and Rudraveena. Sankarasastry and Suryam (the central male protagonists 

respectively) set their goals higher than their romantic love. Both the protagonists have 

deliberately sacrificed their relationships with the lower caste women for the sake of their larger 

goals like bringing glory back to classical music and uplifting and transforming dalit community. 

Hence, the lower caste or dalit women in both the films are only significant to elevate the 

character of the hero (who do not fall prey to their own sexual or conjugal relations) but not to be 

placed higher than their lives or goals. Both Murali and Sankar are the dalit males who could not 
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place their goals higher than their love relationships, so that to say the marriage with an upper-

caste girl may be an integral part of their goal to fight caste. Nevertheless, Murali doesn‟t have 

any anti-caste ideology like Sankar. Hence, both the protagonists consider their relationship with 

an upper-caste woman is more important than their life.  

 

Honour Killings 

Contemporary Indian society witnessed honour killings across the regions.
6
 There is a 

symbolic honour killing that takes place in the film Premiste. Aishwarya‟s father forces 

Aishwarya to remove tali as a symbol of calling off of their marriage. Aishwarya yields to her 

father‟s pressure and threats, in order save Murali‟s life in spite of Murali being reluctant about 

calling off of their marriage. After Aishwarya removes her tali, by then severely wounded Murali 

limps towards the thrown away tali and takes it into his hands and walks away bleeding and 

sobbing. Aishwarya faints after removing her tali. She is given a bath in the public; women of 

her community remove her clothes and wrap her in a new saree. She is now purified from the 

defilement caused by the marriage and her new saree into which she was wrapped symbolizes 

her new life ahead. The next episode takes place after two years. In Dindikkal, Aishwarya is 

travelling on a bike with her husband and her toddler. She faints on the road on seeing Murali 

who is now mentally imbalanced and dwelling on the streets. He can neither remember 

Aishwarya nor their marriage though the tali that was removed by Aishwarya is still hanging to 

his wrist. Thus he is no more existing as Aishwarya‟s lover.  

 

Gouravam depicts honour killings as a rare phenomenon that takes place in a few villages. 

There has been no doubt of honour killing of Rajeshwari and Sankar presumed by any character 

in the film. Yet the film talks about caste discrimination, untouchability, molestation and sexual 

exploitation of dalit women as a common feature of the village S.M. Palli. When Arjun visits the 

village, he comes to know that the practices of untouchability “still” exist in the villages. Yet 

people from the dalitwada including Sankar's father do not suspect that there is a possibility of 

honour killing in case of Rajeshwari and Sankar. Because the film on the one hand upholds the 

benevolence of Pasupati who might have forgiven the couple and on the other hand Pasupati 

himself says that dalits are afraid of even standing before him. When Pasupati comes to know 
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that his son Jagapati killed Rajeshwari in order to save the honour of the family, Pasupati kills 

his son. On the night of Rajeshwari's flight, Pasupati provokes Jagapti to kill Sankar and restore 

his daughter and thus restore honour to his family.  However Pasupati regrets his daughter's 

murder when he becomes aware of the truth. He kills his son. Also, he surrenders himself to the 

police as he takes the responsibility and guilt of honour killing committed by Jagapati. Thus the 

film does not create a platform to discuss the ongoing social evil of honour killings perhaps 

portrays it as a rare and shocking event rather an evil practice.  

  

The Brahmin man‟s elopement with a dalit or lower caste woman for the purpose of 

marriage or cohabitation, it would not have invited violence from the Brahmin family. 

 “Paradoxically, a man act of elopement was not associated with any notions of 

irreversibility. He could always return and be happily reconciled with his own family, his kula 

and caste status intact. His marriage to a woman without parental consent could be punished with 

disinheritance; elopement and cohabitation were not considered offensive.”(Aparna 

Bandyopadhyay, 2011, p.101) 

 

Aishwarya‟s mother accuses Murali of enticing her daughter. Pasupati believes that 

Rajeshwari is an innocent girl who might have been lured by Sankar‟s evil designs. Though in 

both the cases, women overtly assert their role in elopement, the parents of the women are 

reluctant to believe in the fact. Parents of the women were more keen on bringing their daughter 

back even after she is married to her lover. If she is not brought back, whether or not the family 

breaks the relationship with the girl, the family suffers the stigma. It is more in case of accepting 

the fact of their daughter‟s elopement. If the daughter is brought back, there is at least a 

possibility of forcing daughter to deny her agency in the elopement which might bring back 

honour to the family to some extent. “This (woman‟s denial of her agency in elopement) did not, 

however, redeem her „sinfulness‟ in the eyes of the society.” (Aparna Bandopadhyay, 

2011.p.115) Aishwarya‟a parents and the caste elders are keen on undoing her marriage rather 

than disowning their daughter which might still not save them from being stigmatized. Merely 

disowning their daughter was not a solution for them also because, a dalit man taking away their 

daughter keeps the valour of their caste at stake. In case of Rajeshwari, her father tells Jagapati to 
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bring her back before it is morning and everybody comes to know about it. He says that he 

cannot tolerate the idea of a dalit man being his son-in-law.  

 

Restoring Honour to the Caste  

 The film Premiste deliberately upholds the sanctity of the caste. Aishwarya who elopes 

with Murali to Chennai takes shelter in the men's hostel where Stephen has been living. It is for 

the first time Aishwarya is alone with Murali in privacy. Aishwarya and Murali make futile 

attempts for cohabitation. The couple is repeatedly interrupted by curious men in the hostel who 

heard of some rumours about the presence of a woman in the men's hostel. There is an ambiguity 

created in the film about their cohabitation. The following scene after they are disturbed by the 

men is where Aishwarya and Murali were walking on road as they lost this shelter soon. She 

expresses her difficulty in walking since she started menstruating. Murali buys a pack of sanitary 

napkins for Aishwarya and drops her at the toilets of a movie theatre. The scene deliberately 

reveals the audience, by that time, whether  or not the sexual intercourse took place between the 

couple, Aishwarya is not yet pregnant. This leads to the clarification about her child in the last 

scene that he is born to her upper-caste husband and not to her former husband Murali. Hence the 

caste purity is guarded.  

 

Another possibility of cohabitation is when the couple sets a house for themselves after 

marriage. On the day, they enter the new house, immediately Murali goes away to a garage 

where he found a job for himself. He comes back home a little early in the evening for there is 

supposed to be the ritualistic cohabitation for the couple. But he comes back only to find 

Aishwarya‟s uncle requesting Aishwarya to go back to village along with Murali. Hence there is 

a clarification that the ritualistic cohabitation that follows the marriage did not take place 

between the couple.  

 

Another important part of the film for discussion is how the wedding of Murali and 

Aishwarya takes place and what follows after. Murali and Aishwarya could not get married in a 

legally accepted process. Their marriage is performed without saptapadi, Brahmin priest. It is not 

solemnized in a temple/church or in any body of the state that is formally authorized to register 
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the marriage. It takes place before the idol of God Vinayaka at the entrance of an apartment by 

name “New Horizon”. There were no witnesses except for Stephen. Murali and Aishwarya do 

not even try to go to a temple which registers the marriage or any other body like Arya Samaj 

authorized to conduct marriages. Murali spends some money to bring wedding clothes and 

garlands for both of them and also takes her to a beauty parlour where she is made up as a bride. 

On the same day, the couple finds a small house to live from the land lady who previously 

refused to give the house on rent to the couple who were not then married. With the help of 

Stephen and his friends, the couple gets some money to buy household things. The film 

deliberately delegitimizes Aishwarya‟s marriage with Murali. Hence the upper-caste sanctity is 

protected in spite of Aishwary‟s first marriage. De-legitimization of their marriage not only helps 

the Aishwarya‟s parents to quickly undo their marriage, but also would convince the audience 

that the marriage did not take place according to the Hindu tradition which is considered to be 

sacred. 

 

 In the film Jaichiranjeeva (2005), Neelu (Bhumika) has to marry Satyanarayana Murti 

(Chiranjeevi) in order to get American Visa for him. For this fake marriage, Bhumika agrees to 

get married to Chiranjeevi (who is already in love with Shailja (Sameera Reddy) ) only in the 

tradition of Christians in the church and not in the Hindu tradition because she doesn‟t want to 

mock at the sanctity of Hindu marriage. Consequently their marriage is nullified in the climax 

when Chiranjeevi travels back to India to marry Sameera Reddy. Similarly we have a set of films 

like Radha Kalyanam (1981), Maniratnam‟s Mounaragam (1986) and Roja (1992) that uphold 

the sanctity of Hindu marriage. The female protagonist accepting the husband though her 

marriage takes places against her interest is the plot of these films except for Roja extends into 

the nationalist theme. Thus the forced marriages are legitimatized and accepted. In another set of 

successful films with love-theme are Nuvve Nuvve (2002), Jayam (2002) and Chukkallo 

Chandrudu (2006) glorify the union of the love-couple just a few minutes before the girl‟s 

marriage with another man chosen by her parents. Such “last-minute-unions” have become very 

common in Telugu films in order to create a presumable anxiety about the union of the couple. 

The undercurrent suggestion of these last-minute-unions is that the marriage is sacred and it 

cannot be undone/broken/nullified even if it is a non-consensual marriage. Murali‟s marriage 
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with Aishwarya is devoid of such sacredness due to the absence of saptapadi, Sanskrit mantras 

and slokas. Hence the marriage is nullified as it is not possible in other films like Nuvve-Nuvve 

or Jayam. At the same time, the very idea of upper-caste woman‟s association with a dalit man is 

nothing but defilement. Hence their marriage doesn‟t fit into the idea of Hindu marriage.      

 

The symbolic honour killing mentioned above is also another factor that advocates the 

sanctity of the upper- caste. Aishwarya's husband finds Aishwarya sobbing on seeing Murali on 

the road. Aishwarya feels terribly guilty for what happened to Murali because of her and her 

parents. She says, “I will never leave you alone now Murali, no matter what!” Her husband 

comes close to her and shows her child to her. He decides to take care of Murali and then he 

hands over the child to Aishwarya and he holds Murali's shoulders and walks away in silence. 

Now Murali has no memories of Aishwarya. He is the symbolic of the child that Aishwarya is 

carrying in her arms. His sexuality is no more a threat to the upper-caste woman‟s sexuality. The 

brutality that Murali faced at the hands of the upper-castes and victimization of the couple is 

overwhelmed by the benevolence of the upper-caste man (Aishwarya‟s husband). The director 

Saktivel at the end praises, Aishwarya‟s husband is the personification of humanism. What 

happened to Murali‟s mother or Stephen becomes the point of irrelevance in the film.  

  

Though the theme of the film Gouravam is honour killings. Yet the film deliberately 

chooses not to depict upper-castes as cruel or violent.  Rajeshwari is killed by Jagapati. On 

knowing the fact, Pasupati kills Jagapati, her own son, thus restoring the superiority and 

selflessness of the upper-castes. Pasupati who orders his son to kill Sankar and bring back 

Rajeshwari ends up gaining sympathy of the audience by losing his own son. Pasupati speaks to 

his son on the night of Rajeshwari‟s flight.  

 

Pasupati says, “Which caste is he (Sankar belongs to)? It cannot even be uttered by my 

mouth. How can I live with respect tomorrow? What about my honour in the society? They 

(untouchables) do not dare to even stand before me. If that labour, dirty baby (the child of 

Rajeshwari and Sankar) is placed in my hands (in future), what will happen to the honour of 

many generations of our family? Before everyone comes to know, the girl (Rajeshwari) should 
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be here (bring Rajeshwari back home). I don‟t care what will happen to Sankar. Even if he ties 

tali, break the tali and bring her here.”  

 

Thus, Pasupati by saying break the tali and bring Rajeshwari back home, suggests to kill 

Sankar.
7
 Till the end, Pasupati is unaware that his daughter has been killed. When he comes to 

know that her son killed Rajeshwari and not just Sankar, Pasupati changes into an anti-caste 

man. Yet Pasupati does not overtly regret the murder of Sankar. He surrenders himself, 

respecting the law and the state. Pasupati speaks to the media that he wants punishment for 

killing his own daughter and not for killing his own son. He becomes an anti-caste man who 

refuses to reveal his caste identity before the police. The blurred portrait of Gandhi in the 

background signifies the Gandhian ideology that is now internalized by Pasupati. The film also 

portrays the caste discrimination as a unique feature of villages, which is completely absent in 

the urban spaces like Hyderabad. Hence the central male protagonist Arjun is a casteless man. 

Arjun says that he heard about caste for the first time after entering the village S.M. Palli. Police 

officer from the S.M. Palli also implicates the same meaning while he warns Arjun to give upon 

the idea of fighting for Sankar. Police officer also says that people from the cities are extremely 

comfortable where the caste system is absent. Parodoxically Arjun who is fighting the caste 

discrimination and honour killings, asserts that his friends group which is supporting his struggle 

in the village consists of people who came forward irrespective of their caste position. This 

shows that the educated youth have no caste.  Arjun also mentions quite a few times, that his 

struggle to find the whereabouts of his friend is completely personal and should not be 

politicized. On the one hand the films portrays the cruel face of caste, on the other hand the film 

brings respect to the upper-caste through the characters of Arjun and Pasupati.  

 

Elevation of the Upper-Caste Hero  

The Film Premiste ends with the directors voice saying that the upper-caste man 

Aishwarya‟s husband who is now ready take care of his wife's ex-husband is the God in human 

disguise. Aishwarya‟s uncle asks Murali, which jati he belongs to. Murali replies in a stern tone 

Jati of humans. Murali‟s uncles says, “I know that. But which jati among humans? Even among 

animal, there are jatis. A lion is an animal. A tiger too. And dog is also an animal? Who are you 
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among the humans? Are you a lion? Tiger? Dog or a pig?!” (my translatioin). Aishwarya‟s father 

physically abuses Murali till he bleeds. In the episode where all the upper-caste people gather to 

commit an atrocity on both Aishwarya and Murali, no upper-caste person from the villages tries 

to stop the violence. In fact people of her caste, assert their right to protect their woman from the 

dalit man. This episode shows the cruelty of the upper-castes. Yet the next episode restores the 

honour and respect to the upper-castes by depicting a benevolent upper-caste man who is 

Aishwarya‟s husband chosen by her parents. His characters compensates for the cruelty of 

Aishwarya‟s father and her community. The loss of Murali‟s mother, Stephen and the injustice 

done to Murali doesn‟t become the central theme or the topic of discussion at the end of the film, 

but the benevolence of Aishwarya‟s husband is praised.   

 

The film Gouravam revolves around the story of Sankar and Rajeshwari. Yet the hero of 

the film is not Sankar but Arjun who hails from an urban rich upper-caste family. When he 

comes to know that his friend Sankar is missing from the village and he decides to settle down in 

the village till he tracks down the whereabouts of Sankar and Rajeshwari. Sankar‟s father comes 

to know that his only son was killed succumbs to his „fate‟. He does not try to revolt or even 

confront the family of Pasupati. Arjun who brings out the details of an honour killing case is 

praised by the media and Sankar‟s father. Once after Pasupati kills his son and surrenders to the 

police, Arjun  regrets his entire struggle because he believes that he created a havoc in the village 

by bringing out the truth about the couple and for he feels that he was responsible for Pasupati 

killing his son. But Sankar‟s father praises him and upholds him as a hero and a saviour of the 

future generations of dalits. Murali is the central male protagonist in the film Premste. Yet, the 

director says at the end, his hero is Aishwarya‟s husband and not Murali. Sankar is not the 

central protagonist of the film. Arjun is the central protagonist who fights caste and Pasupati is 

the new reformed man turned as a hero.  

Conclusion:  

Inter-caste marriage is a concept that is prevalent in the dalit movement. Many dalit leaders 

and ideologues are indulged in inter-caste marriage with an upper-caste or a Brahmin woman.
8
 

The idea of inter-marriage is pursued to be originated from the idea of inter-dinning and inter-

marriage proposed by Ambedkar in Annihilation of Caste. Yet, the number of dalit women who 
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inter-marry is considerably low. In many cases, even highly educated dalit males married upper-

caste women without having any awareness on Amebedkar‟s ideas on inter-caste marriage. At 

the same time, many would deny the politics of their inter-caste marriage and boils it down to the 

personal choice.  

 

One the day Murali is blabbering Aishwarya's name in his sleep. His mother mistakes him 

for having been drunk. She tells him that she is living only for Murali after the untimely death of 

her husband. She warns him not to get addicted to any bad habits which would ruin the lives of 

both. The Telugu version does not make clear mention of Aishwarya's caste. As the director of 

the film asserts, the film is a real life story of director‟s acquaintances.  The caste of Aishwarya 

being Thevar as mentioned in Tamil version is not mentioned in Telugu, since Telugu audience 

may not have an idea about this caste which is specific to Tamilnadu. Murali is aware of the 

consequences of his elopement. Yet all his responsibilities are overwhelmed by the idea of 

possessing an upper-caste woman as his wife. Like Murali, Sankar also is well aware of the 

consequences of his elopement with Rajeshwari. Sankar yields to his decision of marrying 

Rajeshwari leaving all his responsibilities behind. Rajeswari is a beautiful upper-caste educated 

woman, daughter of a rich family from the same village. Sankar prioritizes his marriage beyond 

his goals, family and his own life. An upper-caste woman could be a better possession which 

would privilege him in the area of caste. It is traditionally believed that the dalit man's access to 

upper-caste women is denied in order to keep the sanctity of the caste. The elopement may also 

be an act of „rejection of rejection‟ by the dalit men. (Guru, 2011)  

Why dalit men with their awareness of caste are depicted as people who were ready to lose 

their lives for their marriage with an upper-caste woman?  

I would like discuss the concept of objectification in the context where it doesn‟t not 

necessarily involve humiliation. Objectification is defined, discussed and problematised in 

various contexts.  

“Objectification is treating as a mere thing of what is really not a thing. It has multiple 

aspects, including the denial of autonomy and subjectivity, and the ideas of ownership, of 

fungibility (one is just like the others), and violability (it‟s all right to break the thing up 

or abuse it). Not all forms of objectification posses all these features: for example, one 
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may treat a fine painting as an object, thus denying its autonomy and subjectivity, without 

holding that it is all right to break it up. In the domain of human relations, however, 

sinister connections begin to be woven among these different aspects. At the heart of all 

of them, I would argue, is the idea of instrumentality: a thing, unlike a person, is an 

instrument or means to the ends of persons; it is not an end in itself. The objectification of 

women is primarily a denial that women are ends in themselves. It is because one has 

already made that denial, at some level of one‟s awareness, that it becomes so easy to 

deny women autonomy, to deny that their subjective experience matters, and, even, to 

begin to ignore qualitative differences between one and another, as pornography so easily 

does.”
 
 (Nussbaum, 2007, pp. 105-106) 

As women are not ends in themselves, disgracing a woman would mean the disgrace of 

community/caste or family that she belongs to. (Martha. C. Nussbaum, 2007) Similarly, the 

upper-caste woman‟s body consists of the purity of the caste, it becomes the object of desire for 

the dalit male figure. Here, I would extend the idea of objectification in the context of 

untouchability and purity of caste. 

In my understanding of objectification, an upper-caste woman is a “precious possession” 

that a dalit male could have own in his life and this would also brings honour to his masculinity 

that by being a dalit male, he could marry an upper-caste woman who is a symbolic of purity due 

to her caste position which may be absent for his own caste position and for women of his own 

caste.   In my understanding of objectification in the context of dalit males fighting for their 

marriage or cohabitation with upper-caste women is an expression of their ownership of a pure 

caste and gendered body. An upper-caste woman‟s cultural body is the symbolic of caste and 

sexual purity due to the protection of sexual purity of upper-caste woman by her family and her 

caste group as well. Such purity is absent in the body of a dalit woman not because she is impure 

by any cohabitation, but because of the lack of protection of sexual purity due to her caste 

position. Aishwarya is a beautiful young girl.  She has no goals set for herself though she is by 

then studying her school final. Rajeshwari is a beautiful educated young woman who appears to 

have no goals in life. She is the only daughter of the rich village elder. Aspiring for a good career 

is absent in her life. Sankar is a promising student who obtained a professional degree from the 

city college. Both the women characters Aishwarya and Rajeshwari are portrayed only with the 



Scholar Critic                                        ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

Vol-06, Issue-02, August 2019.                                                                               ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print) 
 

www.scholarcritic.com 
 

P
ag

e8
3

 

qualities of beauty, caste and class privileges. Apart from this, we know nothing about them. 

They are portrayed as the objects of beauty, wealth and caste purity. Such objectification may 

not be humiliating for the both the women, perhaps they are privileged by the superiority of their 

caste position. Marrying those women is beyond all for both Murali and Sankar.   

 

                                                           
1
 Though there were a few instances in the Hindu scriptures discussing the lower caste woman‟s 

relationship with Brahmin and Kshatriya men, lower caste women are not given the status of the 

first wife and at times, they live as concubines rather wives. Harischandra refuses to marry 

Matanga Kanyas.  Krishna marries Kshatriya women whereas Yadava (lower caste Hindu) 

women remain as his concubines. See Vizia Bharati, 1995. Also see Sharmila Rege, 2013.  

 
2
 Since the film Gouravam was believed to be a parallel cinema and due to absence of 

commercial elements, the film had to face a difficulty to release in the theatres.  

 
3
 For Allu Arjun also, Gouravam is the first film. Except for he comes from the family of a  

famous actor Chiranjeevi, there is no stardom associated with him.   

 
4
 In Elizabethan tragedy, the hero/heroine possesses great/ noble and special qualities unlike the 

common people of his/her times, mostly from nobility. His or her downfall due to a single or 

multiple tragic flaws sets the plot of the tragedy. It is believed that the down fall of the 

protagonist with superior qualities and the position enhances the tragic mood.  

 
5
 The term is borrowed from S.V Srnivas. See S.V. Srinivas, 2009, pp.74-78. 

 
6
 Ilavarasan‟s death is in Tamilanadu opened up discussions on honour killings and the caste 

atrocities associated with inter-caste marriages in south India. There are many cases of honour 

killings in Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, and other parts of the country captured by the media in the 

recent past. See Yadav, 2009 and Ray, 2010. Also see Gatade, 2013.  

 
7
 In south India, the ritual of breaking tali takes place during first fifteen days after the death of 

the husband. The Telugu phrase “break of tali” is used to refer the death of a husband. 

 
8
 There is no statistical data available on the number of dalit leaders who married non-dalit 

women. But the idea that many dalit leaders married caste Hindu women came up during my 

discussions with Gogu Shaymala.  
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