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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The Veerashaiva' (also called the Lingayat®) religion came into prominence in the
north-western parts of Karnataka around the end of 12th Century. Veerashaivites qualify
by virtue of wearing on their bodies the symbol ‘/inga’ of their God Shiva. It is popularly
believed that Basavanna, a senior official, in charge of the treasury, in the court of king
Bijjala, in association with a company of inspired ascetics known as ‘sharanaru’ or those
who have surrendered (to God) and ‘jamgamary’ or the wandenng saints, led
Veerashaivism. Basavanna, it is believed, preached against Hindu caste system and
attacked the religious and secular mediatory role of the Brahmins. Veerashaivites believe
that all those who submit to Shiva are considered equal, irrespective of caste, sex and

other considerations.

To popularise the movement, the ‘Anubhava Mantapa’, ‘'mansion of experience'
was established at Kalyana, northern Karnataka. This 1s a colloquium to discuss matters
relating to liturgy, theology and mysticism. Members of the colloguium were drawn
from diverse social backgrounds. The dehberations and discussions at the Anubhava
Mantapa are conducted by Allama Prabhu and carried out in Kannada - the language of
the common man. The essence of these deliberations is written down and has come to us
in the form of vachanas. It is to these deliberations that the roots of ideology can be

traced to.

The Veerashaivites, we are told, did not rest content preaching devotion to a
theistic God, but actively attacked the prevailing religious hypocrisy. Tracing the origins
of the movement, historians seemed to be convinced that the religious hierarchy had
combined with the king to produce inequality and injustice in many walks of life. Thus,
it has been argued that Veerashaivism professed not only anti-Brahmanism but also an
ethic that 1s anti-ritualistic. As the ‘linga’.was constantly worn on their bodies, it was

also believed that they could not be polluted.

In opposition to a static temple and a corrupt priesthood, Veerashaivism
emphasised the differences between ‘stavara’, that which is ‘static’, and perishable,

and the Jangama, where the linga on the body is a moving temple and hence the



symbol of dynamism and change. The Veerashaivism brought into its wake changes in
the authority patterns by bringing about transformation in the ‘establishment®.

(Ramanavujan, 1973: 29} Also, we are told that the group prophesied a new social order.

The vachanakaras believed in an almighty God without whose grace nothing
could be achieved. The vachanas distinguish between ‘anubhava’ or the experience and
amibhaava ‘the Experience’ (the divine experience). ‘Anubhaava’ is the search for an
‘unmediated vision’, the unconditioned act, and the unpredictable experience. All
experience of God is kupe or His grace. While grace was important, prayer, rule, magical
word, or sacrificial offerings could also promise stepping up in the ladder of mystical
union with the God. “Though the Veerashaivites rejected external ceremony they have
developed their own ceremony and symbols. Veerashaiva orthodoxy depends on
ashtavarana or the sacraments popularly referred to as the eight coverings.  The
vachanas have vivid descriptions of these sacraments. The important rites are --
‘diksha’, the mitiation, and antyeshti, the funeral ceremony. Despite the listing of these
symbols and practices, it has been argued, that although some vachanas mention these,
they are clearly secondary, and the mere literal observance of these will not make one a

bhakta. (Ramanujan, 1973, 3)

While Vecrashaivism had practices that went against the brahminical order, they
necessarily developed their own structures of behaviour and belief. In other words, the
Veerashaivites developed in their community, not a full scale ‘Communitas’ (Victor
Turner’s way of using the term) of equal human beings, but with a hierarchy of the guru
or the preceptor, the puratanaru or the Tamil predecessors, tracing not only a line but a
network of transmission. They made the lives and legends of the Tamil predecessors a

part of vachanas.

At the core of the program of developing proper Veerashaiva dispositions is
‘shat sthala’ or the system of six phases. Around this program are a number of
practices — the aacharas (customary laws), the vratas (personal vows), the
ashtavarana (the eight sacraments), the sheelas (the virtues) and so on, all of which
relate to one another in specific ways, none of which may be understood in isolation.
These practices between them contain general statements about the nature and purpose

of Veerashatva lifc along with precise stipulations regarding what is to be done, how,



when, where, and by whom. The Veerashaivites give great importance to ‘ashiavarana'
the cight-fold path, which form one of the essential factors of the creed. The,
ashtavarana is made of - 1. Guru (preceptor) 2. linga (God} 3. jangama (wandering
monk) 4. padodaka (consecrated water) Sprasada. (consecrated offering) 6. Vibhuti
(holy ash} 7.rudrakshi (Prayer beads of a dry fruit) 8.mantra. (Om, Namah Shivaya, a
religious esotenic formula). Apart from the ashravarana, the Veerashaivites practised an
ethical code or dharma to be observed by its followers known as panchacaras —
lingachara or proper reverence for the Ishatalinga or the linga worn on the body;
sadachara, or good moral character appropriate for a pious Veerashaivite; brithyachara
or good conduct towards fellow disciples of Veerashaivism; sivachara, right conduct
towards Shiva; and ganachara, or right conduct towards Veerashaiva followers. “Further,
unlike the brahminical castes, the Veerashaivites bury their dead, practice widow
remarriage and do not observe any ceremonial pollution. Indifference to five kinds of
pollution and also to the worship of strange deities is stated to be the prerequisite for

conversion to the faith.” (Nandi, 1975: 32).

VEERASHAIVA/LINGAYAT STUDIES

There are a large number of sociological writings available on the Lingayats.
Sociologists like Parvatamma (1972), Venugopal (1977), Bali (1979), Iswaran (1983)
Bradford (1986), Mullatti (1989), Ramaswamy (1996) and others have worked on

various aspects of Veerashaivism.

A sociological analysis of Veerashaivism appeared in Max Weber’s ‘The Religion
of India’ in 1946. Weber, in his analysis, considered the Veerashaivites as a heretical
sect. He traced the origin of the faith to the smarta groups, who worshipped the phallic
symbol ‘linga’. e saw this faith as a monolithic group, that laid faith in the all-powerful
Shiva, formed to do away with temple priests and their interests. Attention is also drawn
towards the ‘guru’ (literally the preceptor) tradition among the Veerashaivites, which
Weber considered strongest among all other religious sects. Although one may cite
Weber as a significant sociologist contributing to the subject, this is not to undermine the
work done by scholars before Weber. Abbe. ] A Dubois, a French Missionary, travelled
throughout Southern India in 1792, and almost 30 years later, in 1821, he wrote his book,
‘Hindu Manners, Customs and Ceremonies’. (1821). Abbe Dubois’ main interest is the

Brahmin caste. In relation to the Brahmins, he also studies other castes, particularly the



Sudras and it is in this context that he makes certain remarks about the Lingayats. He
writes “There are a large number of sectarians among the Sudras, the fourth and the
lowest category in the caste system of the varnas.” (Duboi 1821: 119) He distinguished
two great sects among them: the Vishnubhaktas and the Shivabhaktas. He latter called the

Shivabhaltas, Lingadharis or Lingayats.

Dubois writes “the Vishnubhaktas and Shivabhaktas were competing strongly
with each other, but adherents could easily change from one sect to the other.” Even
marriages between members of the two sects are said to occur without any problem. He
further states that “(S)ometimes the husband is a Vishnavite and bears the namam on the
forehead, while the wife 1s a follower of Shiva and wears a fingam. This divergence of

religious opinion, however, in no way destroys the peace of the household.” (1821, 119)

Brown, a British Civil Servant, produced the first detailed sketch of Lingayats.
Brown described Lingayats as a closed community, which does not permit eating with
outsiders, because the latter do not bless food in the name of Basava and are thus
heathens. Brown further reports that conversions had become very rare. The reason is
said to be that the teachers insisted on a prohibition of ten to twelve years, which scared
possible candidates. The highest section of the Lingayats, the semi-Brahmana Aradhyas,

even refused admittance to all outsiders. (1840: 147-150)

While Iswaran’s is the most comprehensive work on the subject, there are a few
general remarks in regard to the sociological studies on the Veerashaivism. {like,
Parvatamma (1972), Venugopal (1977), Bali (1979), and Iswaran (1983) Bradford
{1986)]. It is often stated that Veerashaivites qualify as such for their devotion to the God
Shiva, and may be identified as those wearing the /inga on their bodies. It has also been
generally understood that 1) Veerashaivism was a protest against the brahminical order;
2) rejecting the established authority they rebelled against it; 3) and envisaged a society
based on equality and justice; 4) it raised its voice against idol worship; 5) they composed
vachanas in the language that is best understood by the people; 6) the imagery in those
compositions is simple; et al. In these writings, one may notice a clear-cut way of
defining and classifying as to what constitutes Veerashaivism. Underlying this
representation of Veerashaivism, as an integrated community is the assumption of a

homogenous community of people.



The second observation about the sociological studies on the Veerashaivites
relates to the first and as such has to do with the representation of ‘rise’ of
Veerashaivism of the 12" Century as a “precocious socialist movement”. (Nandimath,
1946, Iswaran, 1983, Saki 1998). In a passage from S C Nandimath's ‘4 Hand book
of Veerashaivism' (1946), basing himself on early doctrine and practices of
Veerashaivism as portrayed in the vachanas, he writes, “(T)he primary aim of writers
of vachanas is apparently not to propound a religious or philosophical system, but to
show to the people the existing social and religious evils in their nakedness™. (1942:
20. Emphasis added). Similarly, another historian of the recent times, Ramaswamy,
she writes “...(t)he Virashaivite or Lingayat movement, which originated in Kamataka
in the twelfth Century, was the predominant factor in overturmning brahminical
superiority and to some extent even patriarchal values...The prevailing socio-
economic structure in early medieval Kamataka was dominated by the Brahmin-
owned lands called the brahmadeyas. The brahmadeyas necessarily had to have a
large non-brahminical population that sustained it. This composed of cultivators (since
Bralimins would not touch the plough), craftsmen and menials. These groups faced
the prospect of dual exploitation both by the Brahmin landlords and by the state in the
form of oppressive taxes.” (Ramaswamy, 1996: 1-3). Characterising Veerashaivism as
a religion resisting/fighting against the prevailing “social and religious evil” locates
Veerashaivism as a form of resistance. The intellectual inputs invariably are located in
the ‘transformative capacities’ of men/women, made meaningful only within the

‘politics of change’.

It has been supposed that vachanas of the 12™ Century constitute the only
‘pure’ form of Veerashaivism and that any element of religious practice, which occurs
within its boundaries, but is not justified by the vachanas, is debased as ‘secular
accretion’, a ‘survival’ of brahminical superstitions et al. In these writings, it is
characteristic to represent Veerashaivism as a protest movement. However, although
Veerashaivism started off as a protest movement against the reviling caste hierarchy, ido!
worship, untouchability, etc., it soon degenerated into a similar order that it was trying to
fight. For instance, Venugopal's study suggests that the Lingayats differ from a caste for
two reasons: Firstly, for their explicit negation of ritual pollution (which is central to the
caste ideology); secondly, the sub-groups among the Lingayats share competitive

relationship, unlike the Hindus, who can be characterised by complementanty. Bali's



study, on the other hand, talks of a formative period (12" Century) that was very vibrant.
Very socn, by the end of 14™ Century, Veerashaivism went through a process of
institutionalisation and routinisation, which in turn led to the codification of various
practices and beliefs. Bali's attempt here is to study the organisational framework and the

cementing or integrating forces, which have sustained the movement.

Such a construction has been regularly asserted or implied, assigning to it a
normative value, to the effect of dismissing anything that falls outside it as ‘incorrect” or
as having strayed away from ‘appropriate’ Veerashaivism. For instance, the term
‘degeneration’ of Veerashaivism is often used to refer to the changes that have taken
place within the fold over the years. Taking some of the 12" Century constructions as
normative, so they claim, anything that falls outside this norm is viewed as deviant,
marginal, threatening or in the least, unimportant. Every effort may be noticed in these
‘mainstream’ Veerashaiva/Lingayat studies to implicitly negate differences and applaud

unities.

While sociologists read the numerous practices that ‘crept’ into Veerashaivism
during the post-Basava period as non-Veerashaiva practices, the question that one may
want to ask is whether these practices were considered by the Veerashaivites
themselves as deviant or as interpretations of historians/sociologists who see a change
in the practice of Veerashaivism. So much so, sociologists, apart from refusing to
recognize the changing practices in Veerashaivism, see them as having strayed away
from an essential construction of Veerashaivism that prevailed in the 12" century.
Therefore 1n such renditions, questions about how ‘proper’ and ‘improper’ conduct
was classified; who had the authority to classify them as such? Did the authority lie

with the mathas? so on, and so forth, are questions which need to be further explored.

While representing Veerashaivism in these ways, rarely do social scientists
[like Parvatamma (1972), Venugopal (1977), Bali (1979), and Iswaran (1983) Bradford
(1986)] pause to ponder if such clear-cut categories actually find expression in the
consciousness, action and cultural performance of the human actors they describe.
Such an understanding of Veerashaivism takes its identity as ‘formed’ or ‘given’, and
prevents us from seeing them as being in a world whereih they are constantly constructed

and reconstructed by others and by themselves. However, such representations of



Veerashaivism fail to pursue the fact that the Veerashaivites were not a homogenous

social group.

Though the earlier studies are largely based on secondary data, there were
empirical studies to locate the differences among Lingayats with regard to the question of
origin and the differences in their histories and the kinds of ‘jangama' and "guru-ship' in
their groupings. Bradford's study tries to synthesise these differences in conception by
taking them, not as opposed to each other, but as complementary. The basis for such a
conception is in regard to a distinction that he tries to draw between the ‘jangama' of the

inside and the jangama'of outside.

However, the most significant writing on the subject is that of Iswaran titled
‘Religion and Society Among the Lingayats in South India’. (1983). Iswaran, says that
rejecting both the Marga (Sanskritic) and the Desi (local) traditions Veerashaivism may
be constructed as essentially a populist protest movement. However, Iswaran too
characterises Veerashaivism as being antithetical to Brahmanism. He writes, “(I)n the
first place, the Lingayat tradition rejects without reservation the Brahminical socio-
economic-cultural order of castes and sub-castes. Secondly, it rejects their doctrinal and
theoretical basis — the Vedas. Thirdly, it rejects categorically sacrificial ritualism. Lastly,

it rejects just as categorically the magico-religious practices.” (1983: 109).

Iswaran’s purpose in studying the Veerashaiva movement is also set in an agenda
of locating an alternative way of theorising populist protest moveménts in India. He
notes the iadequacy of the concepts such as the ‘Great and Little tradition’, or for that
matter, he considers that the categories of Sanskritisation and Westernisation also
irrelevant for theorising populist movements. Specifically, Iswaran’s significant
contribution has been to shed light on the social background on the Kalamukha Saivas
who were powerful in medieval Karmataka. The ‘temple-matha’ axis of the Kalamukhas
and the exploitative nature of this axis are highlighted. It is against this background that

Iswaran locates his arguments.

The essentialism endemic within such approaches necessitates a stercotypical
representation of the ‘Brahmin’, in order that the Veerashaivite might reflect his/her polar

opposite. The Brahmin, presupposed as a normative paradigm in such analysis, tends to



be often represented as somebody tied to tradition, religious and ritualistic, and is
hierarchical, in-egalitarian, and male. In contrast, the Veerashaivite is often idealised as
modern, egalitarian, rationale and effeminate. In the process, Veerashaivism is
conceptualised as an identity deriving its significance from a delineation against its
opposite, here, Brahmanism. The Veerashaivism ‘Self* is placed in opposition to the
Brahmin ‘Other’. The limitations of such a dichotomization are several. For instance, an
attempt to represent Brahmanism in terms of cultural symbolism often lapses into
essentialist analysis. This entails a denigration of innate traits of Brahmanism. It
frequently takes the form of assuming these traits of Brahmanism as eternal, widespread
and unchanging, all of which can culminate in an a-historical view of Brahmin nature.
While the the stress on asymmetry between the ‘Self” (Veerashaivism) and the Other
(Brahmanism), does succeed in incorporating a historical focus, this however is unable to
show how elements from a socio-cultural realm infiltrate into the ordering of an unequal
world. These conceptualisations of Veerashaivism have tended to proceed with hardly
any effort being made to draw out their mutual implications. The important point is that,
in his wrtings, Veerashaivism is not a relational category, where one is defined in rerms
of the other, but an oppositional one, where one is defined against the other. The
implication of oppositional way of theorising is that categories are dichotomised in terms
of one being superior to the other. (For instance in mind/body; nature/culture;
reason/emotion; public/private; male/female et al.). While these studies have made
significant contributions to the understanding of the various aspects of Veerashaivism, the
inner dynamics that go into the making of Veerashaiva identity remain outside the

discussion.

Further, it may be argued that, religion, as an ideology for attainment of social
goals among certain privileged social groups — does not by itself exhaust the
phenomenon of religion. Nor can one reduce the rich texts of vachanas to the task of
throwing light on social and religious evil. A reading of the rich vachana texts throws

up a number of disparate questions.

There is also no simple one to one correspondence between the categories and
classifications that were to govern social and religious behaviour and the way people
actually experienced their everyday lives. Such representations fail to pursue the fact

that the Veerashaivites were not a homogenous social group.



VEERASHAIVISM: A PROBLEMATIC CATEGORY

While there are a few scholars who have begun to question the ‘tidy’
constructions of Veerashaivism as a homogenous single entity, there is still reluctance
to problematise the category of Veerashaivism, which is assumed to be either ‘given’
or ‘formed’. In stating these examples, one may note that these are not stray instances,
or isolated examples requiring no serious deliberation. Rather, numerous examples
may be cited which challenge the general assumptions about the nature of
Veerashaivism as well as its rendering of it being a well-demarcated category. These
include contemporary writings, pre-independent efforts at categorisation and more

significantly even traditional beliefs in this regard.

There is work in these areas today, which tries to problematise the clear-cut
categorisation of Veerashaivism. Let me illustrate this with two concrete examples.
One of my illustrations is from a book in Kannada, titled ‘Maruchiniane’ by H G
Nagarajappa, which presents a detailed ethnographic account of a community of
believers known as Namadhari Lingayats. Namadharis are also Veerashaivites, but a
distinguishing characteristic feature of them is that they are worshippers of Vishnu.
Veerashaivites, it is generally stated, believe in a monotheistic God, Shiva. They
simultaneously forbid worship of other Gods by placing Shiva high in the hierarchy of
the available pantheon of Gods. A converted member is not allowed to worship any
strange Gods (sanskritic and non-sanskritic} or to associate with worshippers of such
Gods, which in itself was considered a blasphemy in the medieval times. While the
Namadharis have a long history of the practice of being Worshippers of Vishnu,
nevertheless, they call themselves Veerashaivites. While the Namadharis are inducted
into the order of Veerashaivism, through the initiation ritual of disksha, and thus call
themselves Veerashaivites, they follow the practices — naming ceremony, marriage and
rules of purity and pollution (sufaka) and so on, of Vaishnavas. While saying this, it
may be noted that the Namadharis are not to be understood as those constituted by
some kind of symbiotic relationship between the two sets of practices — Shaivism and
Vaishnavism. Without going into further details of the differences between the
Veerashaivites and the Namadharis, the 1dea is to draw attention to the fact that the
available studies do not take cognisance of their existence, who are in substantial
numbers in Kamataka. What is critical for our purpose is that literature on

Veerashaivism, on occasions when it is aware, treats it as unproblematic.
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The second example is also taken from the doctrine and practice of
Veerashaivism. Veerashaivism strictly enforces the rule of offering prayers to the
Ishtalinga that is womn on the body. Practitioners have no difficulty in going to the
temples of Shiva, and there have emerged a number of significant pilgrim centres of
Veerashaivites. The worship of Ishtalinga co-exists without troubling the believers of
the worship of idols in the temples. Further, the protest against the caste system,
which was considered as one of the most significant aspects of Veerashaivism, has, we
are told, over the years found inclusion in Veerashaivism and has caused its

‘degeneration’,

A recent book on Allama Prabhu, a prominent leader of the Veerashaivism of
the 12™ Century, titled ‘Allama Prabhu Mattu Shaiva Prathibhe’, argues that Allama
Prabhu is different from his contemporary vachanakaras and particularly Akka
Mahadevi, who has often been considered as being the foremost among the female

vachanakartins®. (Nagaraj, 1999).

Early Orientalist scholarship and administrators furthered similar selective
definitions. The question of whether it was the early Orientalists’ and administrators
who fell a victim to selective definitions or that it is they who initiated the application
of imperial taxonomies to the realities of India is an unresolved debate. However,
there is a very interesting incident that would illustrate this point. Halakatti, known as
the father of vachana collection and collation, and publication in the modern times,
having discovered the manuscripts of the vachanas, was eager to publish them. In
order to find an appropriate publisher, he wrote a letter in the year 1918 to the Bassel
Mission Press, an associate of the Christian Missionary in Mangalore, enclosing the
manuscripts of the vachanas that he had been collecting over 10 years with a request
for printing them. Along with the manuscripts, Halakatti also sent Rs 500/- as an initial
payment for printing and publishing the collection. Within no time, the manuscripts
were returned along with the money. The Bassel Mission Press wrote back refusing to
publish the work. The reason cited by the Mission Press was: “Due to the affinity of
the vachanas to that of the tenets of our religion, we are afraid, that the publication
would affect our efforts in evangelising our religion.” (Mallapura, 1990: 3). While the
Christian Missionaries saw vachanas coming close to their doctrine, the administrators

seem to have rapidly become conscious of considerable gaps between their
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classificatory models and indigenous practices. The best illustration of this application
comes from the proceedings of the Indian census. Ibbetson, the commissioner of the
1881 census in Punjab, had many self doubts about the exercise he had undertaken to
supervise. Writing on the difficulties encountered in recording religious statistics, he
noted, “(Y)et, with the single exception of caste, no other one of the details which we
have recorded is so difficult to fix with exactness [as religion], or needs so much
explanation and limitation before the real value of the figures can be appreciated.” ...
(I)t 1s often impossible to say that one prevails rather than other, or to decide in what
category their people shall be classed. (Oberoi: 1994. 9). Ibbetson’s sayings on

Punjab may be safely extended to the entire nation.

Imperial census officers have time and again reported that something was
amiss when it came to the categorisation of religion. “The ways in which castes and
religious communities are classified would vary from one decennial census to another
The question of Sudra status became particularly crucial in the field of law and
politics. The British administration undertook a legal uniformization in the territories
under its control; starting in 1860. Every caste had to be classified in the varna system
in order to decide which rules were applicable conceming family law and religious
privileges. In 1879, the Bombay high court declared that the Lingayats were Sudras;
which caused severe agitation among them. Their feelings were all the more sensitive
on this point since they were just developing a new self-confidence. Like many
communities, the Lingayats began to see the distinctive features of their own culture in
colonial society...The census policy certainly furthered the unity and the self-
awareness of several larger communities, including the Lingayats”. (Schouten, 1991:
74) As a result, the local and regional caste distinctions lost their importance and were

united under the identity of the Lingayat.

The 1891 Census records the incident of how the Lingayats were previously
classified as Sudras in the 1881 Census. In the graduated scale of the caste system, the
Lingayats used to be classified up to 1881 among the Sudras. This was the cause of
much irritation to them, and subsequently to the census 1881, there was much
discontent smouldering in their breasts. What was once categorised as Sudras, by the
1891 census, went with an appeal to be classified as a caste above the Brahman

community, and they called themselves Veerashaiva Brahmins. While this was not



honoured, the Lingayats went to the king of Mysore in order to prevent the
classification under the category of the Sudra. The princely government gave in to
their objections partly by classifying them under the names of their subdivisions
without stressing the Sudra status, and privately permitting the use of Veerashaiva
Brahman status. The politics of such an acceptance was also due the fact that the
adopted Wadeyar king, Krishna Raja Wadeyar, who was ruling Princely Mysore was
also a Lingayat. The nature of confusion that such ‘flawed arbitrary classifications’
were posing tremendous discomfort due to contestation by the groups to be classificd
differently, that to the census officials, in 1941 decided to stop recording the religious
figures. While this was applicable only to the Hindus, the question that still remained

was — are Lingayats a separate religious group or are they part of Hinduism.

The problematic nature of categorisation is evident in the study of the medieval
history of Veerashaivism also. While addressing the history of Veerashaivism in the
medieval times, a major problem that confronts the effort to give a historical account
of Veerashaivas 1s the problem of its genealogy. Who were its ancestors? Where was
the beginning? What was its relationship to other forms of Shaivisms® that preceded
Veerashaivism? It is important to remember that the ‘past’ has been a site for a
number of ensuing debates which have some times resulted in violent outbursts among
Veerashaivites on the one hand, and Veerashaivites and ‘Others’ on the other, In
Karnataka, for over a century now. More generally, the discourses in Veerashaivism
concerning the past may loosely be classified into three streams, although they do not
exhaust the ‘pasts’ of the community as a whole: those groups that trace the origins to
the panchacharyas; those that trace the origins to Basavanna; and the third known as
the ‘Male maadeeshvara’ and ‘Mante swamy’ traditions. Although the three traditions
are not exclusive, each group is aware of the constructions of the other, but simply

emphasise their own preferred constructions.

The first set of opinion traces the origins of Veerashaivism, as a religion to the
five preceptors or panchacharyas - Revanasiddha, Marulasiddha, Ekorama,
Panditaradhya, Visvaradhya, who preceded Basavanna of the 12™ Century. The five
preceptors are associated with five monasteries or mathas of the present day in —
Kedara, Ujjain, Srisailam, Rambhapuri, and Benaras. 1t has been argued that, the five

acharyas derive from the five faces of Shiva — Sadhyojata, Vamadeva, Aghora,
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Tatpurusa, Isana. Following this, it is believed that the 12 Century movement is, as
it is often referred, more a reformation of certain rigid ritualistic practices that had
crept into the order. Basavanna and his contemporaries tried to undo this rigidity.
This may have been the reason why Max Weber talking about Lingayatism, refers to it
as a “heretical sect” (1946). Those who believe in this line of thinking claim that all
the elements of Veerashaivism existed before Basavanna: the Sanskrit agamas to
which the vachanakaras and later authors repeatedly refer to for scriptural support; the
63 puratanaru, are referred to by the Veerashaiva authors as Shaiva forerunners who

rejected birth as a criterion for one’s status in the varna hierarchy.

On the question of Sanskrit ancestry of the vachana movement, L. Basavaraj,
argues that all the important positions of the 12" Century rebellion can be located in
the texts of Upanishads and agamas. (1963). We find the same rejection in Jainism
and Kalamukha saivism that were n practice in these regions. The use of portable,

personal /inga, the Ishralinga existed previously, so it is said.

Taking Kannada literary source as the basis, Chidananadamurthy argues that
Kesiraja’s writings suggest the existence of Veerashaivism in pre-Basavanna days as
well. According to him ‘Veerashaiva literature did not begin with vachanas. Nor did
the earliest Veerashaiva literature mean a rejection of the older language of the Jaina
court poets (hale Kannada/old Kannada) which was in prominence between the 9" and
13" Centuries, in favour of a new stage of development of the language (nadu
Kannada/Middle Kannada) which was closer to the language of the common people.
Further, Chidanandamurthy writes Kesiraja wrote metrical works in Kannada with an
admixture of Middle Kannada word forms. In a similar manner, it has been argued
that ‘the terms Veershaiva and Lingayat were already in use in Kesiraja’s time; there
already were Shaivas who disregarded the rules of caste purity and “untouchability” in
social intercourse. The practice of worshipping the Ishtalinga on the palm of one’s
hand already existed’. (M R Shakare, 1978). There is also epigraphic evidence to
suggest that Kesiraja lived at least half a century before Basavanna.
(Chidanandamurthy, 1981) Aligned with such representations, there are those who
trace the history of Veerashaivism, to a period before Basavanna, to certain
individuals like Devara Dasimaiah, attributed to 1040 AD. Although not much is

known about the biographical details about the life and times of Devara Dasimaiah,
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one gathers that Dasimaiah defeated a Jaina preceptor in a philosophical discussion, a
prevalent practice of the medieval times. Dasimaiah, was a preceptor to the queen

Suggale, wife of the Chalukya king Jayasimha.

While some of the scholars locate the key propositions in the intellectual
universe of meta-shaivism, contrary to the above readings, there are those who believe
that Veerashaivism was founded by Basavanna, the minister of the Kalachuri king
Bijjala of the 12" Century. The contenders of this point of view argue, what makes
the movement possible may have been the coherence of the existential response to the
contemporary situation that transformed the participants into a community. They were
not a ‘textual community’. Ideas and categories alone cannot produce a radical

movement of this intensity.

The question that may have to be still confronted was according to Nagaraj -
how does one explain that only the Kannada language gave reception to them to
produce a new movement? He says, “the answer to this question lies in the subjectivity
of the language. A history of Kannada literary culture amply shows that the activities
of the Sanskrit cosmopolitan had reached scandalous proportions. “The seriousness of
the crisis can be gauged by a cursory glance at the dictionary produced by Ranna
(tenth Century), the Ranna Kannada, where ‘pure’ Kannada words, spoken on the
streets, are translated back into Sanskrit. For instance, the word, ‘Hakki, a Kannada
word for “bird” is translated into vihagam. Whatever might have been the intellectual
contexts, for which this glossary was produced, this only substantiates the statement
that everyday speech did not have a wide circulation among the intelligentsia for

discursive or artistic purposes”. (Nagaraj, 1998: 31, emphasis in the original)

There are also others who claim that neither strands of thought represent
unbiased facts, and argue that they have another history and origin that they trace in
Malamadeshwara and Manteswamy traditions. Male Madeshwara kavya and
Manteswamy kavya, are two narratives from the Mysore region, which depict the
heroic struggle of the two lower caste mystic-heroes against the elite leadership of
Veerashaivism. It was a battle for legitimacy and recognition. These narratives have
not been part of the formalisation or canonisation process of literature. In other words,

stories and themes of these groups have not found a formal expression in the history of
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Kannada literature. The answers to the questions of genealogy, one may suggest, are

conditioned by their ideological orientation.

The discourses between social groups concerning the ‘past’ are an aspect of
politics, involving competition, opposition and debate. While that is not an endeavour
that 1s taken up in this thesis, yet what is worth taking note of is the reason and
mechanism through which widely divergent religious views and identities can be
supported by the same religious sources. It i1s interesting to note the ways in which
these groups talk about themselves, not only within themselves, but also of others in

their efforts to emphasise certain aspects of the past.

Without casting aspersions or doubting the correctness of the three strands of
recovering the past, the above are cited to bring home the point that there is not ‘one’
agreed understanding of the Veerashaiva genealogy (or even the ‘past’) nor is there
one identifiable set of people who may be called Veerashaivites, while each category

of Veerashaivites identify themselves as representing the ‘authentic’ strand.

If one were to explore some of the controversies® around the genealogy of
Veerashaivism, it becomes clear that it is rather difficult to demonstrate the existence
of objectified religious identity from the early times. The question could perhaps be
answered in the affirmative if one is to view Veerashaivism, in the way many do, as a
timeless entity with a definitive set of practices. According to this view, medieval
religion pervaded and encompassed other ‘secular’ categories. But, the category of
religion is nevertheless analytically identifiable. As elucidated above, there have been
innumerable differences among those who call themselves Veerashaivites and they
share differences vis-a-vis the nature of its origins and its development. In fact,
historians and sociologists of Veerashaivism, cannot adopt this perspective, especially
if they seek to answer with any precision questions such as — When did certain

(stereotypical) notions of what constitutes Veerashaivism really emerge?

Even to this day, the ambiguities involved in religious affiliation have not
ceased. In other words, even after the post colonial-state has formally given up the
enumeration of religious identities, the question of — ‘what is your religion’ and

therefore, a manner by which one can conceptualise beliefs and rites in terms of a
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timeless and single monolithic universal Veerashaiva community, for good or for bad,
has not materialised. For instance, the question of whether the Veerashaivites are a
separate religious community has been kept alive with groups among the
Veerashaivites claiming discrete identities. The Census of 2000, foregrounds the issue
once again. Over this, the Veerashaivites are once again ‘divided’ and a whole range
of solutions have been proposed starting from Veerashaivites being part of the Hindu
order to the claim that they are a separate religious identity. “...the unity of Lingayat
community was broken much earlier...In the course of history, the Lingayats divided
themselves into hierarchically distinct groups; while later converts added a number of
castes to the original community”. (Schouten, 1991: 87, emphasis added). The idea of
a united and original community of Veerashaivites of the 12" Century is a recurrent

theme in all such debates.

What apparently seems like an identity crisis, is not a confusion, rather the
blurred nature of these identities. In fact, findings by Oberoi with reference to the Sikh
community on the cognitive use of the language in Sikh religion may be useful here.
Oberoi argues that it is not without reason that Indian languages do not possess a noun
for religion as signifying a single uniform and centralised community of believers. If
the work of linguistic cognition 1s correct, the absence of such a term 1s most revealing
and supports the argument that religious categories should not taken to be given... As
a consequence there are indeed words for faith, rites, piety, beliefs and Gods, but not
for an overarching community of believers. (Oberoi, 1994: 12). At most, the Kannada
language yields the word ‘Samooha’ in the context, usually referring to a sort of moral
collective of believers. The term Samooha literally means a collection, an assemblage
and so on. But, the word ‘samooha’ is usually used along with the prefix of sharana
samooha — by which is meant the community of Veerashaiva believers. In fact, the
Veerashaiva refusal to stick to one great tradition is evident from the ensuing battles

that are being fought by various groups.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
The thrust in this thesis is thus to ask two related questions:

1) What was it to be a Veerashaivite in the 12™ Century?
2) How are religious identities to be constituted?

By religious identity’, two things are implied:
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* One, the formal set of beliefs that distinguish the group of people and which
may lead them to conceive of themselves as distinct from the rest of the
population.

* The second component of identity that is addressed here is the whole process,
by which cohesive communities of believers come to be produced,
consolidated and reproduced.

Veerashaiva doctrine and practice constitute a key element in the construction
of religious identity, particularly those that fall under the rubric of Shat stala or the
six-phase system {mentioned earlier) through which one could reach God. Each phase
of the shat stala tends to express the relationship between the individual and the
society in which they live. The Veerashaivites possess a distinct set of life-cycle
rituals, particularly those that mark the initiation into the fold or diksha ritual as it is
called. The ritual of initiation made it possible for the Veerashaivite to think in terms
of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Apart from rituals of initiation, there was also a long inventory of
tabooed behaviour to qualify as Veerashaivite. The Veerashaivite had to refrain from
certain kinds of behaviour permitted to others in the medieval society. The most
significant of the tabooed actions was the injunction against loosing the Ishtalinga or
the personal /inga worn on the body. Lesser known actions that were barred included
having sexual relationships with non-Veerashaiva men, worship of anvadaiva or any

other God other than Shiva.

Following from this, the second significant aspect that is taken up in this thesis
is the aspect of community, which is intrinsic to the notion of identity. The endeavour
is to show how the Veerashaiva community became preoccupied with securing
religious boundaries, distancing all those who were unwilling to accept these new
boundaries. In other words, the Veerashaiva community brought forth its own dharma
or code-of-conduct. By defining the codes of conduct for the pious, Veerashaivism,
distinguishes the insiders from outsiders by erecting religious boundaries. They
communicate spatial and temporal notions, and endow people with a significant sense

of personal identity.

A process of social interaction, which gives rise to a more extensive practice of
interdependence among its constituents, is here referred to as a community.
Community is often viewed as a structure of institutions capable of objective

definition. However, community is used in the sense of an internal definition of a
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cultural identity, a common way of thinking and behaving. According to this
approach, community is an aggregate device in which the commonality is not
necessarily wniformity. It is the commonality of forms (ways of behaving) whose
content (meaning) may vary considerably among its members. The triumph of a
community is to so contain this variety that its inherent discordance does not subvert
the apparent coherence that is expressed by its boundaries. This integrity derives from
the self-definition of the community as the bearers of the same culture. Hence, culture

rather than structure is the point of departure in my understanding of community.

VACHANAS
A vachana writes, A K Ramanujan, is a religious lyric in Kannada free verse.

Vachana literally means ‘saying or thing said’. The vachanas constitute along with
many other texts the religious literature of the Veerashaivism. The vachanas are in the
strict sense of the term not written texts. Nevertheless vachanas were preserved
through rigorous oral memorisation and recitation. However, this does not mean that
writing was absent. Copying of vachanas was an exercise that women too participated
in large numbers. Vachanas are considered sacred and almost canonical and equally
binding on one and all, so much so that any alteration of the vachana is even
considered a blasphemy. Although, vachanas, as religious literature, bear family
resemblance to the scripture of monolithic religion, they are not a ‘book religion” as it
1s in the Judeo-Christian traditions. In fact, there have been no serious efforts so far to
fix the canon. There were some efforts made in the recent past to elevate the 14
Century work — Siddhanta Shikamani to that of canon. Yet such efforts have not been
very successful, and as a consequence, there have been constant revisions in the list of
sacred books. One peculiar aspect to the list of sacred literature of the Veerashaivites,
which has made the task even more cumbersome, is that each sacred work has varied
versions to it. In other words, Soonya Sampadane has four versions. Siddhanta

Shikamani too has three versions thus restricting the efforts.

According to a team of scholars at Karnatak University, who are involved in
collecting and collating data on vachanas, there are more than 300 vachanakaras, with
many thousand vachanas being attributed to their credit. There are several thousands
in print and palm leaf. Vachanas are utterances, which have a peculiar charm, as they

are composed in simple language, easily understood even by the illiterate. Vachana 1s
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also something that is said in opposition to what is heard or received (shriti) and
remembered (smriti). The other general meaning of vachana is ‘prose’.
“Vachanakaras do not think of themselves as poets, for poetry (oo is part of the courts
and temples and punditry 1.e., past of the ‘stavara’ or the stationary.” (Ramanujan:
1973: 12)

Vachanas typically run from four to eight lines. Each vachana is essentially
fateral in form and content. Each poet has a distinct signature line expressive of
his/her special bias vis-a-vis the God. The first vachana ‘writer’ is Jedara Dasimaiah
(1120-40) and his wife Duggale is the first vachanakartin. Basavanna, social reformer
who yearns for social unity and equality, interested in communion, and the community
of devotees from every caste and class, calls his God kudala sangama deva or the ‘the
lord of the meeting rivers (translated by A K Ramanujan, 1973). Allama Prabhu,
obsessed with knowledge and ignorance, calls the God, ‘guheshawara’ or ‘the lord of
the caves’. Akka Mahadevi, in love with the God, has eyes only for his beauty. She
addresses the God as ‘chenna mallikarjuna or ‘the lovely lord white as jasmine’
(Ramanujan, 1973) Bachi kayakada Kalavee for instance, calls her God as ‘karmakar
kaleshwara’ or the ‘labouring shiva’. Kalavve worked as a cleaner or scavenger and
hence she accords her status to the lord and thus elevating herself to the status of the
God. Goggavve, has an ankita as ‘nastinatha’ or ‘the one who is not...” Kottanada
Somamma calls her God, nirlajeshwara, or ‘the shameless one'. Muktayakka, for
instance, uses the ankita of her brother djaganna, my brother. In other words, each
one chooses an aspect of the God for the signature line that suits his/her own
temperament and career. While many of the vachanas remain abstract and anionic,
they end with signature lines that have references to the local icons in the temples, or
the local manifestations of Shiva. *“The signature lines thus ground and root the God
in the speaker’s deepest concerns and localise a trans-local divinity.” (Ramanujan,

1999: 297)

One of the characteristic features of the Veerashaiva movement, writes
Nagaraj, was the use of everyday speech for discursive and artistic purposes,
Distinguishing it from the prevailing practice of the use of Sanskrit in poetry, he
writes, “that “the 12" Century was such a moment in history, where exclusive concern

with language and forms could act as a moment of over-determination. The intellectual
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choice of Kannada had become the site where other radical positions also coalesced.
Out of sheer contingency they became vehicles of protest and carriers of inexplicable
social and aesthetic energy.” (Nararaj, 1998: 31) It is against this background that one
may have to understand the emergence of vackanas or utterances in Kannada ‘free-
verse’. Although one is familiar with the fact that the Veerashaivites used everyday
language to communicate with the participants, and vachanas were the medium of
communication, there are two important observations that are warranted here. One,
that the vachanas were not an invention of the 12" Century Veerashaivites. There are
others, worshippers of Vishnu, who also wrote vachanas. Two, there have been
vachana ‘writers’ who lived before Basavanna. It has been generally agreed that

Jedara Dasimaiah was the first vachanakara.

After the turn of events in Kalyana, at a time, when there was the danger of the
loss of vachanas, collection of vachanas took place under the leadership of Vachana
Bhandari Shanta Rasa of the early 13" century. Following the efforts of Shantarasa,
there is not much that we know of the history of vachanas. Again, in mid 15" century,
an attempt was made to rescue the vachanas from extinction. This culminated in the
bringing together of a narrative called *‘Shoonya Sampadane’. It is an arrangement of
vachanas in a dialogic form woven together as a narrative. Shoonya Sampadane has
gone through a number of editions. There are four versions® to Shoonya Sampadane.
Chidanandamurthy is of the opinion that the four versions are attempts to impress upon
the people the need for diksha or initiation into the fold through a ritualistic process
and signals the attempts towards institutionalisation of the religion. In the 15"

Century, vachanas were still considered as ‘religious literature’.

It was not until 1907, that the vachanas came to be considered as part of
Kannada Iiterature in the ‘Kannada Kavya Charitre’ (1907) by R Narasimhachar. In
common parlance today, vachanas are considered synonymous with ‘Kannada’
literature. The association has had a long history of nearly eight decades. (It may not
be relevant here to look into the reasons for such a shift in classification.) Without
going into the details any further, it may be mentioned that in 1921, the vachana
literature was a small part of a book titled ‘Kanarese Literature’ by Rice. Rice apart
from qualifying it as literature, identifies certain features that characterises them so.

“In style, they are epigraphical, parellelistic and allusive” (Rice, 1921: 56). He
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considered the vachanas as prose rather than poetry, and this tendency was to continue
for another decade or so, till the publication of Halakatti’s works on vachanas. The
first endeavour in the publication of vachanas’was by Halakatti, who brought the first
volume known as Vachana Shastra Part, I in 1923, and is considered as the father of
vachana literature. “It was through the efforts of Halakatti, that the vachanas are
today considered as both scripture as well as literature” or “Vachanasgalu shastravu

ahudu sahityavu ahudu” (Srikantaiah, 1956).

Despite the abundance of material available, the vachanas have been
persistently 1gnored as a means to understand the Veerashaiva religion and practice.
This is not to suggest that anthropologists have never studied wvachanas.
Anthropologists and sociologists viz., Bali, 1979; Bradford, 1986; Pravathamma,
1972; Venugopal, 1977; Sadashivaiah H M, 1967, who have empirically studied the
Veerashaiva community, use the vachanas persistently as evidence for the
reconstruction of the early history of Veerashaivism. There is a general neglect on
their part to take the language of the vachanas seriously. The vachanas of 12"
cenfury, in such studies, are used to point its divergence from normative
Veerashaivism. Vachanas thus remain a passive backdrop against which current
departures of doctrine and practice is evaluated. A significant exception to this rule is
the work of Iswaran (1993). His use of the vachanas is quite extensive, and in doing
this, he speaks as much as possible through the words of the poems (vachanas)
themselves. Behind this apparent divergence between the two categories of studies is
the remarkable similarity in the manner in which they construct their basic system of
opposition. Both believe that normative Veerashaivism constitutes a single pattern of

perfection, which seem to be in the nature of unchanging essence.

For over two hundred years, the vachanas circulated as part of a strong oral
literature, until the Vijayanagara Empire, which revived Veerashaivism in the fifteenth
century, underwrote the codification of its sacred “writings'. So the text comes to us
(even in Kannada)} already ‘encoded’. It is difficult to authenticate any of the vachanas as
being those that were created by an individual. This makes the endeavour of scholars
who have to rely on textually available twentieth century material very difficult. There
has of course been recognition by all compilers that there is a long accretion of the

vachanas. All have acknowledged the additions to the vachanas at various periods of
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time. The late 20th Century of the vachanas as published by the Karnataka Sahitya
Academy by a team of scholars who worked on the same for the last twenty years or

more 1s the basic source for the analysis,

As a point of departure, the 33 vachanakartins and their vachanas/utterances
(writings) consisting of about 1400 vachanas are considered for analysis. The
readings of the vachanas are based on the ‘Samagra Vachana Samputa’ of 15 volumes
(published by Kannada and Culture, Government of Karnataka, 1993). Although the
focus is on the women vachanakartins, the male contemporaries of the period will be
brought to bear on the vachanas of women. They shall also form the vaned contexts

in which the vachanas of women shall be analysed.

THE VACHANAKARTINS: SOME GENERAL REMARKS

There are ti1ll date 33 women vachanakartins who have been identified so far.
Each vachanakartin has been attributed some number of vachanas. Some of them
have been credited with one vachana, and there are others like Akka Mahadevi who
have been attributed nearly 354 vachanas till date. Apart from the vachanas, there is
not much that we gather about the women vachanakartins in regard to their
biographies. The little that we know suggests that they belong to different castes,
particularly the artisan castes. There are women from the untouchable castes as well,
like Kalavve (her full name being Gajesha Masanayyagala Punya Stree Kalavve).
Below is the list of the 33 women who participated in writing of vachanas. Besides,

the name of the women is mentioned the number of vachanas that each has been

credited with.

Akka Mahadevi: 354; Akkamma:153; Amuge Rayamma 115; Ayadakki Lakkamma: 25;
Urilinga Peddilgala Punya Stree Kalavve: 12 Yedemathada Nagaidevaiahgala
Punyastree Masanamma 1; Kadira Kayakada Kalavve : 1; Kadira Remmavve. 4;
Kannadi Kayakada Remamma: 1; Kata Kootaiahgala Punyastree Rechavve: I;
Kalakanniya Kamamma: 1; Kondemanchannagala Punya Stree Lakshmamma: I;
Kottanada Somamma :1; Gangambike : 9; Gajesha Masanaiahgala Punyastree :9;
Gundaiahgala Punyasiree Ketaladevi :2; Goggavve : 6; Dasaraiahgala Punyastree
Veeramma : 5; Duggale :2; Nagalambike : 15; Neelamma : 126; Battaleshwarana

Punyastree Guddavve :1; Bachi Kayakada Basavannaiahgala Punyastree Kalavve :
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2; Bontadevi :5; Muktayakka :37; Molige Mahadevi :69; Rayasada Manchannagala
Punyastree Rayamma: 1; Revana Siddaihgala Punyastree Rekamma :1; Satyakka :
29, Siddabuddaihgala Punyastree Kalavve : 1; Soole Sankavve :1; Hadapada
Appannagala  Punyastree  Lingamma : 113; Hadara Kayakada Maraiahgala
Punyastree Gangamma: [ (1993 Volume 5 of Shivasharaneyara Vachana Samputa.

Karnataka Samskruti Nirdeshanalaya, Bangalore)

While writing about the social background of these women, it may be difficult

to disentangle legend from history to reconstruct and interpret their lives

Among the 33 vachanakarting, Akka 1is also the most researched
vachanakartin.  Akka, as mentioned earlier, has the highest number of vachanas to
her credit. During her own lifetime and after her death, approximately a century later,
Akka had many works describing her life, and her contribution to Veerashaivism. It is,
however, important to consider not only the direct references that each vachanakartin
makes about the other of his/her contemporaries, which are of great historical vaiue for
the purpose of this study, but to cull out the dialogic nature of many discourses. These
references transcend individual agents, and function as a kind of system of common
references and intellectual co-ordinates even when they do not consciously refer to
each other. Her own contemporaries — both male and female — who ‘wrote’ vachanas,

have taken her as a model for emulation.

Although such work has thrown light on Akka’s life and works, it has in certain
ways determined further areas of research. In other words, these have invariably
influenced the subsequent probing.

From the biographies that are available, we gather that Akka Mahadevi was a
younger contemporary of Basavanna and Allama Prabhu in the 12 Century, and was
born in Udutadi, a village in Shimoga District. She was initiated into Veerashaivism
by an unknown guru. Apparently the form of Shiva that she dedicates ber vachanas
seems to be the form that is in Srishaila. The form of Shiva is that of Mallikarjuna. As
she is in love with this Shiva, she dedicates her vachanas to the Lord Mallikarjuna,
using His name as her signature line (ankita) in her vachanas. It thus reads — Chenna

Mallikarjuna, Chenna meaning the beautiful or the lovely one.
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Like many medieval saints and also more specifically women saints the life of
Akka is punctuated with ‘typical’ conventions:

a) the bitter prosecution and miraculous escapes in the husband’s household,

b} The display of wit and logic when questioned and tested by the male authority.
(The discourses in Anubhava Mantapa, when Akka is questioned by Allama
about why she has shed off her clothes but covers herself with the tresses, she
replies “till the fruit is ripe inside, the skin will not fall off’)

¢) The breaking of norms and taboos

d) Renunciation of family and domestic life.

e} Finally, where she merges with God in a temple. Akka is believed to have
reached God in Srisaila - an old Shaivite temple - expecting to find her divine
lover and to realise union with Him. The heavenly plantain-grove of Srisaila is
said to have been the end-point of her quest. According to the legends she died
there in complete surrender to her Lord.

When she grew up to be a beautiful maiden Kaushika, the local lord, while
riding back to the palace saw Mahadevi and sent word to her parents asking her
parents for her hand. He is supposed to have persuaded her or her parents or forced
her, to marry him. Kaushika, we are told, was not a devotee of Shiva since he was a
Jain. Mahadevi agreed to marry Kaushika on the condition that there should be no bar
on her worshipping Shiva, or participation in Shiva discourses, and that she would stay
with the King only if he did not violate the conditions more than thrice. The yearning
for Mahadevi was so great that he readily accepted the conditions and agreed to marry
her. That she married Kaushika is yet a controversy. Although there seem to be
enough evidence to dispute this understanding, it is important to add that, if this were
to be true, it would have been a trying marriage for both given their differences. One
version of the past reads that she entered unhappy marriage and took to a life of
renunciation. Another version suggests that she rejected marriage and took to
renunciation. In short, the marital status of Akka Mahadevi still remains ambiguous.

Another woman vachanakartin whose marital status is dipped in controversy is
Basavanna’s elder sister Akka Nagamma, the mother of Chenna Basavanna. 1t is
popularly believed that Shivaswamy or Shivamurthy was the father of Chenna
Basavanna. The rest of the women end their vachanas with the signature line of
dedicating the vachana to their respective husband, who is God in human form. The
remaining women, where the name of the husband is not there, are all assumed to be
single. Basavanna had two wives, Neelambike and Gangambike. Gangambike was

Basavanna's first wife, and Neelambike was his second wife, and is often referred to
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as as his intellectual companion or vichara patni. There are also prostitutes like Soole

sankavve, and Remmavve.

Unlike the male saints, writes Ramanujan, “the women fight not only with
temptations, but also with family, husband, molesters, and, like the untouchable saints,
with Brahmans, social retractions, and for entry into congregation of saints. Not,
conversion, but the freedom to find God, looking not for a husband who is a God, but

also a God who will be a lover and husband, is her quest. “ (Ramanujan 1999: 289)

One of the conspicuous aspects of women is their preoccupations with vrata
and aachara, or literally, ‘vow’ or and ‘customary practice’ respectively, that seem to
be almost absent (by emphasis) in their male counter parts. Vrata and Aachara are
also understood to be what a person of the highest status practices and what need to be
emulated by others. All the women who have a vachana or two to their credit have

invariably something to say either about vrata or aachara.

While many individual women vachanakartins have ‘gifted’ vachanas to the
presenl, it becomes important to locate the various ways in which different women from
different groups aggregated around the Anubhava Mantapa. 1t is therefore important to
trace the contours of the community that get formed around the figure of individual
vachanakartins. While kinship and caste structures have provided the bedrock of
community formation in India, vachana movement on the other hand, led to a radically
different form of community association - one that is not (initially) based on social
prescriptions of birth, caste status, and defined sexual roles, but based on and choice of

belief.

VACHANAKARTINS: PRIMARY CONCERNS

As noted earlier what 1s conspicuous by its absence of vachanas on
Brahmanism. While women are in the forefront to criticise deviant Jangamas
(wandering saints) and Firakatas (renunciators), (Adkka Mahadevi, vachana No. 29) the
same may not be said of their criticism about the Brahmunical order. Why is this so?
To answer this, one may have to question certain taken for granted assumptions about
the Veerashaivism. It is very well for historians of religion to think, speak, and write

about Veerashaivism, but they rarely pause to consider if such a clear-cut category is
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actually found expression in the consciousness, actions and cultural performances of

human actors they describe.

On the two issues of caste and king, they had taken a radical stand. (Nagaraj,
1998: 31} On the first question, the insistence on the abolition of hierarchical
differences and identification with untouchables were absolute. Socially, the entry into
Veerashaivism was open to all castes. The anti-hierarchic egalitarian spirit of bhakti is
often thought to be a mass-movement of the lower classes against the upper classes.
Caste was one of the dangerous forms of arrogance, as Chennabasavanna put it, in the
glossary of philosophical catcgories. Basavanna, makes a very touching case against

untouchability, which aiso explains his success with lower castes.

The son of the slave of Madara Chennaiah, the untouchable, and
The daughter of the slave of Dohara Kakkaiah, the pariah,

Went to the fields to collect cow-dung.

I was born out of their lovemaking, Lord of the meeting rivers'®.

“Inspired by such manifest utterances, the movements could attract men and
women from the lower castes and make them poets and intellectuals. Farmers,
weavers, washer men, prostitutes, metal-smiths, carpenters, fishermen, leather
workers, shepherds, achieved a new birth by getting rid of their inferiority complex,
which the dominant society had instilled in them. Their poems were statements on the
birth of a new subjectivity. The use of Kannada language in their work was sparkling;
it did not have the naive and non-reflexive quality of language, which gives folk poetry
its unique character and beauty. The vachanas of the lower castes are marked by a
very sophisticated philosophical use of detail of their every day working life. (Nagaraj:
1998 31-32) Basavanna, was a bitter critic of the Bralhimins as a socio-cultural class;
Basavanna attacks them under the authority of a universalistic notion of human beings.
“(On the one hand) the ideology clearly articulates a humanism and moral materialism
with surprisingly modern overtones - for instance, more modern in tone than the
articulations of early Western humanism.” (Rao, 1990: 188).  Basavanna is
embarrassed to call himself a Brahmin or cven to discuss it. In a vachana he writes.

Can I call Siriyala a merchant?

Is Machaiah a washerman?

Can I call Kakkaiah an untouchable?

If I call myself a Brahmin, the Lord of the meeting rivers
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Will howl with laughter.

While one may say that Basavanna spoke against the caste system, the same
may not be said of the female vachanakartins. One could go further and argue that
Brahmanism may not have been a significant “other” against which the women were
compelled to pitch their concerns. While Basavanna was in the forefront in
questioning the caste system, Basavanna’s wives, Neelambike and Gangambike and
his sister Nagalambika do not have a single vachana on what may be considered
‘social criticism’. Instead, with no exception, all of Neelamma vachanas’ pine for the
presence of Basavanna, who is her husband, master and Lord. Among the women
vachanakartins, Urilingipeddigala Punya Stree Kalavve's vachana is worth quoting
here. Kalavee, is known to be a lower caste woman vachanakartin who condemns

caste distinctions.

In Kritayuga, thirty two lakh years ago, while making homa
The brahmins sacrificed an elephant

In Thretayuga, sixteen lakh years ago, while performing homa,
They sacrificed a calf of a buffalo.

In Dwapara Yuga, eight lakh years ago, while performing homa,
They sacrificed a horse.

In Kaluyuga, four lakh years ago, while performing homa,
They sacrificed a goat.

‘Anoraniyan Mahoto Mahiyan® goes the saying.

If a devotee of Shiva does not salute to Guru/inga Jangama
First in the morning and salutes to a lone Brahmin instead

He will not escape being born eighty four lakh times

Through the vagina of sows,

Urilingapeddilarasa will not accept.

(Urilinga peddigala Punya stree Kalavve's vachana: 6)

Those who eat fish and mutton are called untouchables.

He who eats the cow, which give milk for

Shiva’s Panchamriia is called Madiga.

How are they of lower castes? How did those castes become low?
The eatables left aver by the Brahmin is licked by a dog.
What is left over by a Madiga becomes purc for the Brahmin,
For they become leather containers.

The foolish Brahmin who consumes water and ghee

Kept in leather container and calls it ‘pure’,

Will not escape dog’s hell,

Urilingapeddilarasa will not accept them.

(Urilinga peddigala Punya stree Kalavve'’s vachana: 5)
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As you notice, the two vachanas, spell out a strong condemnation of caste and
brahminism. While this is true for Kalavve, there is not another vachanakartin who
speaks about caste or its oppression either directly or in any other manner. Even
among the male counterparts, there are others like Siddarama and Jedara Dasimaiah
from the lower castes, who have difficulty in sharing resentful descriptions of
Brahimins that one notices in the upper-caste maies. They were originally shaped by a
set of values, which respected Brahmins too. In fact Allama and Akka Mahadevi, two
other very significant vachanakaras, contemporaries of Basavanna, do not seem to
share the same preoccupation with caste that is exhibited by him. While
Veerashaivism is not just a movement for the lowly, by the lowly, a majority of the
saints are from the twice born castes, and are eager to reject the high place the social
arrangements had given them. For, to them, equality is equalising downwards in the
social scale, a downward mobility, almost a seeking of dishonour, debasing themselves
so that they may be cleansed of pride. While this may be said of the upper caste men
vis-a-vis low caste men, or in other words, Basavanna vis-a-vis Dasimaiah, the same
may not be said of the women vachanakartins. In fact, except the two of the above
vachanas of Kalavve, that are often quoted, no other woman vachanakartin has
anything to say on the exploitative caste system. Kalavve, to recall, is a lower caste
woman vachanakartin. By this, one is not suggesting that the caste system was not
oppressive or that it was not considered to be oppressive''. Nor is one attempting to
question the historical sources that suggest that caste was indeed very oppressive. The
point is that women vachanakartins had another sct of concemns and preoccupations.
For instance, Akka Mahadevi pines for a union with the lord; while she rejects the
patriarchal practices, and opts for an eternal lord; questions concerning this
worldliness or the bhava are significant for her, Similarly, Neelambike, Basavanna’s
wife narrates the experiences that Basavanna had in Aikya or the Union with the Lord
and how these experiences become her own in association with Basgvarna and his

community of sharanas or the sharana samooha.

WHY VACHANAKARTINS?

Instead of taking the production of knowledge by overwhelmingly male
vachanakaras, who write about women or about mankind in general, as a point of
departure, it may be argued that the types of questions the males bring to bear or think

worth asking will be distorted to the extent that they do not ‘cover’ the marginal points
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of view. Or in the least, the questions are different from those writing from the
margins of culture. More specifically, research questions that are formulated here are
explicitly from the perspective of the marginal and the disadvantaged (that is, people at
the furthest remove from the social conditions of those who normally produce
knowledge and here it is the women vachanakartins.) or a point of view of those who
are marginalised from culture. Marginal standpoint is simply a way of broadening the
range of questions, which are to be asked. While taking the marginal standpoint, one
may have to be cautious of the trap of reproducing a dominant mode of thinking in
reverse. However, recognising the individual standpoint is, then, quite consistent with

aiming for greater objectivity.

While the vachanas of the women are taken up to paint a picture of women’s
lives, the above shall be attempted without sacrificing the larger contextual reality and
vice versa. Thus, the focus on women is firstly due to the marginality of women in the
prevalent analytical frameworks, informing many of the writings on Veerashaivism

that analysed the socio-histoncally-varied processes that produced women.

Apart from marginality, the focus on women is also premised on an
understanding that the experiences of women are un-available to men. For instance, as
pointed out earlier, the women’s experiences of the erotic, the intimacy of marriage,

the emphasis on vrata and aachara et al. are aspects specific to vachanakartins.

What 1s attempted is a gender analysis that differentiates between male and
female experience. Behind this methodology lhes the assumption that the organisation
of gender in any socicty — the assignment of different activities to men and women, the
distinction between male and female nature, the discrimination between male and
female virtue — shape the social cxperience of men and women along different lines.
The objective of gender analysis, then, 1s to illuminate the ways women’s experience 1s
shaped by the cultural construction of gender. (In this process, it also becomes clear
that male experience is also shaped by the cultural construction of gender in any

society, hence the designation gender analysis.)

Feminist theory that began by questioning the category of gender, implied not

merely sexual or biological differences between the male and the female, but also
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social re-creation or construction of gendered identities. The concern in the thesis
shall be to study the everyday lives of woman as portrayed in the vachanas, both
socially as well as through the life experiences, perceptions, desires and fantasies. In
short, the social construction of lived experiences is what the vachanas of the women
readily offer for such an analysis. While the emphasis is on the life experiences of
women, it may here be necessary to emphasise that the search is not for an individual
psychology behind acts. Rather, the emphasis shall be on how communities produce

religious identities.

The other significant concem of the present study is the to focus on the
‘experiences’ of women vachanakartins. It has often been noted that the
Veerashaivites are specific in their use of the term ‘anubhaava’. The word ‘anubhava’
in vernacular literally means ‘experience’ and is distinguished from ‘anubhaava’ -
‘The Experience’ of God. Distinguishing the two, Ramanujan refers to anubhaava
thus: “(T)he latter 1s a search for an unmediated vision, the unconditioned act, and the
unpredictable experience.” (Ramanujan, 1973: 3, emphasis not in the original.) In
other words, ‘anubhaava’ is understood to be a mystical experience or a direct and

unmediated experience of the divine.

The meaning and denotations of this term has proved particularly pithy
problem for contemporary scholars for a number of reasons. Traditionally mysticism
has been considered an opposite of prophetic religion, which tums towards action,
builds up community and carries God’s message to the world. Following from this
mysticism 1s generally understood to be an intuitive and unmediated experience of
God or the divine. It 1s understood to emphasise religious knowledge gained by means
of an extraordinary Experience or revelation of the divine. Also, built into the
understanding of mysticism, is the idea that prayer, rule, ritual, magical words,
sacrificial offerings cannot invoke the grace of the Lord, instead ‘“(a) mystical
opportunist can only wait for it, be prepared to catch It as It passes.” (Ramanuja, 1973:

32)

All true experience of God is krupe, grace that cannot be called, recalled or
commanded. However, the unmediated aspect of mysticism 1s coupled with a view that

Veerashaivites developed their own extemal ceremony and symbols in order to
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achieve communion with God. The Veerashaivites, it is stated, came out with their
own set of doctrine and practice to keep the being in an appropriate condition for the

grace to happen.

The vachanakartins, as stated earlier, refer to the Experience of the divine as
anubhaava. The questions that shall be examined here would be: Is anubhaava only
the experiential dimension of Veerashaivism? Who 1s an anubhaavi or who is a
person with the experience ‘anubhaava™ s anubhaava the central core of
Veerashaivism or marginal and peripheral aspect of it? To anticipate the discussion to
follow, it may here be stated that the medieval Veerashaivites/vachanakartins have
definitive views about who should count as an anubhaavi and explicitly worked with
the concept by the act of ‘naming’, anubhaava and an anubhaavi. What 1s argued here
i1s that the experiential dimension of religion at its most private, subjective and intense

form or in short, mystical experiences, are cultural constructions.

It may here be appropriate to invoke the genealogy of the term ‘Experience’.
Summarising the term, Scott writes, There are four ways in which the term
‘experience’ has come to be used. Scott in her brilliant essay titled “The Evidence of
Experience”, draws on Raymond Williams’s sketch of the alternative uses of the term
‘experience’. She summarises the term experience in the four senses. Firstly, as a
particular kind of consciousness that is distinguished from ‘reason’ and ‘knowledge’.
Secondly, it refers to the knowledge gathered from past events, whether by conscious
observation or by consideration and reflection; 3) The notion of experience as a
subjective testimony as immediate, true and authentic; 4) It also refers to influences
external to the individuals — social conditions, institutions, forms of beliefs or
perceptions — ‘real’ things outside that they react to, and does not include their
thoughts or consideration. Taking this genealogy of the concept further, Scott argues
that the four different uses of the term are outlined as — internal, external, subjective or
objective, establishes the prior existence of the individual. Responding to the use of
the term in the ways elucidated above she writes, “(W)hen it is defined as intemal, it is
an expression of an individual’s being or consciousness; when it is external, it is the
material on which consciousness acts. Talking about experience in these ways leads
us to take the existence of individuals for granted rather than ask how conceptions of

selves (of subjects and their identities) are produced. It operates within an ideological
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construction that not only makes individuals the starting point of knowledge, but that
also naturalises categories such as man, woman, black, white, heterosexual, and
homosexual by treating them as given characteristics of individuals...“(T)he concepts
of experience described by Williams preclude inquiry into the processes of subject-
construction; and they avoid examining the relationships between discourse, cognition

and reality;” (Scott, 1991: 782. Emphasis added.)

Following from this, the concern here is to argue against an understanding that
anubhaava has often been referred to as an unmediated experience. Instead, the focus
of this thesis is premised on an understanding that all human experience is mediated —
through socialisation, and in particular, the acquisition of language'®. Language and
memory are intrinsically connected, both at the level of individual recall, and that of
the institutionalisation of collective experience. “For human life, language is the

prime and original means of time-space distanciation.” (Giddens, 1991: 23)

It may here be appropriate to note the inferences drawn in recent studies on
mysticism that “(V)irtually all contemporary studies of mysticism fail to appreciate the
sense in which notions of ‘the mystical’ (including those that are adopted in the studies
themselves) are cultural and linguistic constructions dependent upon a web of
interlocking definitions, attitudes and discursive processes, which themselves are tied
to particular forms of life and historically specific practices.” (King, 1999: 9). Further,
research on Bhakti traditions in the recent times has problematised the conception of
an ‘unmediated’” mystical experience. Contrary to the popular stereotype, writes
Vanitha, “...Bhakti poetry is not a spontancous emotional outpouring; it is frequently
informed by a thorough-going engagement with philosophical concepts drawn from
earlier texts and carries on a sophisticated dialogue with those texts.” (Vanita &
Kidwai 2001: 56). Thus, the concern here is to show how anubhaava is essentially a
cultural construction dependent upon a web of interlocking definitions, attitudes and
discursive processes, which themselves are tied to particular forms of life and
historically specific practices. These constructions are also located in their socio-
historical context, which is the agenda of power underlying a particular

characterisation of anubhaava.
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The use of the word experience needs to be explained lest it be misunderstood
as the search for religious experiences per se. The vachanas are full of the religious
experiences of women or in anubhaava. Having said this, it must be underlined that
the focus is not to ‘get at’ the ‘real’ experiences of any historical figure. It would be a
truism to state that the limitations of language preclude this possibility. However, the
emphasis shall be on the political work performed by the imagery of mystical
discourse and not the actual “experience”. To put this differently, the immediate
object of the study is the mystical discourse (text) rather than the ‘experience’ per se.
Following from these, it shall be argued that ‘mysticism’ is socially constructed and

‘the mystical’ is also the conceptual site of historical struggles for power and authority.

Thus, those that see mysticism as a ‘subjective psychological state’ or ‘feeling’
of the individual are questioned. Showing the way in analysing these ‘mystical states’
are the wrntings of Marcel Mauss. Mauss, who was foremost in recognising such
aspects, states that: “I believe precisely that at the bottom of all our mystical states,
there are body technigues which have not been studied, but which were studied fully in
China and India, even in very remote periods. This socio-psycho-biological study
should be made. I think that there are necessarily biological means of entering into
‘communion with God’ 7 (1979, 122). It is with these concerns that an attempt shall be
made to examine the disciplinary processes through which the mystical states are

achieved.

THEORETICAL ORIENTATION

What is offered below is an attempt to draw on particular strands within
sociology/social anthropology, which seem to hang together in significant ways,
forming a cognisable pattern. This is however not an attempt at comprehensive
analysis of the voluminous work in the sociclogy/anthropology of religion"’.
SOCIOLOGICAL INTERPRETATIONS OF RELIGION

Of all concepts and perspectives in Durkheim, the ‘sacred’, that is things set
apart and forbidden, is the most significant. Durkheim developed his thesis that all
people recognised a radical dichotomy of the universe into the sacred and the profane.
In accordance with this proposition, he offered his famous definition of religion, “A
religion is a unified set of beliefs and practices relating to sacred things - set apart and

forbidden - beliefs and practices that unite into one single moral community called
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Churel, all those who adhere to them” (1965: 62). For the purposes of this study, there
are three aspects of this definition that need highlighting. One, the notions of ‘things set
apart and forbidden’, secondly the idea of a ‘moral community’, whether identified as
temple, monastery or not, which in Durkheim’s own words, is an ‘eminently collective
thing”. (Ibid. 63). Thirdly, persons with supernatural and magical powers may also be
seen thus as set apart just as certain places (pilgrim centers) and certain performances or
events (birth, marriage, death) may be regarded as being apart, other than ordinary and

routine.

The differentiation between sacred and profane is, Durkheim tells us, the most
fundamental differentiation in all human thought. He wrote, “(I)n all the history of
human thought, there exists no other example of two categorics of things so
profoundly differentiated or radically opposed to one another” (ibid. 53) Durkheim's
distinction between the sacred and profane has come under sharp attack from those
who expected to find a division of all things into these two mutually exclusive,
antithetical categories at the level of empirical reality. The same may indeed be said of

119

sociologists studying religion in India. Madan says that “...one would have to
exercise great caution in applying this idea, for Indian religious thought is, I think,
hierarchical (in Louis Dumont’s sense) of encompassing of the contrary, see Dumont
1970a), rather than simply dualistic (recognising binary oppositions). That is the
profane, though the opposite of the sacred is included in and thus subordinated to it.”
(1991:3) However, that the blurring of domains as those concerning ‘religion’ and the
‘profane’ is an artificial distinction and is also something specific to modemn
discourses on religion has been pointed out in a number of studies. For instance,

[13

talking in the context of Brahminical rituals, Das observes “...the dichotomy (of
sacred and profane), which dominated the Durkhetmian sociology of religion has very
little relevance, since they are not considered anti-thetical” {(Das, 1977: 114).

Durkheim also saw that the individual’s profane interests continuously threatened
the social order. Hence, he emphasised the integrative function of ritual. In the process,
each individual experiences a common set of meanings, which, thereby, helps to relate to

the community.

The British School of sociological functionalism focussed on the role of religion

in sustaining social solidarity and this was attempted through an analysis of ritual. The
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significant question to ask about religion anywhere and anytime was in what ways and
measures it contributes to the maintenance of social solidarity. Radcliffe-Brown
presented a functional analysis of a wide variety of cosmological beliefs, rites, and
ceremonies through which the Andamanese cope with environmental forces, biological
processes, and social pressures.  “Nature, life and society were shown to constitute a
personally meaningful and socially integrated totality.” (Madan, 1991:6). In short, the
emphasis in the writings of the British School of functionalism was on the aspects of

social function that religion performed.

The emphases on the symbolic meanings of religion were again foregrounded
in the discussions on ritual. “Modern anthropologists writing on ritual have tended to
see it as the domain of the symbolic in contrast to the instrumental. In British social
anthropology, it was Radcliffe-Brown who helped to popularise this distinction
between ‘symbolic’ and ‘instrumental’ activity, and thereby associating the first with
‘meaning’ and the latter with ‘cause’.” (Asad, 1993: 126). Radcliffe-Brown argued,
that “(T)he very comumon tendency to look for the explanations of ritual actions in
their purpose is the result of a false assimilation of them to what may be called
technical acts. In any technical activity, an adequate statement of the purpose of any
particular act or series of acts constitutes by itself a sufficient explanation. But ritual
acts differ from technical acts in having in all instances some expressive or symbolic
elements in them.” (1939, 143). Anthropologists have time and again distinguished

between symbolic (expressive) and instrumental (technical) activity.

Leach tried to undo the distinction between the sacred and profane by stating
that they were part of a continuum. For Leach, while the profane was entirely
functional, symbolic was technically non-functional. On this scale, between the two,
he placed not types of actions, but aspects of action. Leach on the other hand saw a
continuum between the two. He writes, ‘At one extreme we have actions which are
entirely profane and entirely functional, technique pure and simple; at the other we
have actions which are entirely sacred, strictly aesthetic and technically non-

functional. (1954, 12-13. emphasis added).

While Radcliffe-Brown looked at ritual in terms of it being a structured event,

Leach tried to emphasise the aspect of it being a structured action. However, what is
£ 0 RN . - :
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common in these definitions of ritual is the understanding that 1) ritual is essentially
symbolic and 2) that it signifies something to participants and therefore in need of
interpretation.  So much so, that the ways by which actors themselves articulate

meanings has recetved little attention.

Douglas, on the other hand, emphasised that ‘ritual is pre-eminently a form of
communication’ a form that employs a ‘restricted code’ in place of the ‘claborated’
one. Ritual, she suggests, is a restricted code, which functions to maintain a common
experience and social solidarity. Religion, thus, it was argued, affects the individual in
various ways. Turner, on the other hand, stressed that ritual symbol should also be
Interpreted as a set of “evocative devices for rousing, channelling and domesticating
powerful emotions™ (1969: 42-43)... Powerful drives and emotions associated with
human physiology, especially the physiology of reproduction, are divested in the ritual
process of their anti-social quality and attached to components of the normative order,
encrgising the latter with a borrowed vitality thus making them ...desirable’ (Ibid. 52-

53).

While there may be differences among anthropologists, in regard to the ways of
interpreting ritual, one thing is common: they believe that ritual is essentially a

meaning loaded activity that needs to be decoded.

When the Anglo-American tradition in sociology and anthropology was
looking into what 1s being communicated, the French, especially the structuralists,
were interested n aspects of how religion communicates - thus emphasising the
symbolic/expressive and communicative aspects of religion. For example, Levi-
Strauss writes, ‘“How then are we to define ritual, “(W)e can say it consists of words
uttered, gestures performed and objects manipulated, independently of any gloss or
commentary that might be authorised or prompted by these three forms of activity.”
(1981, 671). Like Levi-Strauss, Sperber too, defined symbolism in communicative
terms thus: “Symbolicity is not a property either of objects, or acts or utterances, but of

conceptual representations that deseribe or interpret them”. (Sperber 1975, 112)

Whether structural or functional in their approach, the common aspect of the

nature of questions that have been asked so far were to do with the symbolic aspects of
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ritual in particular and religion in general. The questions that were foregrounded in the
social anthropological analyses of religion may be summarised thus: what is encoded
in the rites and symbols? What is the nature of the code? What does the code
communicate? What followed was the de-construction of ’symbolic codes’. (It
reduces a heterogeneous world into an object of true meanings that can be felt and
experienced only by the devotees and deciphered by the anthropologists.) In other’
words, with aspects of cognition, the idea that ritual process is essentially symbolic,
and therefore, a matter of communication of the messages became a central doctrine of

anthropology.

Heterogeneous as these strands may be, each has, in its own way, facilitated the
articulation of the symbolic. It nevertheless suggests that the symbols act by inducing
in the worshipper a certain distinctive set of religious dispositions. There exists a
dialectical relationship between the symbols on the one hand and the worshipper on
the other, which interact by mirroring each other. This style of reasoning endows
symbols with some inirinsic properties that induce in the worshipper certain
dispositions. Because, for a believer, symbols possess its value independent of its
effectiveness. Does this then mean that the symbols possess truth independent of their
effectiveness? Or that individuals are passive subjects in whom messages are
engraved. In other words, do symbols carry such essential meanings within
themselves to influence the worshipper in predetermined ways? This understanding of
symbols reduces the participants to passive objects. So much so, the latter does not
affect the cultural meanings of rituals. Such renditions reinforce the separation
between the symbol and the worshipper. As Asad nghtly argues, “(W)hile
communicative discourse in involved in learning, performing of rituals, however, the
1dea that ritual itself encodes (or that it has intrinsic meaning) and has some special
meaning is contested. (Asad, 1993, 130). That is the meanings of ritual performances,

and the feelings and intentions of performers are sharply separated in such renditions.

To summarise the arguments so far, it may be stated that the anthropological
study of religion is understood to be a two-stage process: first, an analysis of the
system of meanings embodied in the symbols which make up the domain of religion
proper, and second, the relating of these systems to socio-structural and psychological

processes. Symbols, it is assumed is to be influencing the social and psychological
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dispositions of the individual. The symbols and the individuals are always assumed to
stand in two separate levels - the cultural, on the one side, consisting of symbols and
the socio and psychological on the other — which interact. In other words, it is
assumed that symbols lie outside the boundaries of individual organism. Or that the
individual moves between the religious framework and the common-sense world and
is also independent of him/her. Yet it is also suggested that believers change his/her
perspective, so sthe himself/herself changes. Put differently, it would appear that the
religious world is independent, since it is the source of distinctive experience from the
believer, and through that experience, a source of change in the common sense world.
However, 1t i1s argued that while every religion bears the imprint of the structure of
social milieu in which it had its birth, it is by no means totally constrained by its

source, but acquires a dynamic life of its own.

The everyday world of common sense objects and practical acts is common to
all human beings because their survival depends on it. The world of common sense is
common to all human beings, and quite distinct from the religious world, which in turn
differs from one group to another, as one culture differs from another. But, the
experience of the religious world affects the common-sense world, and so the
distinctiveness of the two worlds 1s modified, and the common sense world comes to
differ from another as one culture differs from another. Responding to this, Asad
writes, “(I)f religious symbols are to be thought of as the concepts by which
experiences are organised, can we say much about them without considering how they
come to be authorised? Even if it be claimed that what is experienced through
religious symbols is not, in essence, the social world, but the spiritual, 1s it possible to
assert that conditions in the social world have nothing to do with making that kind of
experience accessible? Is the concept of religious training vacuous?...Further, if
religious symbols are taken to be signatures of a sacred text, can we know what they
mean without regard to the social disciplines by which their correct reading is secured?
The authoritative status of the symbols is to be explained as products of historically
distinctive disciplines and forces. Can symbols mean without considering how they

come to be authorised?” (Asad, 1993: 53).

The question then before us is - what are the conditions that explain how

symbols come to be constructed? Why some of them are established as ‘natural’ or
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authoritative as opposed to others and so on becomes significant. The point that is
being made here is, not that along with meanings and social functions, one should also
look for tire origin of symbois but, rather one should also look at it in terms of the
social conditions that play a supportive role to these processes. What are the conditions
in which symbols can actually produce religious dispositions? To answer this
question, one may have to look into the ways in which religious power creates

religious truth.

This takes us into the domains of power? It is here that Weber’s work becomes
very significant. Max Weber defined power as: “the probability that one actor within a
social relationship will be in a position to carry out his will despite resistance.”
(1947,152). Power is essentially power over. One significant aspect of power that
Weber’s definition tries to draw attention is the interpersonal notion of power as
opposed to being institutional. While the idea of domination and subordination is
intrinsic to the concept of power, it may be difficult to fix them into watertight
compartments and thus, the agents and arenas of power are variable. However, the
attempts in anthropological discourses has generally been to treat power as something
that a set of people exclusively possess and use it against those who do not have it or

submit to it.

Gluckman in his famous essay “Ritual of Rebellion (1954) has tried to address
problem of power directly. In other words, we see how, through performance, ritual
participants release emotions dangerous to the prevailing hierarchical order. Through
the contestatory acts and gestures of the subordinates, Gluckman shows how power in
the social hierarchy is constantly fractured. However, power for Gluckman is direct,
in the sense in which political interests have used religion to justify a given social

order or to challenge it. (Where political interests lie outside the religion.)

Others who have locked at the relationship between religion and power have
often taken into the rhetorical aspects of the language of the leaders, which mesmerises
the initiates into some kind of a slumber. Bloch too, two decades later (1975),
described how the rhetoric of the participants locked them into positions of political
super-ordination and subordination. Formalisation/rhetoric of language accompanied

by exercise of power is characteristic of traditional authority situations is a position
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taken by Weber as well. That formalised speech is a kind of a power, which is
employed by traditional leaders to coerce followers, is found acceptance with many. In
fact, following this, in his Introduction to ‘Political Language And Oratory In
Traditional Society’ contrasts formalised speech with everyday speech, which is
characterised as being more flexible, allows for disagreements and opposition. (1975:
12} Here, speech is understood as an external power, which mesmerises the mind of
the believer. The assertions that follow from this: 1) a ruling class, generates an ideology
that suits its own 1nterests; and 2) a new ideology, with new values, creates a niche for a

new ruling class.

Religious power is here understood to be a combination of conspiracy on the
part of the initiators and credulity on the part of followers. Such an understanding of
power does not account for the differences between the believers and non-believers.
In other words, why is it that certain non-believers escape the external power. This
style of theorising attributes to the non-believer a mysterious capacity for

psychological resistance and to the believer an equally mysterious incapacity.

What is common about all these writings irrespective of their differences is the
implicit use of the notion of repressive aspect of power. For it to be domination,
something must be imposed on someone, 1f there 1s to be domination. Power, above all, is
taken as carrying the face of prohibition or imposition. However, something is only an
imposition on the individual against a background of desires, interests, and purposes that
one has. Tt is an imposition if it makes some dent 1n these, 1f 1t frustrates, prevents them
from fulfilment, or perhaps even comes in the way of formulating desires, interests and
purposes. While Max Weber’s definition of power helps to focus on the repressive and
manipulative aspects of power, there is another significant aspect that is taken up in this
study. In other words, while earlier studies on power captured this aspect of power and
thus are in themselves significant, there is another dimension of power, which is the focus

in this study.

Michel Foucault's ideas on power are interesting precisely for the reason that he
appears to be working out a method of studying of power without attributing it either to
conscious agent or to the underlying forces like the modes of production. Foucault maps

a net work of power relations that have evolved historically. His construction of the
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concept of power cannot be separated from that of knowledge. His contention is that
power/knowledge 1s a device for studying the social practices that underlies and
conditions the formation of beliefs - that is, the ways by which disciplines and discourses
get things done. Contesting the idea that power does not always require an agent, who
imposes his/her will over others, he suggests that there are ways by which both
dominators and dominated are caught up like in a semantic field. The dominators may
see himself/herself largely as the agent of the demands of the larger context; the
dominated may see the demands on him/her as emanating from the nature of things.
Thus, authoritative discourse is not a kind of a social power, of one will over another,
but a discourse which binds every ego who recognises himself or herself in it —
regardless of who the initiator is and who the respondent is. He defined power thus,
“(P)ower...is not that which makes the difference between those who exclusively
possess and retain it, and those who do not have it and submit to it, power must be
analysed as something which circulates...(Individuals) are not only its inert or
consenting agents; they are always also the elements of its articulation” (Foucault,
1986: 98). Having said this, it may also be stressed that power is not an institution, a
structure, or a certain force with which certain people are endowed...therefore power for
our purposes would be understood as a name given to complex strategic relations in a

society. Thus, defining actors in terms of dominator and dominated would be redundant.

What makes power non-prohibitive, and therefore non-constraining, is simply the
fact that it doesn't weigh on us as a force that says no, but it traverses, produces things, it
induces pleasure, forms of knowledge, produces discourses. It needs to be considered as
a productive network, which runs through the whole social body, much more than as a
negative instance whose function is repression.

There are two aspects of this description that may be useful forus: 1) The forms
of knowledge and discourse that power brings forth, 2) Its emphasis on unintended
consequences of action (reminiscent of Weber’s understanding of action). Thus,
Foucault's emphasis, has been upon the productivity of power 1.e., the question of how
through disciplines and discourses, power gets things done, accomplish real tasks and
gathers authority. One must here hasten to add that this does not imply that power
relations are impervious to resistance or that the world is inhabited by docile, obedient,
‘normalised’ subjects -- the dimension of resistance to power. In other words, the very

fact that there is resistance is an indication of the existence of power.
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Retracing our steps as to how symbols are constructed and how they produce
religious dispositions, and in turn religious identities, we have been arguing so far as to
how these processes are implicated in power relations. If this is so then do we

£

understand identity formation as subjection? “...(S)ubjection, would involve two
aspects: one, as offering a locus of subjectivity i.e., the space within which the
singularity of the individual engaging with societal processes is inscribed, and two,
subjection, as also involving submission not necessarily by force but often, as Balibar

puts it, “willing obedience, coming from inside.” (Quoted in Niranjana, 2000: 101).

The ‘disciplining” of the subjects within cultures is often unconsciously done
where subjects play an important role i taking upon themselves certain self-
definitions, and in giving expression to these in practice.’ To put it differently, the
cultural practices in particular periods of history are not to be understood as having
been 1mposed in any conscious way by men/women. They do not represent the

machinations of a conspiracy.

The problem for analysis then becomes one of trying to understand the
different ways in which power gets articulated in different historical circumstances.
To do this, it 1s necessary to look, not at the supposedly hidden intentions of the
uttercr, but at the manifest force of what 1s uttered. In other words, this is not to
speculate about the mental states of the utterer and the listeners (although they are not
exclusive actions), but to trace the interpretation of public discourse within specific
historical situations. It is in this context that this study would like to examine the
vachanas as discourses in the making of Veerashaiva identity and community.

To summarise, it is the disciplinary practices, including multiple ways in which
religious discourses regulate, inform and construct religious selves, Such an approach
seems to me (o require an examination of two kinds of power process: 1) Formation of
self and 2) Resistance to others. A remarkable feature of the disciplinary processes in
Veerashalvism is that it explicitly aims to create through a programme of communal
living, the will to surrender or to become a sharana’’. The Veerashaiva initiate who
leams to surrender is not merely someone who submits to another’s will by simple
habitua) unthinking response or physical force or force of argument or threat of force
(punishment). For the sharana, surrender is her/his virtue — it is his ability, potentiality

and power.
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METHOD OF ANALYSIS

An unavoidable word about the method of analysis, particularly when my
sources are, quite literally ‘texts’. The method of reading of the vachana texts are
dwelt at length primarily for two reasons. In the recent years, there has been a
pervasive influence of literary critical theory on the social sciences, and this has so
undermined some of the fundamental assumptions that it has become necessary to
acknowledge its  presence and  assess  its  applicability to  the
soctological/anthropological study of texts especially the didactic vachanas. The other
reason 1s more general. It 1s a truism to say that different methods have different
advantages in different circumstances and can in any case be combined: textual
analysis with interviews and observation and so on. But, given the nature of the
subject matter, while this may be said, one must hasten to add that the researcher is
familiar with the questions and queries of interest in language and meaning which has
a long history in British social anthropology'®. Although the attempt is not to present a
history of such efforts in the discipline of social anthiropology, it maybe mentioned
here that an endeavour of this kind i1s not new. However, the focus is to look into is

how critical social theory has undermined certain fundamental assumptions of

language.

Taking examples that are much closer, while some anthropologists studying
‘texts’ tend to focus on the overarching Sanskritic traditions, other social
anthropologists have remained concerned with the study of Indian village societies,
particularly following the monographic model. In the process of studying texts on the
one hand and cultural contexts, on the other, anthropological enquiry has largely
tended to ignore the regional traditions of South India, which embody the cultural
continuum of Indian civilisation. This neglect is primarily due to the feeling that the
regional traditions do not represent the ‘authentic” Sanskritic tradition or marga, nor
the popular or desi culture in its pure form, but a distorted provincial variant of both!’
(Staal, 1963). But, it is the making of regional traditions and the formation of regional
identities which reveal the pattern of socio-cultural interaction between the pan-Indian
and the local level, so crucial for an understanding of the long term historical processes

in India. The study of the vachanas such as this is one such endeavour.



44

Taking a quick look at the anthropological traditions that have studied ‘texts’, it
1s important to locate the vachanas. Anthropological studies have long exhibited pre-
occupations with studying texts. Arguments in favour or against the studying of texts,
nevertheless, had to always contend with the question of how representative they were

L

in Indian context when compared to ‘field view’. Textual analysis had always been
dubbed as being rather elitist. An appropriate approach to the study of Indian society
had to invariably be the ‘field view’ as the masses of India are illiterate.  The
defenders of the ‘book view’, while, in agreement with the view that oral traditions
had a significant role to play in Indian society, emphasise that it was necessary to take
cognisance of the long and continuous literate traditions in India. “To limit the scope
of anthropology in this manner, however, amounts to treating a literate civilisation as a

non-literate primitive one. The distinctions between the literate and oral traditions are

by no means unrelated.” (Das, 1977: 6).

“It was Srinivas (1952) who insisted that the religion of the peasant was an
mtegral part of Hinduism as the scriptures. His distinction between Sanskritic and
non-sanskritic Hinduism stressed the fact that Hinduism also existed outside the
Sanskritic texts. However, in posing this dichotomy Srinivas failed to see that, while
Sanskritic Hinduism may not be replicated at the non-sanskritic level, there was a
possibility that both worked with common structural categories so that the religion of
the illiterate peasant might constitute a structural transformation of the religion of the
sophisticated literati.” (Das, 1977: 5) In a similar vein, Dumont too stressed the need
to study Indological material so as to discover constants of the Indian civilisation.
Another significant point that the defenders of textual studies tried to put forth in their
arguments against a naive field view is the dichotomy between thought and behaviour
and knowledge and social reality, which were the explanatory models of observed
reality. It was argued that while it was possible to observe how people behave, it was
not possible to observe how people think. So much so, studies that emphasised
observable behaviour as the only way of accessing reality concentrated more on
obscrvable behaviour. Following this axiom, for instance, the anthropological studies

in religion, studied ritual behaviour rather than religious thought.

There is an essential methodological difference between those who use texts on

a ‘piece meal fashion’ and those of the ‘monographic’ framework. Dumont, like his
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predecessors Mauss and Dumezil from the French school and Ghurye,
Coomaraswamy, Kapadia and Karve among the Indian sociologists, has used
Indological materials in a piecemeal fashion, usually for purposes of illustration. “The
built-in biases for the author’s own conclusion in this procedure is obvious. It is
therefore argued that it was necessary to develop an approach for the study of Sanskrit
texts in a monographic framework, instead of using them merely for purposes of
illustration. This approach would make it possible to analyse the structure of a text in
its entirety”’. (Das, 1977: 6). While Das’s criticisms may be well founded when the
texts for analysis are narratives, the monographic approach is not without problems.
One of the fundamental problems of the monographic framework is its assumption that
cultures are integrated totality of meanings capable of being explained within

themselves.

Further, a quick look at the studies dealing with the analysis of texts in the
discipline would invariably reveal that in the text-based works, there is an excessive
preoccupation with myths and /or narratives. To mention, the same may not be
extended to poetry (the vachanas, for instance) where each poem is a ‘world’ in itself.
Vachanas, although not linear narratives, like the myths and other stories, nevertheless
are constitutive of several lateral ones with a constant movement across them. They
are a series of disparate worlds that are brought together. Thus, the method that is
adopted 1s a little different from those that are mentioned above. Working against a
monographic framework, (as a complete representation of the ‘field’), the need is to
work towards a narrativity that could enable us to speak, simultaneously, both of and
Jfirom the text.

Through the reading of the vachanas, some issues acquired clarity, but other
troubling questions arose. Although one arrived at the texts with an approach, reading
through the texts necessitated the need to work towards a redefinition of the concepts

and categories from where one began the search,

For a long time now sociologists/anthropologists have understood the text as
displaying the intention of the author. The author’s intention, it was believed, is in
turn shaped by the socio-economic and politico-cultural context in which the author is
located. It was believed that the two reinforce each other and together provide the

clues to the explanation of the historical processes of continuity and change. Every
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possible precaution was taken to check the authenticity of the text, and safeguard the
neutrality of information that the text contained. It was thus always assumed that the
information derived from the text would ‘reflect’ the ‘reality’. The relation between
the individual authors to the circumstances of the social and cultural era to which they
live and write, as well as the relation of the work to the segment of society that the
work represents or to which the work is addressed would determine the authorial
intentions, The context gets unmistakably treated as an ultimate determinate of what is

said in a text,

Sociological critics following this treatment of ‘texts’ took it for granted that
understanding the work means understanding the world view of the social group that is
supposed to have been expressed. The caste, class, gender antecedent of the author
was therefore important to read the authorial intentions of the work. The major
paradigm that underlies this school of thought is the supposition that the group can act
directly and also participate in the production of the work. Although such an approach
helps 1in determining the supposed interests of the group, it throws little light on
understanding the structure of the work itself. (For instance, a remark like ‘religion is
the opium of the masses’ may suggest very little about the structure of the religious
message.) This structure is very essential for fulfilling of its function. Therefore
exclusive attention to function leads one to ignore the intemal logic of the cultural

works and the language.

On the other extreme 1s also a view that treats a text as an autonomous body of
fixed meanings that cohere to form an organic whole in which all conflicts are
artistically solved. Further, what may seem as artistic resolution of a literary plot, is in
fact deceptive, for it serves to cover up the unresolved conflicts of power, class,
gender, and social groups that make up the real tensions that underlie the surface
meaning of a literary text. Excessive indulgence on the structure of the work would on
the other hand also lead to sidelining of the groups that produce these objets. To give
an example from the vacharnas, individuals who are considered low in the social
hierarchy, like carpenter/wife; weaver/wife; potter/wife; barber/wife have rendered

vachanas.
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Going away from the use of political and intellectual history as a ‘background’
rather than a constituent (where language is not taken seriously) to account for the
characteristic subject matter of the texts at a particular time and place, and not
committing the mistakes of the structuralists in dealing with texts in isolation from its
historical context, it would be necessary to lay stress on the historical and cultural
conditions of its production, and also of its later critical interpretations and
evaluations. Instead of assuming a text to be a unity of integrated meanings, there is a
need for a new way of analysing construction, of meaning and relationships of power
that calls unitary, universal categories into question and historicism of concepts that

are otherwise treated as natural and absolute.

In this context, what has been termed as the postmodernist critical debate has
radically questioned these assumptions in the last twenty years and has threatened to
alter the foundations of the traditional understanding of a text. In such an analysis,
language is no longer construed as a simple and transparent medium for the
representation of reality outside of itself, but a self-contained system of signs whose
meanings are determined by their relations to each other rather than some extra-
linguistic object or subject. 1t denmies the idea of an objective universe existing

independent of language.

There are two major implications of this style of thinking. Firstly, it has altered
the understanding of the relationship between the text and its author, and two, the
relationship between the text and reality (read context). These two implications call
into question certain traditional notions of understanding texts and also certain given
ways of understanding reality (read the ‘past’).

The first casualty of such an influence was what has been termed as the ‘death
of an author’ (Roland Barthes). Barthes argued that text 1s not a sequence of words
releasing from a single theological meaning, but a multidimensional space in which a
variety of writings blend and clash. None of these writings are original, because the
author is bom into an already existing language, which governs her/him. Once the
author is removed, the claim to decipher the text is also removed. The view that the
author is the final authority who is in conscious control of and responsible for his/her

utterances is discarded.
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The second major categorical turn is the relation between representation and
reality.  If meanings do not simply represent but actually constitute the reality
experienced by the human beings, then there can be no extra textual reality. What is
then important is to undo the hicrarchy of causes in sociological explanation, because
it is impossible to establish the priority of society over text or claim that society
determines or causes the cultural production of meaning. Similarly, mental structures
no longer depend on their material determinants. In short, the representations of the
social world themselves copstitute reality. What is being put forward is a point of
view which does not completely deny the authorial intentions or materiality of the text,
but is merely attempting to correct the social anthropologists’ reading of texts as
documentary evidence without negating the context, but also a negation of the context

as the source of the realities traditionally believed to have been reflected in the text.

In short, the author ceases to exist and the determinants — like the social and
cultural — become redundant. The context must itself be conceived as a compound
world of constituted meanings, as a text requiring interpretation. But the text and
context are complex relations of ‘signifying practices’. The connections between them
must be constructed as ‘inter-textual’. The context never ‘explains’ the text in the
sense of providing the essence of its appearance or the cause of its effects or the reality
of its representation.  Thus, the text and society are homologous and the focus of
interpretation is directed not to their content but to the linguistic codes, which

constitute social and discursive formations.

If in the process of the interaction between critical literary theory and social
anthropology, we see a substantial shift in the understanding of texts in the latter, how
do social anthropologists read texts now? In other words, what is the difference
between literary theory and the social anthropological way of reading texts? Given
that the texts for analysis belong to the medieval times, we ‘read’ the past works of
literature 1n the way in which they were ‘read’ when they were new. This view, it 1s
suggested does justice to considering a text and context as interrelated system of

symbolic codes.

This approach is useful for an understanding of the vachanas, for it takes into

account the materiality of the text, context, and shared and evolving cultural
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presuppositions and their interrelationship. The vachanas are normative texts with
pedagogical intention. It is therefore necessary to trace them to their authors, their
audience and the discursive field, to appreciate their manner of codification as well as

the modalities of their function in communicative situations.

While the focus of the study is the vachanas of women vachanakartins, it
maybe stated at the outset, vachanas might seem monologic in form. “The relation
between speaker and listener, as two distinct persons, is one, which, because of
familiarity, is easily misunderstood. We are apt to think of it as one in which the
speaker ‘communicates’ her emotion to the hearer. But, emotions cannot be shared

like food, or drink, or handed over like old clothes'®,

To speak of communicating an
emotion, if it means anything, must mean causing another person to have emotions like
those which 1 have myself.” (Collingwood, 1958: 244) The overt absence of an
addressee as a partner in such a discourse does not, however, mean an absence.
Instead, the addresser does assume an addressee even when vachanas are not explicitly
addressed to anything outside oneself. In many inner dialogues with oneself, one can
note the dialogic nature of the form. In fact, singing, hearing, reading and writing
(vachanagallannu  haduvudu, kelwvudu, oduvudu, bareyuvudu) was part of the
regulatory practice of the medieval times. Speaking, listening, writing, and reading of

human daily life, are integral aspects of what is sought to be conveyed by such notions

as culture, symbolism, identity, and community.

The medieval society cultivated the practice of the copying of the vachanas, as
a practice likened to meditating about God - it was prayer. It 1s important to note that
the vachana texts should not be taken to be a sheer rulebook, prescribing appropriate
practice. Given the very dialogic mode of the vachanas, they are also to be read as
texts that mediate practices in definitive ways. So much so, the performance
(‘practice’ that has to follow prescribed texts) and the texts do not stand alone or prior
to the latter. In other words, the disjunction between text and performance is not a
clear-cut duality. Further, performance should not be mistaken for a theatrical onc
with all its implications of artful impersonation. The performance is not for the sake
of an audience but for the sake of the performers, who are learning to exercise and

develop a Veerashaiva self. Performance is therefore not for aesthetic representation.
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A brief note on some of the distinctive difficulties involved in the present study
is relevant here. Firstly, the questions investigated are religio-ethical in nature viz., the
views of vachanakartins regarding issues such as: the nature of ultimate reality/God;
the process of creation; the relationship between the Creator and created - material as
well as spiritual; the practical prescriptions, etc. Given the nature of the questions
examined, the conceptual formulations posited to answer them, cannot denote clearly
separable empirical categories but represent dimensions, which may admit some
degrec of analytical separation, but are cxpressed only in terms of overlapping

categories manifesting dynamic interplay and interdependence.

The problem acquires additional complexity given some of the features of the
sources used in the present study. The vachanas express experiential, aspirational, and
prescriptive issues in poetic form. The brevity of expression, combined with the
differences in emphasis in the works of different vachanakartins as well as different
vachanas of the same vachanakartin, the fluid nature of the phenomenon, that is
articulated through these various cxpressions, ctc., ntcan that the picture that is drawn
in the study are constructions comprising clements drawn from a number of vachanas.
It should also be noted that most of the translations used in the study are by a group of

friends of the rescarcher'. Other translators are duly acknowledged.
y 2

THE ARGUMENT

The foregoing section is perhaps indicative of the conceptual concerns, which
lies at the heart of this work. Arguments are briefly summarised here. The thesis is an
effort to rethink the concept of what is Veerashaivism and who 1s a Veerashaivite in
the medieval times? Sociologists/historians of religion employ the category of
Veerashaivism as, onc, a tidy cultural construct and two, as if it is a self-explanatory
classification. Such efforts have in them the tendency to underplay the differences
within the religious community. Whatever has been attempted in the foregoing
discussion, is to show through a few illustrations, how the category of Veerashaivites
is not a homogenous single entity. Instead, there are mmnumerable differences between

the males and the females and even among the female vachanakartins.

In the first section, an attempt has been to show how, beginning with what

seems to be taken as an important marker of distinction, the wearing of the /inga, there
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are differences among them. They also differ in terms of doctrine and practice and also
in terms of their genealogy. Instead of taking the existence of Veerashaivism for
granted, it may be appropriate to examine how these categories came into existence in
the first place. If identities are not trans-cultural and trans-historical, what was it then
to be a Veerashaivite in the 12" Century? Thus, the focus of the study is to look into
the two aspects: identity and community formation among the Veerashaivites in the

12" Century.

The question then i1s — who was considered a Veerashaivite in the medieval
times. The use of the phrase “religious identity”, implies two things:

* One, the formal set of beliefs that distinguish the group of people and
which may lead them to conceive of themselves as distinct from the rest of
the population.

¢ The second component that is addressed is the historical process by whicha
cohesive community of believers came to be ‘produced’, conselidated and
‘reproduced’, -
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Rituals constitute a key element in the construction” of religious identity,
particularly those that fall under the rubric of Shat stala (;r the six-phase system
through which one could reach God. The rituals in each phase tend to express the
relationship between the individual and the society in which they live. The
Veerashaivites possess a distinct set of life-cycle rituals, particularly those that mark
the initiation into the fold or diksha ritual as it is called. The ritual of inrtiation made it
possible for the Veerashaivite to think in terms of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Apart from rituals
of initiation, there was also a long inventory of tabooed behaviour that distinguished
‘proper’ from ‘improper’ to qualify as virtuous Veerashaivite. The Veerashaivite had
to refrain from certain kinds of behaviour permitted to others in the medieval society.
The most significant of the tabooed actions was the injunction against loosing the
Ishtalinga or the personal /inga wom on the body. Lesser known actions that were

barred included having sexual relationships with non-Veerashaiva men, worship of

anyadwaiva or ‘other Gods’, any other God other than Shiva.

Following from this, the second significant aspect that needs to be addressed in
this thesis is the aspect of community, which is intrinsic to the notion of identity. The
endeavour is to show how the Veerashaiva community became preoccupied with

securing religious boundaries, distancing all those who were unwilling to accept these






