                                        “Fashioning The Divine”

                       Religiosity, Fandom and Cultural Politics in Contemporary India

Project Description 

In Temples of Desire Vijay Mishra uses the metaphor of Hindu temples to describe Indian cinema and provokes the question: why use the metaphor of a temple to discuss the “profane” world of cinema? The metaphor of religion is used to describe not just cinema, but other major cultural modes in India such as politics and cricket. Why is religion used as an overarching concept to express and understand contemporary modes of cultural production in India? In other words, why do these secular cultural ideologies get constructed under the rubric of religiosity, more specifically, a “Hindu” one? My dissertation explores this issue by questioning the production and consumption of cultural icons in contemporary India, and focuses on the phenomena of star worship, fandom, and the deification of politicians and film stars. 

Fan clubs use religion as a mold to recast their idol as a “divine figure” in “temples” that are built and dedicated to living politicians and film stars. These “temples” contain a sanctum for the image of the popular star, often accompanied by an adjoining museum that showcases his/her movies, posters, and audio-visual clips. The rituals performed in these “Museum-Temples” supposedly consist of Hindu rites of puja (worship) augmented by the chanting of popular film songs or political slogans. These “religious” sentiments are also expressed in puja rooms dedicated to a “star deity” housed in fan clubs and homes of its members- the self proclaimed star bhakts (devotees) who worship their “deity” as modern avatars of Hindu gods and goddesses. 

This phenomenon of the fan worship of film stars as Hindu deities seems to have started around the middle of the 20th century and primarily in South India. Film stars like MGR  (1917-1987) in Tamil Nadu and NTR (1923-1996) in Andhra Pradesh were imparted a deified star persona by countless fans. Fan clubs of these stars continually reinforced the divinization of the star through their activities following worship rituals not only in their “museum-temples” but also outside cinema halls, where huge cutouts of stars were worshipped in accordance with Hindu rites. Activities like burning of incense followed by ritual dancing and chanting of the name of the “star deity”, formed part of a movie release celebration and on the star’s birthday. It was on the basis of this powerful divinized star persona that MGR entered and remained in politics for decades by floating his own political party, the AIADMK that is still active in South India and is headed by 

another South Indian film star and his political successor, Jayalalitha. The fans had a major role to play in the conversion of MGR from a film star to that of a “deity” and a “star politician.” 

In the last decade, the phenomenon of these deified stars and star politicians has gained 

momentum in the rest of India. In the election of 2004, two popular Bollywood stars became star politicians, Dharmendra and Govinda who won the elections from Bikaner (Rajasthan) and Mumbai used dialogues from their films in election speeches and more than fifteen Bollywood stars actively campaigned for different political parties. In the case of Govinda, his fan club in Mumbai organized a special ritual where his poster was worshipped before the elections, which was widely reported in national newspapers. The use of religious paraphernalia in politics has become extensive and has indeed created a new field in which the idea of popular culture must be re-examined. 

I plan to investigate how activities of fan clubs engage with Hindu religiosity and popular politics via the mode of the star image to produce a distinct new identity, that of the devotee-fan. My hypothesis is that this identity construct of the fan as a devotee not only provides new ways of looking at popular culture, but also is significant in shaping religion, politics and nationalism in contemporary India. 

The present project of the iconization of stars through what I term as the “cult of the devotee-fan”, intersects with several disciplines such as film theory, popular culture, and political theory. Film theorists such as MSS Pandian, Sara Dickey, S.V. Srinivas, and Madhava Prasad have explored the divinization of film stars and star politicians in South Indian. However, the phenomenon of deification of Bollywood stars and their active engagement in politics remains unexplored. Unlike other scholars, Srinivas has focused on the spectator-fans’ power and control of the star image in the South but none of the scholars address the religious dimension in fandom and the mode of Hindu religiosity that frames the cult of the devotee-fan. Neither has much attention been bestowed upon the popular modes of visuality through which star cult is actualized by the fans. The artifacts of star cult: star murties (images), puja rooms, fan clubs and “museum-temples” are tangible markers of the fan’s spatial territory which extends the cinematic image beyond the confines of the cinematic screen into the cityscape, bestowing a material legitimacy upon fan phenomena. My dissertation explores the visual culture of this expanded cinematic space and the political implications of star cult.

Research Method 

My research is informed by the scholarly approaches of art history, popular culture studies and political theory. The work of art historians such as Christopher Pinney (Photos of the Gods, 2004) and Kajri Jain (“When Gods go to the Market: The Ritual Management of Desire in Indian ‘Bazaar Art”’, 1998) who address the question of the relationship between images of Indian popular art and its reception by the masses, is useful even though they explore it from a different perspective unrelated to the phenomena of fan culture. Pinney brings to attention the power of popular art such as calendars, posters and prints to frame and consolidate ideological and cultural formations that mobilize the masses. In a similar manner, images of the star in the form of posters, cutouts, and calendars are used not only as vehicles to express the fans’ adulation for the star adding to the latter’s iconic stature but also in an Andersonian sense, reinforces and mobilizes the fraternity among fans. Thus an exploration of the star artifacts as an expression of popular art produced by the fans can help us in understanding how they are used as ideological constructs to mobilize the community of fans and can also aid in the construction of a singular “fan consciousness” among fans belonging to various segments of society. 

The mass circulation of these star artifacts can be understood by relating it to Kajri Jain’s idea of the libidinal and “realistic” looking images of Hindu gods and goddesses in calendar art that enhance their mass appeal. In the calendars and popular prints that depict Hindu divinities the commercially produced images of the divine transgress between the “private” sphere of religion and the “public” arena of the market. Calling this particular articulation of “commercial, sacred and libidinal economies” in calendar art as the “ethos of the market”, Jain claims that from the late 19th century onwards this nexus between print capitalism and popular religiosity has been used to forge an anticolonial Hindu-centric nationalist identity through iconic imagery represented in popular art. In calendar art containing representation of Hindu deities, the nation becomes an extension of a community of devotees who are constituted through the commercial aspect of the market place. Similarly the “realistic” depiction in star artifacts can be seen as a dynamic visual terrain where divinity and consumption overlap leading to the commodification of the star persona. Thus the ritualized star image of the devotee-fan cult via the mode of Hindu worship can be understood as an anchor, a rallying point around which this new fan identity of the devotee-fan can be constituted and consolidated. 

Exploring the circulation of star image in light of Stuart Hall’s view of popular culture, star persona can be seen as a contested site where the struggle for and against the culture of the dominant is staged. Thus it can be argued that the devotee-fans by ritualizing and deifying the star image in public space of the cityscape consolidate their identity and create their own worldview in popular culture. The activities of the fans that are regularly reported in the media, in newspapers, magazines and television news channels get etched onto the mental space of popular consciousness via the mode of the visual. In this transmission of the visual cult of the star persona through the print and electronic media, the fans in turn mobilize the gaze of popular sensibility towards their own practice of “devotional fandom” and the self-construction of the devotee-fan in popular culture. Hence, the iconic image of the star provides a conceptual framework, a socio- religious cinematic trope for the fan consciousness to produce an alternative ideology, within the hegemonic discourse of dominant culture.

Fan culture also seems to resonate with Partha Chatterjee’s (Politics of the Governed, 2004) idea that democratic politics in contemporary India is wrought in the terrain of “political society”- a domain of mass politics removed from the structure of civil society. By resorting to religion to “arrive” at a modern selfhood and by occupying urban spaces with their regular fan activities, the devotee-fans embody Chatterjee’s idea of a democratic politics, grounded in his concept of popular sovereignty. Thus fan phenomena may be investigated as an extension of the politics of the popular, as an emerging political society that ruptures the hegemony of “civil society” by carving out its own “time-space” in postcolonial modernity. 

Current Stage of Research

I have conducted two research trips to India in July-September in 2005 and in January- March in 2007. Presently, I am in the process of writing chapters for my dissertation. 

Research Schedule

April-August, 2007:                  Writing the Introduction and Chapter 1

September- December 2007:    Writing Chapter 2 

January- March, 2008:              Third and Final Research Trip to India

April- July, 2008:                      Writing Chapter 3 and Chapter 4

August- September:                  Writing the Conclusion

December 2008:                        Submission of Completed Dissertation
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