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Thangalaan, a Film by Pa. Ranjith : A Critical
Contemplation from Dalit and Subaltern Perspectives
- Komire Sai Kumar, Research Scholar, Department of MIL & LS, University of Delhi.

Abstract :

This paper critically examines Thangalaan,
a 2024 Tamil-language film directed by
Pa. Ranjith, through the lens of Dalit and Sub-
altern literary theories. The study explores how
Ranjith redefines mainstream cinematic portray-
als of marginalized communities by centering
Dalits as agents of resistance rather than pas-
sive victims. The film, set against the backdrop
of the Kolar Gold Fields, highlights historical
oppression under both feudal landlords and
British colonial rulers. Through symbolic rep-
resentation, including land ownership, dress
codes, and cultural identity, Thangalaan chal-
lenges hegemonic narratives and reclaims Dalit
history and dignity. The paper also engages with
the film’s underlying critique of Brahmanismand
its alignment with Ambedkarite thought, par-
ticularly in its juxtaposition of Buddhism and
caste oppression. Furthermore, the film’sem-
phasis on gender parity in representation un-
derscores the egalitarian principles within Dalit
and subaltern cultures. By analyzing Thangalaan’s
themes, symbols, and political undertones, this
study argues that Pa. Ranjith continues to shape
a cinematic discourse that fosters critical re-
flection on caste, social justice, and the quest
for an inclusive society.

Keywords : Dalit Cinema, Subaltern Stud-
ies, Thangalaan, Dalit Resistance, Brahmanism
vs. Buddhism.

In this paper, | subscribe to Dalit and Sub-
altern Literary Theories which deal with the sto-
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ries and struggles of marginalised communities
such as dalits, adivasis, tribes, lower castes,
women and minorities. And offers alternate
perspectives to challenge dominant narratives
and systems of power. Director Pa Ranjith hails
from the dalit community and addresses caste-
based inequality and its adverse effects on the
dalits and Indian society. He depicts the most
marginalised as the protagonists and powerful
characters, fighters and symbols of resistance
and leadership, unlike others’ portrayal of just
the meek and subjugated waiting for someone
to redeem them. Emphasises equality, liberty,
fraternity and justice through cinema as a me-
dium, making both the oppressed and the op-
pressor understand the huge loss caste discrimi-
nation inflicts on humanity. Finally, through dalit
and subaltern lens, he is redefining and
deconstructing the popular notion and portrayal
of Indian cinema.

Pa. Ranjith a film director, writer and pro-
ducer from Tamil Nadu. He comes from a
humble Dalit background and has risento great
heights in the Tamil and Indian film industries.
He is one of the pioneers of the Dalit genre in
Tamil and Indian cinema.Through his films, he
addresses the atrocities occurring against dalits
and the marginalized, portraying them as main
characters and emphasizing equality, dignity,
justice, and identity. He has made a significant
mark in the Indian film industry through his
movies Kabali, Kala, Sarpatta, and Thangalaan.
In one of his interviews, he said, ‘I have been
talking about marginalized people, which is a
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fact, but my goal is a casteless society. That’s
why | founded a Casteless Collective to help
and encourage the poorest of the poor musi-
cians and singers.” This demonstrates his com-
mitment to the welfare of the marginalized and
the betterment of the country. He has been a
leading figure in the struggle for dalit empow-
erment through his films and activism.

Thangalaan (translated as The Son of Gold)
isa 2024 Indian Tamil-language action adven-
ture film written and directed by Pa. Ranjith.
Produced by K. E. Gnanavel Raja under Stu-
dio Green and Neelam Productions, the film
features Vikram in five roles, alongside
ParvathyThiruvothu, MalavikaMohanan, Daniel
Caltagirone, Pasupathy, and Hari Krishnan.
The music for the film is composed by
G. V. Prakash Kumar. In this film, Pa. Ranjith
explores the history of dalits and their oppres-
sion by landlords and British colonial rulers
through afictional story of dalit gold miners set
against the backdrop of the Kolar Gold Fields.
He has portrayed the lives of dalits, or untouch-
ables, highlighting their suffering due to caste
discrimination. They were treated like slaves,
forced into bonded labor, and made to work in
landlords’ fields merely for survival, without any
dignity or value in their lives. In Thangalaan,
the protagonist, who serves as a leader for his
community, fights back against the zamindar for
his land. He tells his people that finding gold
will provide them with food, daily wages, re-
spect, and even education for their children,
assuring themthat their lives will be better than
before, as promised by the British. He urges
them to join him in changing their lives. After
facing many hurdles and difficulties, including
the loss of lives, Thangalaan and his commu-
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nity realize the importance of protecting gold
and natural resources for their betterment and
the benefit of all human beings, as advised by
Aarathi, the queen of the Naga tribe and the
protector of gold.

Symbols as a sign of resistance :

In this film, as in his other works, he em-
ploys various symbols as a form of resistance
and to represent the cultural and historical iden-
tity of dalits. Thangalaan’s ownership of land
serves as a symbol of independence and
strength, which is intolerable to the zamindar
and his wife. Riding a horse, holding a gun, and
wearing Western-style clothing, including
blouses for women, were forbidden. Yet,
Thangalaan and the women of his community
proudly wear blouses, symbolizing their pro-
test and standing tall with self-respect. Intoler-
able brahminwho works for British rips of his
clothes forcefully by telling the british soldiers
to do but Thangalaan stiches it again and wears
it as symbol of resistance and resilience. The
black cat, traditionally seen as a bad omen, is
used as a symbolic color of protest and the fight-
ing spirit of the Naga tribe and Thangalaan’s
community. Naming the mountain
“YenuguKonda’ (Elephant Mountain) symbol-
izes strength, wisdom, and loyalty.

The discovery of the Shakyamuni statue and
its connection to all generations of the commu-
nity represents a symbol of equality, love, and
compassion towards all beings, standing against
any form of inequality and hegemony. The Naga
tribe inancient times advocated for and worked
towards the spread of Buddhism in Maharashtra
against the Aryan invasion, which also served
as arevolt against caste oppression and hege-
mony. Finally, Aarathi’s blood turning into gold
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symbolizes the sacrifices made by dalit com-
munities across generations in extracting
wealth(Gold) for dominant groups. Through this
and other symbols, Pa. Ranjith has portrayed
resistance, protest, strength, dignity, and self-
respect in narrating the experiences of dalit and
subaltern communities.

Brahmanism versus Buddhism :

In various scenes, the statue of Shakyamuni
Gautama Buddha is depicted, symbolizing the
enduring principles of equality, compassion,
truth, and knowledge that he preached to the
Naga tribe. Across generations, the statue
serves as a guide for living a fulfilled life. How-
ever, because Buddha’s teachings opposed
brahmanism, a royal guru in one generation
advises the king to decapitate the statue, claim-
ing it is the source of their being deceived by
the untouchables in the pursuit ofgold. Enraged
by this act, Aarathi unleashes her fury and de-
stroys all those who followed the king and the
brahmin. This highlights how brahmanismin In-
dia systematically demolished Buddhist struc-
tures and stupas, attempting to erase Buddhism
from the country to maintain its superiority.

In their quest for gold, Thangalaan’s son,
Ashokan, rediscovers the head of Shakyamuni
Buddha and recalls his father’s story about the
statue. He eventually uncovers the entire statue,
reuniting the head with the body, symbolizing
how the great King Ashoka embraced Buddha
and Buddhism, spreading his teachings across
the world. The director’s decision to name
Thangalaan’s son ‘Ashokan’is a clever nod to
this historical parallel. The invocation of Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar’s quote, “The history of India is
nothing but the history of conflict between
Brahminism and Buddhism,” from his work
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Annihilation of Caste, is particularly fitting in this
context.

Culture as a metaphor of realization and
resistance :

In one scene, Gengupattar (Pasupathy), fol-
lowing the tradition of Ramanujacharya, at-
tempts to provide the sacred jandhyam (sacred
thread) to dalit youth, urging themto avoid non
vegetarian food and to follow Ramanuja’s path
to avoid being treated as untouchables. How-
ever, when he speaks about vaikuntamin front
of a brahmin officer and tries to approach him,
the officer dismissively tells himto go away; stat-
ing that simply wearing the namalu and jandhyam
does not grant him access to Vaikuntam. This
interaction highlights the director’s intentionto
invoke Dr. Ambedkar’s words, ‘Whatever re-
ligion or tradition you may follow, once you are
born untouchable, you remain untouchable be-
cause of the caste system’, from Waiting for a
Visa. This reflects the harsh reality and realiza-
tion of caste discrimination.

During the harvest, Thangalaan and his family
pray in the field to nature. Before embarking
on their first search for gold, Gengupattar of-
fers a prayer to a local god carved on stone,
while Gangamma (Thangalaan’s wife) prays to
the goddesses in a scene where her son and
husband are nearly ensnared by a sorceress’s
delusion. These instances, along with Ashokan
treating Shakyamuni as a special, god-like fig-
ure, indicate that the untouchables have their
own culture and deities that they follow and
believe in. This implies resistance against the
gods and rituals imposed on them by their
Oppressors.

Gender Parity in Character Representa-
tion :
Throughout the film, the portrayal of female



BHAVAVEENA
Vol. 22, Issue. 03, March 2025

RAcT-

ISSN No. : 2456-4702
RNINo. APTEL/2003/12253

characters is strong and equal to that of male
characters. For instance, during harvesting and
cultivation, both women and men work side by
side. Gangamma fearlessly stands up against
the landlords when they assault Thangalaan.
Women participate equally with men in digging
and searching for gold, demonstrating strength
comparable to their male counterparts. Simi-
larly, Aarathi, the queen and protector of gold,
plays a central role throughout the generations,
fighting fiercely to safeguard the community’s
interests. These examples highlight the egalitar-
ian nature of dalit and subaltern cultures.

Through his earlier films and especially in
Thangalaan, Pa. Ranjith has addressed dalit and

subaltern issues, uniquely depicting their
struggles and advocating for their freedom while
vividly bringing Ambedkar’s thoughts and vi-
sion for Indian society to life. His contributions
and vision for a better, more inclusive, and egali-
tarian society are prominently portrayed in the
film, reflecting the principles of dalit and subal-
tern literary theories. | believe that through
Thangalaan, Pa. Ranjith inspires dalit, subal-
tern, and all communities in our country to en-
vision a better nation, encouraging critical think-
ing, self-reflection on caste realities, and the
desire to overcome the barriers and oppres-
sions imposed on us, ultimately fostering hope
for a better society and world.
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