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Virudhachalam,April10

ONTHEcampaigntrail in rural
Tamil Nadu, Premalatha Vi-
jayakanth brushes aside com-
parisonsofherlatehusbandand
actor-politician “Captain” Vi-
jayakanth with poll debutant
VijayoftheTVK.
“I don’t have any opinion,”

says Premalatha, chief of the
DMDKthatwasfoundedbyher
husbandin2005,beforereturn-
ingtoafamiliarrefrain–thatVi-
jayakanthwasnot just another
actor-turned-politician,butalso
a leaderwhostood“among the
people”.Intheafternoonheatof
Mangalampettai town,nearVi-
rudhachalam — the consti-
tuencywhereVijayakanthonce
carvedhislonebutsymbolicvic-
tory in2006—thatdistinction
hangs in the air, unspokenbut
firm:VijayisnotCaptain.
Theconvoyarrives first—a

stringof SUVs cutting through
narrow roads that opened into
small junctions and interior
stretchesofCuddaloredistrict.
Premalatha steps into the
scorching sun,hervoice steady
as shemoves fromonemicro-
gathering to another.
Aroundher,theechoesofVi-

jayakanthlingerincuriousways.
Local functionaries,men rush-
ing to arrange chairs or guide
crowds,carryhis imprint—the
same thick, carefully combed
backhair,andstreaksofvibhuti
(ash) across foreheads. It is as if
thepartyhad, over time, learnt
toresembleitsfounder.
ForPremalatha, the resem-

blanceislessphysicalthanpoliti-
cal inheritance, one she now
carries almost entirely on her

own. “Captain was a people’s
leader,”shesays.“Withtheinten-
tion of serving the people, he
transformedhis fanclubs intoa
politicalpartyandenteredelec-
tions.” It is a story thathasbeen
toldoften inTamilNadu’s cin-
ema-politicscontinuum,butVi-
jayakanth’s versionhad its own
grammar.WhenhisDMDKcon-
tested all 234 seats in its debut
2006Assemblyelection, itwon
justone.But it secured8.38%of
thevote, anumberPremalatha
stillrepeats.“Wemustprovethe
percentage,” she says. “Even if
successdoesnotcome.”
Thenumbers tell a story of

both rise and erosion. From a
8.4% vote share in 2006 and
10.3% in the 2009 Lok Sabha
elections, the party slipped to
7.9%in2011butwon29seats, its
highest ever tally and the last
timeitwonanAssemblyseat in
thestate. In the2014LokSabha
polls, it fell further to5.1%, then
to 2.4% in2016, andeventually
into statistical marginality at
0.43%in2021.

Memoryofbettertimes

But, forPremalatha, theem-
phasis remains not on the de-
cline, but onwhat those early
votesharesrepresented:adirect
connectionwithpeople.
“Foranyproblem,hewould

bethefirsttogothere,”shesays.
She lists themlikemarkers ina
political pilgrimage: floods, the
2004 tsunami, the sandalwood
smuggling crackdown, an ex-
plosion in a small village. “He
would foldhis dhoti and stand
with the people,” the DMDK
chief says.That, sheadds, is the
quality missing inmany who
have come afterwards. “If the
leaderisdifferentandthepeople
aredifferent,thatbondwillnever
come.”
The statement doubles as

both instruction and critique,
not justofVijay,butofanentire
generationof leaders shaped in
adifferentmediaage.Premala-
thaherself belongs to an in-be-
tween moment. Not a mass
leader, not a traditional politi-
cian,butafigurewhohasgrown
intopolitics throughproximity,
management and, eventually,
necessity.Hertransition—from

what party insiders once de-
scribedasVijayakanth’s “man-
ager” to theDMDK’s principal
voice—hasbeengradual, and
notwithoutfriction.
In 2019, Premalathanegoti-

atedsimultaneouslywithrivalal-
liances led by the DMK and
AIADMK, seeking maximum
seats.“Inparliamentarypolitics,
there are no permanent
enemies,”shesaidat thetime,a
statementthatsatuneasilywith
theparty’s anti-establishment
origins.
Before sealing theDMDK’s

seat-sharingdealwith theDMK
inFebruary, party insiders said
Premalathahad reachedout to
theAIADMK,theBJP,andeven
theTVK.This electionwill see
theDMDK’sfirst tie-upwiththe
DMK,forwhichthevalueof the
partnership lies less in the
DMDK’s recent electoral per-
formance and more in what
partystrategistsdescribeasdur-
able residue:Vijayakanth’s fol-
lowers,abasethat,evenafterre-
peateddefeats,hascontinuedto
gatherincampaignsoutofmem-
ory, loyalty,andculturalattach-
ment.Today,Premalathaframes
her role less asnegotiationand
moreascontinuity.“FulfillingVi-
jayakanth’s dreams,his goals –
that is now the only goal of
DMDK,”shesays.
That clarityextends, at least

rhetorically, to questions of
gender.Askedaboutnavigating
a space dominated by male
leaders such asMKStalin and
Edappadi KPalaniswami, she
dismissesthepremise.“Thereis
no gender discrimination in
politics,” she says. “All are
citizens. All are humanbeings
with responsibilities.” Indira
Gandhi andJJayalalithaa, two
figures who dominated their
politicallandscapes,remainher
rolemodels. “I never think in
termsofmaleor female.What-
ever is right, that iswhatwe fol-
low.”

TheDMDKtodayisadimin-
ished force,with fewer second-
rungleadersandashrinkingvote
base. Much of its identity re-
mains tied toVijayakanth–his
charisma, cinematicmemory,
andmoralpositioningasananti-
corruptionfigure.
Hisabsence,Premalathaac-

knowledges, is not just emo-
tional but structural. “For the
partymembersand thepeople,
it is a huge loss,” she says.His
healthsetbacksbeforehisdeath
in2023,sheadds,“preventedhis
dreamfrombeingfulfilled”.
Onpolicy,shereturnstoclar-

ity again, especially on Tamil
Nadu’slanguagedebate.“Protect
themothertongue,learnalllan-
guages,”shesays,invokingwhat
she describes asVijayakanth’s
position.“Themothertongueis
likeoureyes.Otherlanguagesare
like spectacles. We use them
whenneeded.”Itisaformulation
that sits comfortablywithin the
state’s long-standing two-lan-
guageframework.“TamilNadu
hasalwayshadthetwo-language
policy. There is no three-lan-
guagepolicy,”shesays.
What remains less clear is

where theparty itself stands in
thecurrentpoliticalchurn.Once
a disruptor, now anegotiator;
oncea third force,nowfighting
forrelevance.
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Virudhachalam inCuddaloredistrict, duringcampaigning. ExprEss

DecIsIoN
2026

TAmIlNADU

‘VijaynoVijayakanth’:DMDKchief fights to
keep legacyofCaptain—andparty—alive

ForPremalatha, the focus isnot juston
haltingerosionofvotesbutonholding
ontoadirectconnectionwithpeople

JatinAnand
NewDelhi,April 10

AFTER TWO consecutive
terms, senior Janata Dal
(United) leaderHarivanshhas
beennominatedforanothersix-
year termintheRajyaSabhaby
PresidentDroupadiMurmu.
This development ended

speculationaboutwhetherHari-
vanshwouldcontinuehismem-
bershipoftheUpperHouseafter
makingwayforJD(U)patriarch
NitishKumarononeofthefour

seats that the key National
DemocraticAlliance(NDA)ally
occupiesintheHouse.
According to the current

configuration of the 245-
memberHouse, theNDAholds
swayin141seats,whichinclude
105 for the BJP, five for the
AIADMK,and foureach for the
NationalistCongressParty and
JD(U),amongothers.
A senior party hand and

former journalist, Harivansh
currently serves as the deputy
chairperson of the Council of

States.Hisnominationwasnoti-
fiedearlyonFriday.
Afewmonthsshyofturning

70thisJune,Harivanshwasfirst
elected to the Rajya Sabha in
April 2014 and served as a
memberonseveralkeycommit-
tees, including the Standing
CommitteeonDefence, theSe-
lectCommittee ofRajya Sabha
onthePreventionofCorruption
(Amendment) Bill, 2013, the
Joint Committee on theBill to
amendtheCitizenshipAct,1955,
amongothers.

JD(U) leaderHarivanshnominated
for third term inRajyaSabha


