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Abstract

This article analyses two texts, Maane Maane Maane (1986) and Naan
(1987) by Tamil authorsRamanichandran and Vidya Subramaniam respectively,
to assesshow the Tamil romance genre uses narratives of desireto speak of
fema eagency and autonomy. It tracesthe history of female subjectivity of the
Tamil woman asher imagebecame co-opted intheimagining of thepostcolonia
Tamil state, limiting their rolesto wives, mothers, and daughters. Thisarticle
seeksto examinehow Tamil romanceswritten by femaleauthors utilized the
concepts of romantic love and pleasure to speak of pursuits larger than
companionship. Through a close reading of the aforementioned texts
supplemented by scholarship on twentieth century Tamil print journalismand
cinema, thisarticleattemptsto highlight the romanceform’sability to subvert
and challenge the norm from within. Thus, thisarticleintendsto show how
Tamil romances build on the complex articulations of desireto develop a
nuanced critique of female subjectivity in postcolonial Tamil Nadu.

K eywor ds. Tamil; Romance; Desire; Women; Subjectivity

Introduction

In her study of the romance novel titled Making Meaning in Popular
RomanceFiction (2014), Jayashree Kamblé summarizesthat the scholarship
on romancefictionistorn between two extremes. Onecommendstheform as
an aspirationa mediumwhilethe other condemnsit asformulaicand digning
with oppressive ideologies (Kamblé 2). The juxtaposition of positive
representation of femal e pleasurewith theimportance conferred on marriage,
apatriarchal ingtitution, hasdivided scholarship on thefeminist potential of
romancefiction. To read romancefiction asasubversveform hasbeenfurther
complicated by how the scenes depicting femal e pleasuretend to reinforce
the subj ect-object dynamic between themaleand fema e characters. However,
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it still emergesasanimportant formto study dueto itsposition asacultural
object that reflectsand reworks gender relations.

InIndia, scholarship on contemporary romancefictionisrelatively new
and few, with alargemgj ority focusing on Indian English romancefiction as
well asimported Millsand Boons (Singh and Uberoi 115) (Parameswaran
837-48). Therehasbeen negligiblecriticd attention giventoregiona romances,
especialy those produced post-independence. In Tamil scholarship, therehas
been a disproportionate focus on Sangam literature which contains texts
codifying aspectsof romance and courtship. Contemporary Tamil romances
are considered pulp fiction which hasonly recently come under academic
review. Theseromances proveto beacompelling areafor research dueto
their conspicuousaversonto sex and intimacy. They emergein stark contrast
to their western inspirations of Millsand Boonsfame or eventheir Indian
English counterparts. Thus, their large and steady readership rai sesquestions
astothegenre’sdlure.

Usudly revolving around unmarried, educated, working women, Tamil
romancesfocusontheir interpersona relationshipswith theoppositesex across
family, friends, and coworkers. While desirefrequently occursasatopic of
discussion, itispinned by cultura anxietiessurrounding chastity, groundedin
Tamil history. Thesediscussonson desire surpass sexud desireasthey speak
to concerns of female agency and autonomy amidst gendered societal
restrictions. Traditionally such concernswerewashed over by the postcolonia
Tamil state's preoccupation with femal e sexuality. This preoccupation was
strengthened by the historical emphasison kar pu or femaechastity. Asit was
envisioned with thevirtuous Tamil woman at the centre, it bound her tofilia
and socia duties. However, these dutieswere al so affected and transformed
by various political movementsthat engaged with female agency aswell as
education and massemployment. Thus, female desire becameacomplicated
terrainfraught with cultural congtraintsin twentieth century Tamil Nadu.

Modern Tamil romancesnot only reflect these constraints but al so take
theformto explore questions of femal e agency and gender relationsthrough
the concept of desire. Thisarticle contendsthat Tamil romanceswritten by
female authors utilized desire as adeviceto speak of pursuitslarger than
companionship. Through aclosereading of works by Ramanichandran and
VidyaSubramaniam, it analyzes how through the concepts of katal (romantic
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love) and pleasure, Tamil romances sought to reconfigure gender relations
with anemphasisonindividuation. It attemptsto do so through aclosereading
of Maane Maane Maane (1986) and Naan (1987) by Ramanichandran and
Vidya Subramaniam respectively. In these texts, through education and
employment, women, distanced fromtheir familiesandfilia obligations, become
encouraged toexplorethe r purposeand identitiesunder theguise of burgeoning
romance. Theanays swill besupplemented by thehighly publicised discourse
ongender and desirein print journaism and cinemaof twentieth century Tamil
Nadu. Ultimately thisarticleintendsto demonstrate how Tamil romanceshbuild
onthecomplex articulations of desireto devel op anuanced critique of femae
subjectivity in post-colonia Tamil Nadu.

TheNovel and IltsWomen

In her book Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel
(1987), Nancy Armstrong had famoudy asserted that “the modernindividual
wasfirst and foremost awoman” (8). Shearguesthat thedomestic novel, in
separating itself from therealm of men and politics, created anew political
system with the woman at centre. As the novel disassociated itself from
aristocratic powers, it shapeditsalf for themiddleclass, particularly through
itsfemale charactersand their choi ces pertaining sex and marriage. Through
her survey of writerssuch as Samuel Richardson and JaneAusten, Armstrong
illustrates how women were depicted ascentra to maintaining thesocid order.
Thenovd, in delving deep into the emotions and decisionsof women, made
“subjectivity afemale domain” (Armstrong 12). Asthe male and female
characters became differentiated primarily by their thoughts, the novel
transformed itsdlf to“form themasculineand femininespheresthat characterise
modern culture” (Armstrong 22). Inorder to speak of the society and social
relationships, thedomestic novel became governed by thediscourse on gender,
particularly asto what congtituted theideal woman. Here, sheassertsthat “the
modern, gendered form of subjectivity developed first asfemininediscourse”
through the proliferation of literature, primarily domestic fiction and conduct
books. She comments:
...narratives which seemed to be concerned solely with
mattersof courtship and marriagein fact seized theauthority
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to say what wasfema e, and that they did soin order to contest
the reigning notion of kinship relationsthat attached most
power and privilegeto certain family lines. (Armstrong 12)

According to Armstrong, defining femininity wasacrucia stepto demarcate
theworking classesfromthemiddleclass, givingriseto social reformerswho
could‘ guide’ theworking classesinto civil society, successfully quashing any
chancesof political resstance. However, themore domestic novel sattempted
to define and represent ‘ideal’ femininity, the morethey exposed it as not
natural but rather constructed. Thus, she establishesthat domestic novelsdid
not merely reflect society but actively shaped society, especialy society’s
rel ationship withwomen.

Incolonia India, thenovel formwasembroiled in complicated cultural
contestationsfrom its beginning. Its history asanimported form has been
challenged by numerous scholars who have proposed alternate, nuanced
understandings of the interaction between the western novel and thelndian
proseforms. SaschaEbeling commentsthat the earliest Tamil nove:

emerged assitesof dia oguesbetween tradition and modernity,
redlity andimagination, didacticism and entertainment, the salf
and the colonid other, thewritten and the spoken word, and
Tamil and Engligh. .. thenove wasnot Smply “imported” from
Englishinto Tamil literature, ...and that it was not amere
“responseto aWesternimpact.” (206)

However, it wasclear that the Tamil novel was seen asanew medium full of
possibilitiesasitsearly namesnaveenamand puthinam, al suggested newness
and novdty. Theearly Tamil noveigtscondderedthenove both afertilemedium
aswell asthe defense against western critiques of Tamil literature. Many of
them were products of Missionary education and worked in the colonial
administration, including the author of the first Tamil novel, Mayuram
Vedanayakam Pillai. SitaAnanthaRaman arguesthat the authors of the early
Tamil novelswere*brahman or vellda (upper-caste) menwho usedfictionto
challengewomen’sunequal accessto education and theritually sanctified
customs constraining women'ssexual lives’ (94). However, their focuson
women’swelfare also reveadled adisi|lusionment with traditional ingtitutions
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such asmarriage. Meenakshi Mukherjee observesthat the English novel’s
attempt to redefine gender rel ations strongly resonated with the educated,
upper-classindians. Shenotesthat:

I n depi cting the man-woman rel ationship each mgjor Indian
writer attempted in hisown way to reconcilethe demands of
the novel with its emphasis on self-determination for the
individua withtheintrans genceof contemporary socid redlity.
(Mukherjee69)

Marriagethusemerged asanimportant concept through which theearly Indian
novelistscould not only explore gender relationsbut a so subjectivity. One of
the early concernsin thefirst Tamil novel Pratapa Mudaliar Charithram
(1879) istheprotagonist Pratapa smarriage. Whentheir familiesopposetheir
marriage, Pratapawritesto hischildhood friend and lover Gnanambd, asking
her to elopewith him. Her reply reflectsconflicted emotions:

| wasgreatly saddened by your letter. Thelikesof which one
would hesitate to address even to a prostitute. What
impropriety did you noticein my behaviour that made you
writeto methus?But should parentsignorethe feelings of
their children who are of an age to know their mind and
proceed asif with cattlein an auction, theright to reject such
marriage proposasrestswith the children (60-61).

There saclear gendering of emotionshere as Pratgpacons dered hisel opement
plantobearational and justified moveinthefaceof filial oppositionwhereas
Gnanambd’s pleareadsasmel odramatic. Thisisunderstandable considering
how women were bestowed with the duty of upholding traditional values.
However, Ghanambal also voices her disapproval of arranged marriages,
allowing Pratapa (and thereader) to hopefor change. L ater Prataparescues
Gnanamba when shegetsabducted, following which her father findly permits
their marriage. Throughout this Gnanambal exercisesgreat disciplinewhile
yearning for Pratapa. Whileinlovewith him, sheholdsonto her father’s
wordsand almost marries someone €l se. M ukherjee had argued that women
became* asitefor the contestation between traditional normsand modernity”
intheearly Indian novel (xiv). Thisisreflectedin Gnanambal’scharacterisation
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as she was educated and critical of oppressive traditions but conformed
nonetheless. Therole of rejecting oppressivetraditionslay withinthemale
protagonist who was often modelled on the socid reformer or reform-oriented
writer.

TheWoman and theNation

C.S. Lakshmi observesthat the Tamil nationalist movement of the twentieth
century hadintringcaly tied theimage of thewomantothe Tamil state, limiting
their rolesto mothers, daughters and wives. Asaresult, she commentsthat
“how awoman generateslife, how shedresses, how shelives, what shereads
—what she doeswith her body —becomethe most crucial issues of debate’
(Lakshmi 2954). Women, thus, began to occupy anintegral part of Tamil print
journaism and cinemainthetwentieth century. However, they largely figured
intermsof the cultura anxietiesthey presented inanewly independent state.

For instance, in an essay titled A good woman, a very good woman:
Tamil cinema’swomen (2008), Lakshmi e ucidateshow the DravidaMunnetra
Kazhagam (DMK), theface of Dravidian politics, co-opted cinemaasthe
“vehiclefor projecting itsidentity, political claimsand elaboration of Tamil
culture’ (17). Hereshenotesthe attemptsof early Tamil cinemain erasing the
factual presence of women in public spaces, especialy their participationin
revoltsrelated tothe Anti-Hindi agitation and the Self-Respect movement.
Instead, it worked towardsre nstating avision of theworld wherewomen and
their chagtity wasawaysat risk, encouraging themto stay within thefoldsof
domestic security (Lakshmi, A good woman 21-22). Popular cinemasought
toreinforcethe sexual vulnerability of women through active demonisation of
the public sphere, digningwith cultura callsfor restrictingwomen’sfreedoms.

Meanwhile, popular journalscontributed heavily to the objectification of
women asrecorded by GitaWolf. Anadysing textual and paratextua e ements
of popular periodicals, she cogently notesthat they:

gratify, inacrudeand often perversefashion, malefantasies
and projectionsof female sexuality; and secondly, they aso
project, ontheir largefemalereadership, continualy limiting
traditiond versonsof women'snotionsof themsavesand ther
possibilities(Wolf WS-71)
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Wolf further notes how these periodical s condemned working women and
financia independence, with narratives situating happy endingswithinareturn
totradition. Throughitslargely negativefocuson women'ssexuality, popular
mediaprovided littleroomfor agentia narrativesfor women.

Meanwhile, politica outfitsand their affiliated journa srecognized sexudity
asaproductivetopicfor their ideologica means. Thiswasparticularly visible
inthe Dravidian journal s associated with the Self-Respect movement. E.V.
Periyar, theleader of the Self-Respect movement, contested traditional Hindu
Brahmanicfamily vauesthrough hisprolonged critiqueof women’sexploitetion.
Sarah Hodges notes that he |ocated the performance of the Self-Respect
philosophy in women and their conjugal lives. Starting with de-ritualised
marriages, promotion of widow remarriage and the eschewal of insigniaof
married women such astali and bindi, he called for companionate marriages
and family planning that prioritised thewoman’shealth and recognised her as
an autonomousindividual (Hodges258-273). Inthislight, oneof Periyar’s
greatest contributionswashislocation of sex withinindividua pleasure, outsde
of family planning and cultural restrictions (Hodges 270-274) (Sreenivas,
Reproductive Politics 87-88).

On the other hand, women’s magazinesinfluenced by therise of the
Dravidianand theNationdist movement aswdl| astheestablishment of women's
organizationsweregreatly concerned with theingtitution of marriage. Mytheli
Sreenivasin her study of women’s magazines published from 1890-1940
recordshow sometextsexplicitly politicized marriage, Stuatingitinthelarger
debate on women’s oppression. While most texts focused on the concept of
appropriate domesticity that prepared women to be “ suitable partnersfor
their newly urbanized and western educated husbands’ (Sreenivas, Emotion
64); Sreenivasarguesthat they also argued for society to transform to meet
the conjugd couple semotiona needs, partly dleviating theresponsbility placed
onthewives. These magazineswished to displace marriagefromitssocia and
economic contextsand located it within emotion and katal (romanticlove) to
not only view the husband and wife asequalsbut al so to prioritise conjugal
happiness (Sreenivas, Emotion 75-77). Katal not only became ameansto
reform marriage but al so emphasi sed femal e autonomy asit mandated that
women chosethelr paths (and husbands). | deas surrounding katal werea so
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linked to thetheme of companionate marriagesthat were popularized inthe
early Tamil noves. Withinthiscontext, women' smagazinesand romancenovels
emerged asan dternative medium that sought to view women outside of their
sexuad vulnerability, focusing ontheir emotiona needs.

Withinthediverse narratives surrounding femal e sexuality asespoused
by popular mediaand political journalism emerged complicated notions of
femal e subjectivity that grappled with the changing boundaries of women's
cultural freedoms. They reveal ed arecognition and anxiety around women's
growing autonomy, particularly through their education and employment that
trand ated into unrestricted movement within the public sphere. Thesechanges
meant new opportunitiesfor interactions between the sexesoutside of filial
control and cultural restrictions, especially in urban areas. Tamil romances
juxtaposed theselegitimate fearswith generic tropesand cliches, creating a
diverserangeof soriesexploringwomen’sdesiresunder apatriarcha economy.

Of Loveand Pleasure

Ramanichandran’s novel Maane Maane Maane (1986) begins with the
protagonist Udhaya sdecisonto goto Chennal for work despitethe opposition
at home. Whilethisdecisionisrooted in concern for her family’ sfinances,
Udhaya sexperiencein Chenna opensher upto new experiencesthat chalenge
her conservativeworldviews. Her disciplined, sober lifestyleis constantly
challenged by her boss Gauthaman, whoisforeign-educated, smooth-talking,
and liberal. The duo soon find pleasurein debating their contrasting views
regarding culture, tradition, romance, and relationships. Chennai beinga
metropolis, al so exposes Udhayato people participating in casud sex, dating,
and live-inrelationships. Gauthaman remainsasteady influenceasheguides
her through these experiences, rationalising them and encouragesher tolive
lifeon her ownterms. For instance, when Udhayadiscoversthat her friend
Anithaisinalive-inrdationshipwith her lover, her immediatereactionisdisgus.
However, Gauthaman hel psher recognizethe sincerity of theduo’sfeelings
despite their premarital intimacy. While Udhaya is heavily repulsed by
Gauthaman’satitudestowardslove and desire, heinspiresher to acknowledge
her persond fedingsfrom her cultura learnings. Thisisbest seeninher decision
to break off her impending marriageto her childhood friend Pasupathy. While
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sheremainsfaithful to him asshewas* promised to him’ by her family, his
frequent dismissal of her job, andin extension her independent lifestyleforces
her to rethink their engagement. Gauthaman encourages her to put herself
firgt, ingpiring her to discover hersdf outside of her filial duties. Gauthamanis
ultimately provenright asUdhaya sfamily eventually disregard her sacrifices
and accuse her of engaging in progtitution and casua sex. Thinking back on
her life of severe abstinence she bemoansto Gauthaman:

Do | have an iron heart that | just watched Anitha and
Sadanand [fdll inlove] andthen| saw you?Do | haveabody
that lacksfeelings? Discipline, tradition, family; | exercised
cautionin every aspect of my life. Findly, | amtheonewho
created ascene?Body...Body...Body...What isthisword?
This prick...what does this mean Gauthaman?
(Ramanichandran 202)

Recollecting how everyone e searound her acted asper their desires, abroken
Udhayathrows herself onto Gauthaman, deciding to give up on her life of
propriety. However, Gauthaman, finaly convinced of hislovefor her, proposes
marriageinstead. Meanwhile her stepmother Abhirami bringsthe police,
accusing Udhayaof prostitution. By then, Gauthaman and Udhaya have
married, muchtoAbhirami’sdismay. Itisthenrevea ed that Udhaya sfather
wasnot asill asshethought and that Abhirami washoping to permanently ruin
Udhaya sreputation to retain her astheir primary breadwinner. Thisseriesof
eventshelpsUdhayato break away from her family asshe preparesherself to
start anew with now husband, Gauthaman.

Udhaya sstory reflectsthe impact of employment and education on
women asthey wereableto break freefrom their restrictive homes. However,
the emphasis on female propriety cannot be overlooked. It is through
Gauthaman, theworldly, progressive male hero’s guidance and acceptance
that Udhaya's quest for agency becomesl|egitimate. Thetitle Maane Maane
Maane (Translated to Deer, Deer, Deer) too aludesto thisas Udhayais
referred to as an innocent deer who can be directed to the right path.
Gauthaman'sacceptance of Udhayais positioned asthereward for her sexual
abstinencewhichisverified through thevarious' tests' heimposeson her,
some of which proveto be quite dangerous. Aswith standard romances, the
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story culminatesinto amarriage. Whileit would bewrong to assumethe Tamil
romanceasafeminist narrative, itsromancearc providesitsfemale characters
themeansto recognisetheir oppression and strivefor their agency.

However, Naan (1987) (Trandated to* Me'), the short story written by
VidyaSubramaniam could be considered afeminist narrative. Fittingly some
readersand trandatorschoosetoread it asa‘ working woman’ taleand not a
romance. From the beginning, it setsitself apart from other Tamil romances
through itslimited cast of two charactersand lengthy dialogues. The story
revolves around an unnamed narrator who is confronted by her mother
regarding her promiscuouslifestyle. Intheform of afirst-person narrative, the
story presentsthe contrasting perspectives of mother and daughter asthey
argue about marriage and sexual pleasure.

Thenarrator’ smother chastises her, claiming that sheisunableto keep
her head held high dueto her actions. However, the narrator retortswhether
themother wasableto keep her head high with the el dest daughter unmarried.
It isthen revealed that the narrator, the eldest daughter, had taken on her
father’sjob after hedied. Laden with both financia responsibilitiesaswell as
thefilia dutiesof getting her younger sistersmarried off, the narrator misses
her chance to get married. She then accuses her mother of intentionally
disrupting her chances of marriage in order to retain her astheir primary
breadwinner. Themother deflectsthe argument to the person the narrator is
involved with. When her mother asksher whether shemarried him, thenarrator
camly repliesthat she hasonly dlept with him. When the mother, incensed,
beratesher, sheretorts:

Isit my fate or acursethat | haveto live with adarkened
futureto ensurethat yoursisfilled with threemealsaday and
two new sarees a year; that | have to live as a virgin
experiencing no pleasure? (Subramaniam 3)

Shefurther justifiesherself that sheviewsmarriageaspurely alicensewhich
shedeems unnecessary. When her mother continuesto berate her, calling her
asinner, the narrator demonstrates how marriage would not be afeasible
option asthat would entail her leaving theformer. Sheasserts, “1 am not some
god who can sacrifice her petty desiresfor your greed. | amjust an ordinary
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humanbeing” (Subramaniam 4). Shed so arguesthat her mother hasnosay in
thematter as she has nowhere elseto go and shoul d respect her decision. She
findly concludes

Even if you cannot witness a wedding, rejoice that your
daughter iswith theman sheloves. If you truly birthed me
withdifficulty inten months, thenfinditinyour heart to bless
me. (Subramaniam 4)

Inthistae, thenarrator, embol dened by her statusasthe primary breadwinner,
assertsher right to seek pleasure, evenif it meansto deviate from societal
convention. However, shea so arguesfor her casethat she hasfulfilled her
dutiesand more. Thenarrator’ scase provesto beaunique oneassheperforms
thedutiesof her latefather but yearnsfor what isrightfully hersasawoman
i.e.,, ahappy marriage. Asher mother failedinarrangingamarriagefor her, the
narrator sought apartner who understands her and her commitmentstowards
her family.

It must be noted that an active career and financial independenceare
clearly established asthe meansthrough which both protagoni stscan not only
moveunrestricted but aso build theresolvetoresist their family’scontrolling
demands. Although Udhayaisemotionaly dependent on her family’ sgpprova
of her lifestyle, her position as the breadwinner enables her to reject an
unsuitablemarriage match, Pasupathy. It isafter thisrejection that shedecides
to serioudly think about her feelingsfor Gauthaman. In pitting Pasupathy’s
conservatism against Gauthaman’s progressive attitude, the novel also
establishes Udhaya's future with the latter as liberatory. Meanwhile, the
protagonist in Naan appears to have even more agency through her
unconventional romance outside of the constraintsof marriage. Whilefemae
writersof thefifties saw the emergence of working women asthe priceto be
paidfor progress (L akshmi, Tradition), writers such as Ramanichandran and
VidyaSubramaniam saw theworking women trope asameansthrough which
they could explorethebindsof tradition and modernity. However, both of the
writersseemto questionthevalidity of the happy endingsthat society promises
to women who follow the path of tradition. The Tamil romance, despiteits
reputation asaconservativeform, emergesasaquestioning form, onethat
chalengeswomen'stiesto their community.
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Most Indian theoristshave read thefailure of Indianised romancesin
light of the successof internationa seriessuch asMillsand Boonsasindicative
of readerswanting their romances exotic fantasiessituated away fromtheir
claustrophobic patriarchal redities (Parmeswaran 840) (Bagchi 36). However,
| arguethat the success of Tamil romances pointstowardsreaderswanting to
engagedirectly with their patriarchal realitiesand itsvictoriesproveto be
much morefamiliar and rewarding. LindaJ. L ee suggests reading romances
withintheir ability “to subvert and challenge existing socid structureswithin
theconfinesof itsform” (Lee54). Building off Lee, | suggest that Tamil romances
utilisetheir patriarchal e ementsto question whether aligning with patriarchy
canactudly leadtoatruly happy ending for itswomen. Maane Maane Maane
(1986) and Naan (1987) simultaneoudy testsand rewardsitsprotagonistson
their performance as selflessand dutiful daughters. However, these novels
aso hold familiesand societiesas potentidly destructivetowomen’shappiness,
suggesting that blind subservience might not befruitful. Both novelsframe
pleasureasaright that isinitially refused to its protagonists on account of
cultura regtrictionsand assomething that needsto befought for. Theromance
arcthen becomesaquest for their rightful pleasure, redised through the support
of thehero. However, itisonly after the heroinetakesastand for herself that
her romanceisrealised. Here, the path to romantic and sexual pleasureis
framed asapath toliberation. Ultimately, they take ontheuniversa concepts
of desireand pleasureto pose questions of agency and autonomy.

Thesenovelshighlight theimportance of choosing theright partner. This
itsdlf provesto be subversiveinacountry that traditionally practicesarranged
marriages. However, thischoiceisfirst predated by thewomen choosing to
goagang filia and culturad expectations. Thenove seemsto encouragewomen
to choosethemselves. Heretheact of choosing is, thus, not merely posited as
fantastical and aspirationa but rather asastaunchly feminist practice.

Final Caveats

Whileromanceremainsoneof thefew genresthat, historically speaking, is
exclusively femae-coded; it becomesclear that itsnarrativeslargely operate
within the confines of patriarchy. Given the history of the representation of
desreinTamil literatureasoutlined in oneof theearlier sections, femaledesire
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isseen asapotent forcethat cannot be contained outside of marriage.

Tamil romancesdidocatefemadedesrefromitssexud contextsto provide
areinterpretation that isgrounded in aquest for freedom. The heroinesin
these texts desire acknowledgment, respect and harmony, often from their
ownfamilies. Under thelabelsof homely and submissive, they voiceout their
frustration against amoral economy that curtailstheir desirefor recognition
and independence. Thesetextsalso exposefilial tiesasattached to larger
systemsthat compromise on thewoman’sdesires, thus encouraging her to
look out for herself. They frame desire and pleasure as natural rightsthat
women areentitled to.

However, thesetexts a so show Tamil romances' tendency to uphold
marriageastheultimateform of validation. Whilethey appear to conformwith
patriarchal expectationsof women, they represent along history of amediation
of gender and desire. They utilisethe mediumto open up sitesof dialoguefor
pressing women'sissuesin aformthat isaccessible, reproducibleand highly
disseminable.
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