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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a study of the patterns of change within Sri Lankan
Tamil tradition, with a particular focus on the nineteenth century. It
endeavours to accomplish two things. First, by the examination of
colonial Sri Lanka against a detailed consideration of the pre-existing
society and culture, the thesis shows that the colonial period, far from
being one of great change and disjunction with the past, in fact
experienced a very gradual course of social change which was facilitated
by the wideépread incorporation of traditional structures that gave
colonial society a much needed stability and a peaceful environment
where trade and commerce could prosper.

Secondly, by taking this approach, the thesis demonstrates that
the nineteenth century Anglo-Saxon Protestant missionaries
eventually fell into the traditional role of sannyasins, a role, as this
work shows, that had been adopted by the Jain mendicants and the
Buddhist bhikkhus who had preceded them. The thesis first
demonstrates that the sannyasin, although in a fundamental sense an
enemy of caste, having turned his or her back on caste society, has
nevertheless deeply influenced Hindu society, particularly when
organized as a community of renouncers. The thesis then goes on to
argue that the Protestant sannyasins likewise, in the establishment of
male and female boarding schools, advocated a form of communal
renunciation, which contributed .to the formation of a parallel society
alongside the caste society, and which became instrumental in

initiating many changes within Tamil culture in Sri Lanka.
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INTRODUCTION

A comparative work of this nature must begin with a study of
the values or ideology particular to a society. This study proceeds from
the recognition that ideology is prior to concrete reality. Ideology in this
sense is taken to be constitutive, in that it does not merely reflect
reality; on the contrary, it orders, explains, and legitimizes reality for
the human beings of a particular society. As such, ideology embodies a
model of the society that is isomorphic with its concrete
manifestation. ]

This view that value systems are primary and form a
constitutive part of social action and social change, may be explained by
referring briefly to S. J. Tambiah’s important work on Buddhist

missionary expansion.2 The Buddhist system of values, he shows,

1The anthropologist B. Kapferer's argument about culture as “ontology” and
the Indologist R. Gombrich's treatment of culture as “orthodoxy” are on a par with our
understanding of ideology. For both culture constitutes a fixed set of values and
practices from the past delivered to the present. See R. Gombrich, Precept and Practice,
Traditional Buddhism in the Rural Highlands of Ceylon (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1971) 45f,; B. Kapferer, Legends of People, Myths of State: Violence, Intolerance, and

Political Culture in Sri Lanka and Australia a (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institute
Press, 1988) 79-84

2.5, J. Tambiah, World Conqueror and World Renouncer: A Study of Buddhism
and Polity in Thailand against a Historical Background (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1976).




because they contrasted sharply to the prevailing ones, played a key
role in recruitment and social change. In the Indian case, early
Buddhist missionaries, armed with the critical doctrine of nonself
(anatta), attacked the citadel of Vedic and early Hindu thought, a
strategy designed to undermine the public legitimacy of the associated
Hindu religious institutions and beliefs. This ideological confrontation
directly led to open recruitment of “monks and nuns of Brahmans and
Shudras alike” to the Buddhist ranks.3 This early Buddhist
denunciation of Hindu thought was deeply social and even political in
its reality and implication, because on the opposing brahmanical
conception of the self (atman) “rested the sociological institution of the
joint family, its pattern of authority and rites of perpetuation, and the
political institution..... buttressed by Brahman functionaries.”4 The
Vedic Hindu society is here portrayed as “resting” on a system of ideas
or values, and a fundamental alteration of those values resulting from
the Buddhist impact logically amount to change of the society rather
than merely change in that society.

Since society as we have attempted to show rests on a particular
set of ideas or values that are constitutive, thereby embodying a model
of that society, the historian’s task is not to invent concepts for the
purpose of analysis and comparison, but to take concepts from those

societies and develop an analysis in terms of them fully. A society, be it

31bid., 33

4Ibid., 34



Hindu or Christian, is for this reason best explained and understood
through its own ideology and categories; through the model it has of
itself. In the case of the Hindu and Christian societies, we have access to
their respective system of values through their encoded traditions, that
is, through their normative literatures.

In following this line of inquiry, Part One of this thesis
introduces the core ideas of Hinduism and Christianity. These ideas
provide the distinct frameworks for interpreting the behavioural
patterns of Hindus and Christians, and the contrasting behavioural
orientations present the nature of my argument regarding the
“mutual” relationship between a parallel society and the caste society
which is discussed in chapter 3. Parts Two and Three consist mostly of
background essays which are important for establishing the historical
context of my argument. In particular I regard chapter 6, the account of
the religious disputes between the orthodox and heterodox
establishments that occurred in the Medieval period, as crucial to the
development of my argument, which has at its centre the religious and
social significance of the sannyasins in the Tamil tradition. Part Four
illustrates my thesis through a study of Protestant activities in the

nineteenth century and the concomitant Hindu responses.



PART ONE

IDEOLOGY

-



CHAPTER 1

THE HINDU CONCEPTION OF WORLD PROCESS, DHARMA,
AND SOCIETY

The Hindu civilization with which Tamil Sri Lanka is closely
associated, is often described in popular as well as scholarly literature as
peculiarly open to influences outside itself. The Hindu tradition is here
portrayed as eclectic, choosing concepts and values from many sources
to create an- integrated world view. Such an interpretation cannot,
however, be taken as an accurate reading of Hindu history, for one
could argue that the most determining factor in its history is the
endurance and persistence of the style and pattern of thought often
called Hinduism. Despite internal changes and external invasions,
Hinduism is heir to a way of thinking, a way of living, and a way of
understanding the world. From this perspective, Hindu civilization
constitutes a universe in itself that differs in many fundamental ways
from other civilizations.

It is possible to identify a cluster of ideas that underlie Hindu

civilization; they are kala, karma and samsara, dharma, suddha and
subha. These ideas might also be described as the basic fabric of classical

Indian religious thought. Throughout the ages this cluster of ideas has
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remained characteristic of Hindu society and pervasive at all levels of

culture.

1.1 Kala or Time:

The classical Hindu conception of time is in terms of cycles that
repeat themselves endlessly — having affinities with the classical Greek
view. According to the Hindu view kala is one of the four original
forms of ultimate reality. It is something which exists and is without
beginning and without end. Its cyclical character is thus emphasized.

In Sanskrit “epic mythology,” which has been described as “the
real Bible of the people,”l Visnu is represented as resting on maha
sesha (the great snake), the symbol of time. Sesha or the snake which in
its coils represents the cycles of time, has two names — ananta meaning
endless and adisesha meaning the primeval remainder. At the time of
pralaya or dissolution, when the whole cosmos is reabsorbed into
Visnu, it is kala which is the instrument of this process and it alone
remains till the last of the world is in Visnu, who is therefore called

Seshin, “one who has the last remainder of Time.”2 The Visnu Purana

declares, “The deity of Time is without beginning and his end is not

known.”3 The snake symbol illustrates how time moves in cycles

1J. N. Farquhar, An Qutline of Religious Literature of India (London: Oxford
University Press, 1920) 36

2 See K. N. Aiyar, The Puranas in the Light of Modern Science (Madras: 1916)
E. W. Hopkins, Epic Mythology (Strassbourg: Triibner, 1915) 189ff.

3 Visnu Purana bk.I:2, trans. H. H. Wilson (Calcutta: Punthi Pustak, 1961) 11
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within cycles, all of immense duration conceived in terms quite
beyond the scope of human imagination. It gives human history a
setting not of thousands of years but of thousands of millions of years.
Human history being a part of the cosmic process is moreover infused

with the principle of deterioration, determining that its movement is

towards pralaya or dissolution.4 According to the Visnu Purana, Hari
in his manifestation as kala was responsible for infusing the principle
of deterioration and no human action can prevent it reaching its
necessary end.

Within this process world history is divided into four yugas or
ages, each declining successively. The present age is kali yuga, Age of
Strife, when the world is at its worst. It is the last age in which -
righteousness has given way to unrighteousness, where “dharma” is
“only one footed”, allowing humankind to go towards its inevitable
“annihilation.”

Time, therefore, personified as a deity, expresses an omnipresent
power manifested in the deteriorating nature of the whole cosmos. It is
this sense of time that caused Bhartrihari, the great Sanskrit poet who
is said to have lived in the seventh century, to pay homage to the

power of time:

Great was the king
With his circle of courtiers,

4 Visnu Purana bk. 1:2, bk. 6:1, Wilson, 41, 487

5K. Klostermaier, A Survey of Hinduism (Albany, N.Y.: State University of
New York Press 1989) 80, 122; R. Lannoy, The Speaking Tree (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1971) 288
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The counselors at his side,

The ladies’ moon-like faces,

The host of haughty princes,

The bards and their tales —

But we submit to time,

Which swept them all from power

to the path of memory 6

Nothing is more indicative of the all-encompassing nature of
time than that gods, no less than humans, are part of the eternal cycles.
The gods, as a famous hymn in the Rg Veda? puts it, are this side of
creation. There is no dividing line between the human and the divine.
It means nature, humanity and god belong to a whole, all inseparably
bound in the movement of time.

The view that all reality including gods and humans are
somehow bound up with the outstreaming flow of cyclical time has
important implications for the Hindu understanding of the cosmos. If
the plurality of gods too must participate in the field of constant
change, to which the entire cosmos and natural processes are subject,
then the gods cannot be regarded as the origin of all things. The idea of
an exclusive Creator God responsible for good and evil is alien to
Hindu thought. By the same logic the idea of unrepeatable events or
unique historical avatars is also excluded by the cyclical conception of

time. According to the Hindu concept of kala, the only constant

6 Bhartrihari, trans. Barbara Miller (New York: Columbia University Press,
1967), 123, Poem 169

7The Rig Veda trans. Wendy D. O’Flaherty (Harmondsworth: Penguin
Books, 1983), 3740
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phenomenon, the only empirical reality, is dynamic change, and

change itself has no ultimate significance.8

1.2 Karma and Samsara.

Closely related to this idea of time is the second great concept of
classical Hindu thought — karma, the belief that every action, whether
mental or physical, of necessity produces an appropriate result. Karma
expresses sequentially that which is perceived retrospectively as kala,
the sentiment of uncertainty, of impermanence, of the transience of
life. The two concepts are in fact used almost interchangeably in the
classical understanding of death. In the Upanishads phenomenal life is
perceived as death, the creator and destroyer of all that is.9 Death,
especially in the form of re-death, is the greatest evil that threatens
human existence.l0 The most important synonym for death in the
Upanishads is kala, time. Everything created by time must also find its
end in time. Only that which is not born from death-time, the atman,
is not liable to die. The concept of karma expresses the same thought

sequentially, that phenomenal life is a movement from death to re-

8The consequence of this view is reflected in the indifference towards
chronology, that is, towards events determined by human decisions. It is perhaps the
vastness of the cosmic process — in which human history would be swallowed up - that
accounts for this Hindu attitude. The highest goal for the individual is to escape from
the coils of time. Such an ideal is designated jivamukta, the one who is liberated from
time.

9 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad IV, 4, 1-7
10 1bid,, 1,2,7
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death - a lineal cumulative process. To escape from the anguish of
time then is to escape from karma and its effects.

Literally, karma is simply the deed done, work performed. But
the deed is not terminated when a certain action comes to an end. The
accomplished deed continues to exert its influence, even without the
will and activity of the doer. Karma is thus able to determine the fate of
the soul even beyond death.

Karmic deeds being cumulative, they accumulate like a bank
account for later use. The karma acquired in this birth, good or bad,

works toward a future birth; and the karma of former births is worked

out in the present birth. At the time of death the deeds and thoughts of
the previous life are preserved and cling to the atman, and the quality
of their deeds determines the form of the atman’s rebirth on earth. In
view of the endless repetition, rebirth itself becomes part of an endless
chain of existence in the form of god, human, animal, or demon. This
chain of existence, described also in terms of the vicious cycle of death
and re-death, is known as samsara.

Karma apart from being a cosmic force, causally accounts for the
wheel of existence, samsara. It is this observation that led Max Weber
to assign the concept of karma the distinction of being the most airtight

response extant to the question of theodicy:

karma doctrine transformed the world into a strictly rational,
ethically - determined cosmos; it represents the most constant

theodicy ever produced in historyll

11\, Weber, The Religion of India, The Sociology of Hinduism and
Buddhism (New York: Free Press, 1958) 121
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For “the devout Hindu” this intellectualist explanation for the
imperfections of the world was deemed meaningful, and therefore,
according to Weber, the belief in karma “burdened his conduct.”12 The
doctrine as a result became linked to “the individual’s social fate in the
societal organization and thereby to the caste order.”13 It meant that
inequality of status and privilege at birth is the consequence of ethical
conduct in previous lives, and is thus accounted for by viewing the
world as an impersonal cosmos of ethical retribution.

The twin concepts karma and samsara, from this perspective,

may be viewed as ideologicallyl4 welding the social system and Hindu
religion together. Karma on the one hand is about compensation for
good and evil (literally, deed and the result of deed); samsara on the
other hand stands for the doctrine of rebirth in a social state (caste)

appropriate to the karmic legacy.

1.3 Dharma.

The fourth and perhaps the most socially significant of all Hindu
concepts is dharma. It has been given diverse meanings in various
Hindu schools of thought, but is generally used in a socio-ethical sense

to mean duty or conduct. The term dharma consists of three categories:

12 1bid,, 121
13 Ibid., 119

14 Although, ideologically the twin concepts appear rigid and determinist,
soteriologically they appear in a different light. The Upanisads, for instance, claim
that they have found a way to deal with karma, that could even neutralize it.
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the cosmic dharma, the principle of harmony pervading the entire

universe; the caste dharma (varnasrama-dharma); and svadharma, the

personal moral conduct of the individual. The cosmic, social, and
individual all blend in the conc'ept of dharma. In its totality of meaning
dharma affirms the harmonious unity of the cosrhic, social, and

individual dimensions of life.

Dharma, because it relates both to social behaviour and to

cosmological features, should be seen as a mediating concept, just as
middle air mediates heaven and earth. This is acknowledged in the
Sanskrit epics where gods and culture heros who personify dharma act
as conciliatory mediators between the temporal and the spiritual,
between the society and the cosmic order.

As a mediating concept, dharma, first of all, has its roots in the
structure of the cosmos. It may be understood as an eternal, all-
encompassing law or order. When violated, it destroys, and when
upheld, it protects. For this reason, one can appreciate the frequently

quoted statement from the authoritative Manu: dharma should not be

violated lest the violated dharma destroy us.15 Dharma because it is
eternal and sacred, is its own justification: it does not depend on the

personal authority of a god or priest who could make exceptions and

pardon the transgressor. Dharma, like karma, is inherent in the

structure of the cosmos, and does not allow for modifications. On the

other hand, quite unlike karma, dharma guarantees the continued

15 Laws of Manu VIIL.15, trans. B. Buhler, Sacred Books of the East vol. XXV
(New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1964) 255
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existence of its people and land; as seen in the periodic appearance of
avatars in order to rescue dharma from corruption and thus restore the
country.16

Secondly, dharma is a socio-ethical order modelled on the
cosmic which serves to protect its people as an “ark” against “the deep
darkness of samsara.”17 Phenomenal life or samsaric life is a ceaseless

struggle between dharma and adharma, in which dharma always

protects and in the end triumphs over the forces of darkness, lust, and

evil. In this respect, the great epic poem, the Mahabharata emphasizes

the harmony that results from following one’s own dharma and also
the consequences of failing to follow one's class obligation.

Manusmrti is by far the most important authority on the laws
and obligations of socio-ethical dharma. The promise is held out to the
individual who follows all the rules laid down in Manu’s law book
that he will obtain “fame in this world and after death unsurpassable
bliss.”18 Manu claims that these laws and obligations are in turn rooted
in “the Veda in its entirety, the traditions (smrtis) fixed by men

conversant with the Vedas, the customs of righteous people and self-

contentment (atmanastusti).”19 The same work also excommunicates

16 For example, Krsna in the Gita

17paul Younger, Introduction to Indian Religious Thought (Philadelphia:
The Westminster Press, 1972) 37

18 Manu I1. 9, 31

19 1bid., I1.6, 30
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as nastikas those who place their own reasoning above the authority of
tradition.20
The dharma of the Manusmrti is geographically defined by

flowing rivers, that symbolize trajectories of cosmic forces:

That land, created by the gods, which lies between the two divine
rivers Sarasvati and Drishadvati, the (savages) call Brahmavarta.
The custom handed down in regular succession (since time
immemorial) among the (four chief) castes (varna) and the mixed
(races) of that country, is called the conduct of virtuous men. .......
That land where the black antelope naturally roams, one must
know to be fit for the performance of sacrifices; (the tract) different
from that (is) the country of the Mlekkhas (barbarians). Let twice-
born men seek to dwell in those (above mentioned countries); but a

Sudra, distressed for subsistence, may reside anywhere.21

The social order envisaged here on this land is the division of
the society into four varnas - literally, colours. The actual origin of the
class idea is obscure, although its possible association with slavery
cannot be excluded. One thing that is certain is that by the time the
Brahmanas were composed in the late Vedic period, the varna ideal
had become fully developed. The sacred texts emphasize that the origin
of the four-fold division of the society is divine, not humm, rooted in
the structure of the cosmos. The implication being that the right
ordering of the society is an ideological concern. In other words, the

social order is co-terminous with the law of the universe.

20 Nastikas, were in practice the Buddhists and Jains, followers of non-Vedic
religions. Manu, II. 11

21 Many, I1. 17, 18, 23, 24
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Hierarchy and interdependence are the fundamental features of
a society conceived as an extension of the cosmic order. According to
the Rg Veda- the society modelled on the cosmic Brahman, is a giant
organism, in the image of the -human body: the Brahman is the head,
the'Ksatriya its arms, the Vaisya its trunk, the Sudra its feet(Rg Veda
10.90.11-12). The text expressly states that no part of the whole may
claim exclusive importance over the others. Collaboration and
exchange of services are the essence of this organic view of society, in
which the various organs of the Purusa body-image are related in
structural consistency.

The social hierarchy conceived as the varna system was

legitimated by the law of karma. The Brahmans were born into the
highest class on account of karma accumulated over their past lives.
Lesser karma resulted in lower births. Birth as a Sudra was designed to
atone for past sins. The three upper classes alone were eligible for
initiation and the other samskaras (sacraments).22 In being designated
the “twice-born” they had attained a level of purity not to be attained by

the Sudras. These religious distinctions within the varna system

offered a basis for the regulation of intermarriage and commensality.
Under the all-encompassing rule of dharma the structure of life

of the individuals belonging to the upper, “twice-born”, classes was

divided into four stages (asramas) and four ends (purusarthas). Such

divisions were based on the assumption that not only did individuals

22 Tbid., 27ff.
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differ in their needs and capabilities according to their class but also

according to their particular stage and aim in life.

The first stage of brahmacarya is devoted to learning the
tradition, normally terminati;lg with the marriage of the student.
Thereafter he enters the second stage, grhastya, the life of a
householder, which is devoted to enjoyment of life and the duties
associated with the care of the family and the aquisition of artha,
material wealth. The next two stages are devoted to spiritual pursuits.

At the third stage of vanaprasthya, the householder was supposed to

hand over his worldly business to his sons and become a hermit
meditating in the forest. And in the final stage of sannyasa, he can
completely renounce society and become a homeless ascetic, who
possesses nothing and desires nothing but liberation from the body.23
The four successive stages of life of the high class individual
were correlated to the four ends of life. The four legitimate ends to be
pursued were dharma (duty), artha (material gain), kama (sensual
enjoyment), and moksha (liberation).24 The “stages” and “ends,” it

needs to be recalled, differed according to class. Kama, sensual

enjoyment, was defined very differently for a Brahman student for
example, than it was for a member of the warrior class. Overarching all

these classes with their “stages” and “ends” of life was dharma, the

23 Klostermaier, 320-321

24 Younger, Introduction, 48
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essential element that made them all work together producing a

harmonious totality.

It needs to be emphasized here that the ideal social order

depicted in these texts represents the dharmasastra tradition, being a

typical Brahman view of society.25 The Brahman authors of this
tradition elevate the Brahman priest to the position of the preserver
and protector of the universe by means of sacrifice.26 The duties of all
varnas are spelt out in such a way as to strengthen the authority of the
Brahman. The Brahmans are to study and to teach the Veda, to sacrifice
for themselves and for others, to give and to accept alms. The Ksatriyas
on the other hand are to protect the people by means of their arms and
to offer gifts to Brahmans.

The Ksatriya view represented by the arthasastra tradition posed
an important challenge to the Brahman view of society. Eventually,
the Brahman ideology gained ascendency over the Ksatriya, and it is
that victory of the Brahman that led to the separation of status from

power in the varna system. As Louis Dumont has pointed out:

Hierarchy culminates in the Brahman, or priest; it is the Brahman
who consecrates the king’s power, which otherwise depends on
force (this results from the dichotomy). From very early times, the
relationships between Brahman and kings or Kshatriya are fixed.

25The Brahman’s view of society is also repeated in other important works.
The Bhagavad Gita, despite some inconsistencies, reflects the dharmasastra tradition.
The need to fulfil svadharma, to stick to one’s class duties irrespective of the
immediate consequences, for the sake of the well-being of the whole order, appears to
be the central message of the Gita, provided that it is read as it was intended, in the
context of the Ksatriya war.

26 Manu 1.98-101
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While the Brahman is spiritually or absolutely supreme, he is
materially dependent; while the king is materially the master, he is

spiritually subordinate.2?
Dumont links this form of relationship between status and

power to two superior “human ends,” dharma (duty, action

conforming to the cosmic order) and artha (material gain, power),
where the latter legitimates only within the limits set by the former.
Together, they define the religious nature of all social activity,
symbolized in the “gift” to Brahmans: material goods in exchange for
spiritual good. Consequently, material goods become transformed into
values.28 Since the Brahman represents the apex of religious status, all
exchange of services revolves around his pivotal role. The king is
guardian of all material wealth. The Brahman priest is the microcosm
of the cosmic Brahman. The religious and economic unity of the
society is thus inseparably linked to the cosmic order.

It would follow from Dumont’s analysis of the Hindu social

order that the core of the varna system is the distinction between

Brahman and Ksatriya, or between status and power. It is a social order
defined and legitimised by the supreme ritual status of thé Brahman

priest — the “eternal incarnation” of dharma.29 The pivotal role of

27antribution§ to Indian Sociology, 5 (October1961): 35; Homo Hierarchicus
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 259

28Dumont, Ibid., 35

29Manu 1. 98f.
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Brahmans in Indian history moreover ensured that the yarna system
would become virtually “universal” throughout the land.30

The varna system, mediated by dharma, is, however, distinct
from the caste system which is verifiable by direct observation. Varna is
in this sense an ideological view of social reality. As such, varna is a

model of the society that is prior to its concrete manifestation.

1.4 Suddha (purity) and Asuddha (pollution)

While the core of the varna system is the distinction between

status and power, the core of the caste system is the distinction between

purity and impurity. The caste system, unlike the varna system, is the

empirical society that can be observed. It is an undisputed fact that the
Hindu society pays exceptional attention to purity and pollution. The
ideas of purity and pollution are extensively treated in the scriptures
and the law books. To understand, in fact, the Hindu concern with
purity and impurity, systematically and meaningfully, it is essential to
refer these practices to the underlying structure of Hindu thought. As
Mary Douglas pointedly stated, “the only way in which pollution ideas
make sense is in reference to a total structure of thought.”31

Classical Hindu thought, as already noted, is holistic, in which
the trajectories of cosmic forces, symbolized by moving planets and’

flowing rivers, and human lives are all interconnected. The

30Dumont, Homo 73

31M. Douglas, Purity and Danger (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966), 41
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movement is generated by the all-determining kala or time. Kala also
accounts for the inter-section of the trajectories of human lives and
astral bodies, which is experienced as significant events ~ such as birth,
marriage, death and so on. ]

The impact of kala on events is reflected in everyday language by
the use of the terms auspicious time (subha kala) and inauspicious
time (asubha kala). Auspicious time and inauspicious time in Hindu
thought are said to have beneficent (subha) and maleficent (asubha)
effects. Anticipating the effects of kala on their lives, the Hindus would
first consult astrologers, priests or almanacs to find out the auspicious

or inauspicious moment or time to ensure well-being and maximize

success or happy consequences. The effects of kala pervade all aspects of
life. Even

grace and merit are insolubly and divinely linked with time.
Therefore, it is essential to know about the auspicious time; the
astrologer, conversant with the movement of celestial bodies and
their various influences, is indispensable for the average Hindu in

all important situations.32
While kala determines the time and place of aﬁ occurrence,
causing it to be auspicious or inauspicious, every such event carries
good or bad karma, which is believed to permeate life and all its
contacts with purity or pollution. Nothing in fact is impermeable to
pollution: no person, no thing, no act; and the avoidance of pollution
is a major preoccupation in Hindu social life. Pollution itself varies in

degrees. An inauspicious event such as the birth of an Untouchable

32Klostermaier, 309,Younger, Introduction, 36
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diffuses permanent pollution, which means it cannot be neutralized
by religious rituals; however, the pollution that follows death is less
severe. Pollution, once it is generated by an event, can be transmitted
through a variety of means, —through physical contact; through the
medium of air, water, food, and material objects; and also through
bodily substances such as human saliva and excreta, and animal
carcasses. Most of the effects of pollution on human lives can be dealt
with by purificatory rites. Bathing, especially in sacred rivers, is the
most common of these rites. When these rites are performed at the
propitious or auspicious moments, their effect is maximized.

The Hindu preoccupation with purity and pollution is also
reflected in everyday speech (ordinary language), in the use of the

words suddha and asuddha, (Tamil equivalent, cuttam and acuttam).

In their complex usage, suddha and its opposite asuddha do not refer to
events as such, but are “attributes of animate beings, inanimate objects
and places with which a human being comes into contact in the course
of everyday life.”33 The high degree of consistency in the usage
moreover indicates that pollution and purity are not a matter of mere
hygiene. In their daily concern with pollution, for example, the Hindus
are frequently preoccupied with who may receive food and water from
whom without incurring pollution. Such concern arises from the

perception that to receive food from another is to share, to a degree, in

331T.N. Madan, Non-Renunciation. Themes and Interpretations of Hindu
Culture (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1987), 58
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that other’s nature. The ideas of pollution and its opposite, purity, are
for this reason related to social distinctions.

" Evidence from the law books shows reference that a religious
principle of social organizatio;l had been developed centuries ago, in
which pollution rules were linked to caste gradation. The distinction
between pure and impure that was at that time perceived as inherent
in material objects offered the guiding principle for the construction of
social hierarchy.34 The consistent application of this principle and the
consequent development of a fully fledged caste system as we know it,
occurred later during the period of agricultural expansion.33

During the period of agricultural expansion that led to the
assimilation of many non-peasant tribal groups, this Brahman-defined
principle became useful for ranking and regulating the newly
incorporated groups. As a principle of diversity it was highly suited for
this purpose. Since pollution and purity were perceived as inherent in
material objects, the principle offered a multiplicity of concrete criteria
for grading the innumerable castes in terms of degrees of purity. The
consistent application of this principle led to a holistic conception of
caste, in which hierarchy was expressed in a code of relative purity and
impurity in a continuously graded status order whose extremes are the
Brahman at the top - the most pure of humanity - and the

Untouchable at the bottom - the least pure of humanity.

34Dumont, Homo, chap. 2

355ee chapter 6 of this work: Emergence of Caste in the Medieval Age.
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The opposition between the Brahman and the Untouchable is
the most graphic demonstration of this principle. In a typical
Indian village the Brahman and Untouchable are opposed in a number
of ways that, according to Dumont, contribute to their purity and
impurity. The Brahman lives in the centre of the village, and is “god
on earth,” while the Untouchable lives outside the village and is
apparently excluded from religious life. The murder of a Brahman is as
heinous a crime as the murder of a cow, while the Untouchable is the
scavenger and the eater of dead cows. The Brahman purifies himself in
order to approach the gods, and thus mediates between man and god.
The Untouchable makes personal purity possible by removing the
strongest sources of organic impurity, and the Untouchable mediate;
between man and the maleficent demons.

The opposition of Brahman and Untouchable, or of purity and
impurity is also a complementarity. The “impurity of the Untouchable
is conceptually inseparable from the purity of the Brahman.” For “the
execution of impure tasks by some is necessary to the maintenance of
purity for others.” In other words, without the Untouchables to take
upon themselves the society’s impurities there can be no Brahmans,
and therefore no purity. Society is understood here as a totality made
up of two unequal but complementary parts. From this perspective, the
Brahman and the Untouchable do share a common task: the spiritual
security and well-being of all.

In this holistic conception of caste based on the distinction

between purity and impurity, social changes are by no means excluded.
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Social changes instead become institutionalized by a process of
structural replication. According to this view, the lower castes,
including the Untouchables, when they are excluded, replicate.36 That
is to say they create among themselves an entire set of the institutions
and the ranked relations from which they had been excluded by the
higher castes by reason of their lowness. In his analysis of the linear
cults of the Parimalai Kallar of South India, Dumont provides
ethnographic data showing how orthodox cultural structures are
replicated among a low and territorially isolated dominant caste.
Replication is the strongest indicator that caste is a model of
unity, interdependence, and consensus. This does not mean that the
system is free of strife and conflict; but it does mean that most disputes,
including temple entry conflicts, from this perspective, are disputes
about one’s legitimate position in the hierarchy, not about the
legitimacy of the system. Replication moreover allows Hindu social life
to move along the vertical axis of purity — impurity; to which the caste
system owes its existence. As such the structure of replication follows
the general cosmic patterns mediated by the Brahman priest, which
moves downwards and upwards, following the line of creation from
dissolution to unity. Caste being so all-pervading has significantly

influenced Hindu ethical life.

36For a definition of the term ‘replication’ see Michael Moffat, An
Untouchable Community in South India. Structure and Consensus (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1979), 5, 29
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Conformity to caste-rules which regulate the caste members’ life
in every minute detail is considered the supreme virtue, and a
violation of caste-rules, even if committed accidently and
involuntarily, may result in dire consequences. Conformity to caste-
rules implies avoidance of pollution, and therefore, a violation would
incur pollution, which in turn would lead to a decline in ritual status.
The pollution incurred is moreover contagious, and for this reason,
the wrong conduct of one individual can have a chain-effect on others,
particularly on the innocent members of one’s household. In view of
such adverse consequences on the group, the caste society cannot
permit the individual much freedom in the regulation of his or her
life.

-~ Caste-morality recognizes no universal morality equally
applicable to all human groups; it is based on the assumption that
humanity is composed of groups of different nature (guna) and status.
There are thus differences in the socio-moral codes of different castes.
Moral conduct permissible for members of one caste, can be wrong for
those of another. This leads to a multiplicity of behavioural patterns in
Hindu society and the acceptance of the concept of relativity of moral
standards.37 Different forms of marriage, such as monogamy,
polygamy and polyandry, can be considered equally legitimate under

appropriate social conditions. This acceptance of the relativity of moral

371, Karve, Hindu Society - an Interpretation (Poona: Deccan College, 1961)
87-90. Even that which is called evil is a manifestation of Brahman, and thus has a
right to exist alongside the good in the world.
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ideas, should, however, not be associated with a high degree of
freedom of choice. As no one can choose the caste to which one
belongs, there is also no possibility of giving preference to the one or
another set of caste-rules for the regulation of one’s personal conduct.

The caste system then requires the co-existence of two opposing
attitudes: one of extreme intolerance regarding any deviant behaviour
on the part of the members of one’s own in-group, and great tolerance
in regard to the conduct of members of other castes. The ethical code of
this system does not “prescribe an attitude of personal interest and
sympathy for persons standing 6utside the narrow circle of kinsmen
and caste-fellows.”38 The Hindu is thus allowed to view the behaviour
of those below, above and outside his or her group with indifference.
He or she takes it for granted that they observe customs different from
one’s own. Such divergence, including the coexistence of morality and
immorality, of truth (sat) and falsehood (asat), seems neither shocking
nor even undesirable, “but inherent in the divine world order, which
provides for the division of humanity into groups of different status

and value.”39.

38C. von Furer-Haimendorf, South Asian Societies (New Delhi: Sterling
Publishers PVT Ltd., 1979), 177

39bid., 176



CHAPTER 2

THE CHRISTIAN CONCEPTION OF WORLD PROCESS, HISTORY
AND SOCIETY

The foregoing analysis showed that Hindu thought is holistic, an
heir to a unique way of thinking, and that it constitutes a universe in
itself. The idea of God, it was noted, is not central to this universe. God
in Hindu thought is not almighty. Beside the gods stands primeval
matter, while above there are the eternal cosmic laws. God is merely
the servant of yet higher laws. These regulative laws do not “rule the
world from without according to their own imposed schemes, but are
immanent in all cosmic phenomena and processes.” Hindu thought
for this reason is “consistently reluctant to acknowledge the pre-
eminence of any unique, original, eternal and active spiritual principle,
that is to say of any creator of the empirical world.”1

Christianity on the other hand represents a dualistic system of
thought that differs in many fundamental ways from Hinduism. There
are three important ideas that define Christianity as a dualistic

theological system, and which contribute to the development of a

IBetty Heimann, Indian and Western Philosophy, A Study in Contrasts
(London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1937), 29-45
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historical Christian distinctiveness. The understanding of God as
Creator (Elohim), and as the active Redeemer (Yahweh), and of
humanity as a participant in redemptive history as a covenant people,
provides for an internally coherent Christian world view. All three
concepts are biblically based, but their later historical developments are
no less significant. The notion of covenant, for instance, was important
to the English Puritans in their struggle for emancipation from existing
ecclesiastical and political structures.

A study of Christian missions to Europe, Asia, and Africa will
show that the Christian conception of God played a crucial role in
formulating an alternative vision of the world. It is often in a
missionary context that the idea of God as the sole arche of the world
was consistently affirmed. Such an idea for the early Christians meant
that God was no longer conceived as ontologically intertwined with the
world as he was in Stoicism and most contemporary cosmologies in
the Greeco-Roman world. Nor was he the active principle in relation
to a passive principle. God was independent of the world as its Creator
- its sovereign as well as its beginning. The Christian conception
clearly implied a different view of the origin of things and a different
estimate of the material world. Early missionary-Christianity’s
conception of God thus became a fundamental factor in the
development of Christian distinctiveness, which also made
Christianity self-consciously in confrontation with contemporary

cultures.
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At a remarkably early phase missionary Christianity developed a
coherent and distinct world view with respect to some fundamental
characteristics of Mediterranean cosmologies, which were variations
on the idea of the eternity of a divine world revolving through infinite

aeons. In his work The Refutations of all Heresies, Hippolytus, Bishop

of Portus, a disciple of Irenaeus, provides his own picture about the
historical roots of the idea of eternal returns as he began to discuss
Democritus’ cosmology, where the innumerable parts of an infinite
world were seen to be in a perennial process of creation and
dissolution. Democritus, he points out, propounded his system after
“conferring with many gymnosophists among the Indians, and with
priests in Egypt, and with astrologers and magi in Babylon.” This
vision of the world seemed to contrast sharply with the perspective of
the Creator God. In his concluding section, Hippolytus thus

summarizes the two contrasting positions as follows:

The first and only (one God), both Creator and lord of all, had
nothing coeval with Himself, not infinite chaos nor measureless
water, nor solid earth.... nor refined spirit...But He was One, alone
in Himself. By an exercise of His will He created things that are,
which antecedently had no existence except that He willed to make

them.2
Not surprisingly, it is in such an ideological encounter that the

Christian distinctiveness became fully developed. The ideological

2Hippolytus, The Refutation of all Heresies Bk.10, ch.XXVIII, The Ante-
Nicene Fathers: The Writing of the Fathers down to A.D.325 vol.5 (Edinburgh: T. and
T. Clark, 1986) 150; For further discussion of Hippolytus' cosmology see S.L. Jaki,
Science and Creation: From eternal cycles to an oscillating universe (Edinburgh:
Scottish Academic Press, 1986) 166-167
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encounter first crystalized in Alexandria, the chief focus of cultural
activity during the first and second centuries A.D. It is there that one
witnesses the emergence of the first school of Christian thought, with
the African theologians Clement and Origen as its leading

representatives.

2.1 Elohim: One God, Creator of All

The book of Genesis presents two accounts of creation. The
account of Genesis 1 affirms a radically monotheistic universe, by
deliberately purging the cosmic order of all gods and goddesses. The
account begins with the declaration that God is Elohim, the Creator of
all, and thus sets the stage for clearing the universe of its polytheism,
syncretism and idolatry. The affirmation of Genesis 1.1 in this sense,
already contains within itself an implicit denial of the gods that
inhabited the various regions of nature; the gods of sun, moon, and
stars; the gods of sky, earth and water; the gods of light and darkness,
animals and fertility. This becomes clearer in the following verses that
deal with the six-day creation account. Each'day of creation takes on
another set of divinity in the pantheons of the day and declares that
these are not gods at all but creatures, creations of the one true God
who is the only one.

The monotheistic emptying of nature of its many resident
divinities is always followed by the affirmation of the goodness of
creation. Nature is thus demythologised and de-divinised, declared to

be good, and placed under ultimate divine sovereignty. Finally, in
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Genesis 1:26f, human existence too is emptied of any intrinsic divinity,
while at the same time all human beings, from the pharaoh to the
slaves, are granted a divine likeness. In that divine likeness, all human
beings are given the royal attributes of dominion over the earth and of
priestly mediation between heaven and earth.

Since every nation surrounding ancient Israel, including the
superpowers, Egypt and Babylon, were polytheistic, the radical
affirmation of one Creator-God and the dismissal of the various.
pantheons of the day, contributed to a radical shift in the (polytheistic)
cosmologies of the day, a shift from the imagery of procreation to that
of creation, from a genealogy of the gods to a genesis of nature. For the
first time the natural order was allowed to become natural rather than
supernatural. Just as nature becomes natural, so also time and history
are no longer intimately related to the movements of gods and
goddesses or of stars and planets but are given freedom to move and
exist in human and natural terms. They too are declared to be created
by God and therefore good. By virtue of creation, events in time are
worthy of attention, even though they are transient.

In engaging the polytheistic cosmogonies of the surrounding
cultures, Genesis 1 thus affirms faith in one transcendent, Creator God,
for whom no cosmic region is assigned, no biographical details are
offered.3 Elohim is not restricted in his presence, power and authority
in a way that the gods and goddésses would be. Marduk of Babylon or

Re of Egypt may rise to supremacy in the pantheon, may absorb the

3¢f. Isaiah 40:12-13,18, 21-23
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functions of other gods, but they were still national deities whose
presence was circumscribed.4 The Creator-God, because he is radically
transcendent, is also immanent, interacting with the world at every
level. In the words of the Apo%tle Paul, this God is, therefore, “Father

of all, who is over all and through all and in all.”?

2.2 Yahweh: One Lord,
Redeemer of All Peoples

The second creation account in Genesis 2:4 and following, is as
monotheistic and as critical of idolatry as the first account, but here
there is a shift in focus from cosmos to history. The first account, by
desacralising nature and humanity, offers a basis for the second. As
such, a corollary to the Hebraic faith in one God and Creator of all, is
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, of Moses and the Exodus, in
other words, the one who acts in human history.6 The term used for
God in Genesis 2:4ff is Yahweh. Yahweh is seen as a person, actively
involved in human history, able to enter into personal relationships

and the closest is that of the Father.”

4“The essential point in the Babylonian theme is the victory of Marduk over
the savage earlier gods, and the cosmogony is a part of the theogony; in the Bible, the
essential point is the creation of the world, and cosmogony is divorced from theogony.”
Paul Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil, (New York: Harper and Row, 1967), 203

SEphesians 4:6 (NIV)

6As such he is also known as the God of the Covenant: “The God of the Bible
is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; that is, the God of the Covenant, or a God who
freely binds Himself to the welfare of mankind through the mediation of Abraham’s
progeny.” Jaki, Creation, 139

7“God," The Illustrated Bible Dictionary vol.1 (Leicester: Tyndale House,

1988), 570
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Yahweh in contrast with Elohim, is a proper noun, the name of
a person, though that person is divine. Strictly speaking Yahweh in
Hebrew is the only “name” of God. The name in Hebrew thought is a
reflection of a person’s character. In particular God's names such as
Yahweh Shalom (the LORD is peace) and Yahweh Jireh (the LORD
provides) are the designation of his attributes. Such personal titles are
always given in the context of his people’s needs: compassion in the
presence of misery, long-suffering in the presence of ill-dessert, grace in
the presence of guilt. All this suggests that Yahweh is a redeemer who
enters into personal relationships with those who feel their need of
him.8 "

Yahweh redeems by his acts, and history is the theatre of his
activity. He thus chooses to reveal his name at the time of the Exodus
when he liberated his people from slavery in Egypt. Since he is known
by his redemptive acts, it may be more accurate to refer to the Bible as
the Acts of God rather than call it the Word of God. The Bible is a story
of redemption in which God appears as a dynamic being, introducing
dynamic change, engaged as it were in the active direction of history. In
the Hebrew narratives “Yahweh Elohim” is remembered as the God of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, in other words as the God who has been
active in past history and who for this reason will also be the God of
the future.

Yahweh’s historical involvement with his people is moreover

presented against a dark backdrop of a broken fraternity characterized

8Ibid., 571f.



34

by continual conflicts between brothers. The history of the Old and
New Testaments is dominated by hostility between brothers. In each
generation brother attacks brother, while parents either suffer because
they have no means of expregsing their love in the situation or take
sides with their favorite child. At the beginning of the story the eldest
son of the first human pair murders his younger brother because of
jealousy and denies that he is responsible for him. So we have Cain
and Abel, only to be followed by Lot and Abraham; Ishmael and Isaac;
Esau and Jacob; the eleven brothers and Joseph; Saul, Jonathan and
David; Amon,Tamar and Absalom (11 Sam. 13); Jerusalem, Samaria
and Sodom (Ezek.16); and finally, the eleven apostles and Judas.
Biblical history contains a long list of brothers and sisters who are
suspicious, jealous, aggressive, murderous towards one another, who
consequently find themselves separated from the common heritage
that bound them together.

Against this background, biblical history unfolds as the mission

of God, missio Dei, in which the broken humanity is remade. Andre

Dumas, in his work, Political Theology and the Life of the Church,

points out how central and pervasive throughout the Bible is the
theme of mutual relations between brothers. Reconciliation is always a
costly and difficult task requiring time, patience and restraint - as the

stories of Jacob and Esau, and of Joseph and his brothers illustrate.? Just

9Andre Dumas, Political Theology and the Life of the Church (London: SCM
Press, 1978) 3242
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rule is seen as a divine instrument for establishing a just peace among
brothers.

From an early stage, Yahweh’s acts of restoration of brotherly
relations point toward a future that would embrace the whole human
family. It gradually becomes clear that Yahweh as the Creator and Lord
of the whole world is as concerned with the nations as with Israel, and
that he will ultimately bring into being a universal “fratriarchy,” a
supra-ethnic community on earth. The New Testament identifies the
establishment of the Jerusalem community on the day of Pentecost as
Yahweh's eschatological deed par excellence, which is seen as the
fulfilment of global reconciliation promised in the Old Testament. As
such the role of Ebed Yahweh (Is. 42:1f), the promised messiah became
crucial to this interpretation, who is acknowledged as the one who
presides at the messianic banquet of reunion (Matt. 22:1-14, Is. 2 :6-9)

The Pentecost marks the birth of Christianity. Christians
throughout the world have continued to celebrate the day of Pentecost
as a new beginning, a turning point in world history. It is celebrated as
the beginning of a new messianic era of the justification of the godless,
the forgiveness of sins and the reconciliation of brothers in enmity.
Crucial to this memory is the establishment of the Jerusalem
community that is understood in Christian thought as a pledge and
sign and foretaste of God's intention to reunite the whole human

family into a united fraternity.
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2.3 Berit: Covenant People of God.

The two key-words in the Bible for covenant or alliance are

Hebrew berit and Greek diatheke. Berit is found in the earliest records,

and usually refers to the act or rite of the making of a covenant. It also
refers to the standing contract between two partners. The idea of a
covenant relationship between a god and his people is well attested
through the history of the ancient Near East. It is a contract between
two unequal partners. The Bible also uses this form of relationship to
express Yahweh’s relationship with his people. The covenant
contracted between God and his people involved certain promises
from God and certain obligations on the people.10

From a biblical perspective the covenant between God and his
people belongs to a history in which the relationship is frequently
broken and reaffirmed. That history with all its human failures and
resultant uncertainties is, however, purposefully shaped by a series of
divine initiatives and human responses. The covenant(s) with
Abraham, Moses, David,. and Jesus Christ were ratified for the purpose
of creating a people set apart for service. Primarily they were to serve
the marginal in their midst: the orphan, the widow, the poor, and the
stranger. Whenever the people of God renew their covenant with
Yahweh, they recognize that they are renewing their obligations to the

victims of society.

10N. H. Snaith, The Distinctive Ideas of the Old Testament (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1946) 135ff.; “Covenant”, Bible Dictionary, 326-332; S. L. Jaki, “The
Beacon of the Covenant”, Creation, 138-161; L. Newbigin, “Politics and the Covenant”,
Theology 84 (September 1981): 356-363
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Also, in God’s ultimate purpose the covenant people are called
to participate in the missio Dei to the whole world. In the New
Testament the covenant people are seen as the divine instrument for
the inclusion of all nations (Matt. 28:19) and all nature into a unity
with Christ as its head (Col. 1:20). To realize this missionary goal the
covenant people are called by God to display a prototype of the new
humanity of his ultimate purpose. From this eschatological perspective
the covenant people may be seen as a deliberate reflection of God's
relation to humanity at large.

In biblical history, the divine affirmation “I am the LORD your
God” served to define not only the identity of the chosen people of God
but also their purpose in the world. This affirmation constitutes
indicative declaration by which the members are “born” into or
baptized into the community known as the people of God. They are
now regarded as God’s covenant partners invited to respond gratefully
to the prior acts of undeserved love; they are summoned by an
imperative to do God’s will in gratitude for his grace. His will is to live
as the people of God, as the new humanity on earth. It was to fit them
for this purpose that a host of vertical and horizontal obligations
formed part of the covenantal relationship.

It is evident that the covenant community draws its motivation
and model for ethical life from the pattern of God’s redemptive
activity. The structure of the covenant shows that divine grace

provides the main stimulus for a host of horizontal obligations. So for
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instance the slaves and other vulnerable people must be treated

generously because God treated Hebrew slaves with generosity in Egypt:

Do not oppress an alien; you yourselves know how it feels to be
aliens because you were aliens in Egypt.11

Social obligations include generosity to the poor, justice for
workers, integrity in judicial process, considerate behaviour to other
people, equality before the law for the immigrants, and other earthly
social matters. This series of obligations in the book of Leviticus is
presented with the constant refrain “I am the LORD” as if to say, “this
is what I would require of you because it is what I myself would do.”

In all the covenants it can be observed that God’s character and
his deeds are consistently understood as the pattern or paradigm for
social ethics. God is presented as the exemplar and example for ethical
life. What he has done out of compassion for his people as well as for
the whole world is thus turned into motivation for consistent ethical
behaviour. The motivation clause for tﬁis reason became the most
characteristic feature of the covenant obligations.

For the Christians the summons to walk in God’s way is
exemplified in the “way of Jesus.” The overall shape and character of
Jesus’ life — comprising his actions, attitudes and relationships as well
as his responses, parables and other teachings — became the supreme
paradigm to test the “Christ-likeness” of the same components of their

own lives. In this respect, the Sermon on the Mount, apart from

1Exodus 22:21
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expressing the way of Jesus, provides the most detailed account of
social life in the eschatological community of Christ.

For Jesus the quality of life in this community must reflect the
very heart of God’'s character. The most succinct expression of this
principle is found at the end of the Sermon: “Be perfect, therefore, as
your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt.5:48). The statement is a
summary of his social teaching; which echoes a verse in Leviticus: “Be
holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:2), a command
given in the context of the Mosaic covenant. The kind of holiness
appears here in Jesus’ teaching as a distinct messianic lifestyle that has
also been regarded in circumstances as thoroughly practical.

In both the Old and the New Testaments it is possible to identify

three key-terms, hesed, emeth and koinonia, that at once spell out the

ethical requirements for the members of the covenant society and

define their messianic lifestyle.

(i) Hesed

In Hebrew thought the idea of faithfulness comprises a trio of
words of which the most significant is hesed. It is often translated as
kindness or love, but it is more solid than those words suggest. It
means one’s abiding loyalty to his/her covenant, one’s unshakable will
to keep his/her promise. Snaith suggests ‘covenant-love’ as the nearest
English equivalent. It is a two way word, and can be used of God and of

human beings.12

12Gnaith, Distinctive Ideas, 119
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Hesed is often found in association with the word covenant, and
denotes an attitude of faithfulness which both parties to the covenant

should observe. Hesed in this sense provides the basic framework for

the establishment of covenantrrelationships. Faithfulness or covenant
love, that abiding loyalty to one’s covenant gives a person a fixed

purpose as well as the motive for carrying out corporate

responsibilities.

(ii) Emeth

Closely related to hesed is the term emeth, translated truth or

faithfulness, a word that describes what is firm, unchangeable and
trustworthy, from which is derived the word Amen, meaning “our
Rock” - a favorite and early description of God in Israel. The Hebrew
word emeth therefore has a strong personal and moral connotation
that is clearly absent in the Greek equivalent, aletheia.

In Biblical thought the notion of truth in person always refers to
a social or covenant relationship and means that a person characterized
by emeth (faithfulness) is also reliable for others. This truth is
demonstrative. The words and actions of a person are regarded emeth
to the extent that they prove reliable. It is such occurrence of truth, of
faithfulness, that justifies a confidence that has been bestowed on a
member of the community.

This demand for consistency in human conduct ~ modelled on
the divine conduct — accounts for the emergence of the historically cast

idea of truth. Emeth in human conduct must occur again and again
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and through constancy be projected into the future. True being is here
understood as historical, having to demonstrate its reality through a
history whose future is open.13 In line with this logic the true identity
of Jesus of Nazareth in the Gogpel of Mark remains a secret throughout
his public ministry and is disclosed only at the end when his messianic
mission is vindicated through his death and resurrection. The reality
in a person is known by what he/she does in space and time,
comprising words and actions in relation to others.

Emeth also defines the historical character of covenant
community, which effectively relativises the prevailing socio-political
structures. At best, their role can only be considered provisional. In
biblical times the community had passed through a tribal
confederation, charismatic judges without a dynasty, a hereditary
monarchy and the fragmentation of the kingdom, deportation, colonial

dependence, wars of independence, and so on.

(iii) Koinonia
This is distinctly a New Testament term. ‘Fellowship’ is the
usual translation of the Greek ‘koinonia’. The fundamental

connotation of the root ‘koin’ is that of sharing in something with

someone. In the New Testament, koinonia relates to actual social and
economic relationships between Christians who belong to a covenant

community. It denotes a practical, often costly sharing in the social and

13 Anthony T. Hanson, Grace and Truth (London: SPCK, 1975); Wolfhart
Pannenberg, “What is Truth?”, Basic Questions in Theology vol. 2 (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1971), 1-27
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economic demands of koinonia fellowship. Its effect was to encourage
an intense awareness of corporate solidarity, binding members into a
single community of brothers and sisters.

Some examples will make the point. At Pentecost, marking the
birth of Christianity, the members of the new community, in devoting
themselves to the fellowship (te_koinonia), shared everything in
common (Acts 2: 42,44) and ensured that nobody was in need (Acts
4:34). In' 1 Timothy 6:18, the rich are to be commended to be “generous”

(koinonikous). The same duty is laid on all Christians in Hebrews

13:16. Paul refers to his financial collection among the Greek churches
for the aid of the Judean Christians as an act of fellowship (koinonian
tina, Rom. 15:26), which he justifies on the grounds that if the Gentiles
have shared (ekoinonesan) spiritual blessings from the Jews, they owe
it to them to share material blessings (v.27). The same reciprocal
principle applies in the relationship between teacher and the taught in
Galations 6:6 (koinoneito). In commending the Corinthians for their
eagerness to share in the financial koinonia collection (2 Cor. 8:4; 9:13),
Paul describes it as proof of their obedience to the gospel, implying that
such concrete economic evidence of fellowship was the essence of a
genuine Christian profession.

It is not coincidental that when Paul’s own gospel was accepted
as authentic in Jerusalem by means of the “right hand of koinonia”, he
immediately asked “to remember the poor” — as if in proof (Gal. 2:9,10).
Koinonia is evidently the most visible fruit of redemption, a concrete

expression of brotherhood in Christ; for the goal of redemption
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through Christ is “sincere love for your brothers” (1 Pet. 1:22). In
demonstrating a concern for the poor and needy (cf. 1 Jn. 3:17) koinonia
expresses the ideal of equality (normally defined in terms of justice or
righteousness) in both economic (cf. 2 Cor. 8:13-15) and social (Jas. 2:1-7)
relationships. It is an equality expressed through mutual care, through
relationships of mutual responsibility.

In the history of the covenant people the transition “from
prophetic to apocalyptic eschatology” in the late sixth century B.C.14is

highly significant because it led to the identification of hesed, emeth

and koinonia as transcendent values that belonged not to this-age but
to the coming age. Such identification implied that these values could
only be proleptically present in a community that has already
renounced this-evil-age. In inheriting the dualistic structure of the
Jewish apocalyptic thought, the Christian communities of the first
century, namely, the ekklesiai of Christ (Rom. 16:16), continued to
emphasize world renunciation as the necessary condition for the
realization of the divine order (cf. Lk. 14:26-27). Consequently, owing to
this emphasis, the ekklesia became exclusive, “virtually the primary
group for its members, supplanting all other loyalties.”15 Being
baptized into Christ, that required the undertaking of a death ritual (cf.

Rom. 6:4ff.), signaled for Pauline converts an extraordinarily thorough-

14paul D. Hanson, The Dawn of the Apocalyptic (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press,1975) 16; Wolfhart Pannenberg, Revelation as History, (London: Sheed and
Ward, 1969), ch.4

15 W. A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians. The Social World of the Apostle
Paul (New Haven : Yale University Press, 1983) 78
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going resocialization through the articulation of transcendent values,
whereby the believers in Messiah Jesus came to belong to a single,
universal “ekklesia of God” (1 Cor. 10:3216; 11:16,22). This universal
brotherhood found particular expression in the cultivation of
hospitality among the virtues of the Christian common life. The
Pauline letters show that ordinary Christians, Jews and Gentiles,
travelling to another city could expect to find accommodation with
fellow Christians in Laodicea, Ephesus, Corinth, or Rome.17

World renunciation and exclusivism which were essential
characteristics of the earliest Christian communities, did not, however,
make them into typical apocalyptic groups, sectarian and introverted,
jealous in guarding their boundaries. This is because, the dualistic
structure of Jewish apocalyptic thought was for the early Christians
profoundly modified by the Christ-event. The death and resurrection
of Christ marked the incursion of the future new age into the present
age, and in consequence, the ekklesia of Christ was expected to live in
the inescapable tension between the “already” and the “not yet,”
between joy and agony (2 Cor. 4:7-10); straining itself in all its activities
to prepare the world for its coming destiny. In the midst of a “crooked
and depraved generation” the Christians were to be “blameless and

pure” to “shine like stars in the universe.”18

16The identification of “Jews and Greeks” with “the ekklesia of God”
implies that the unity of the universal ekklesia is dramatically realised in the
equality of Jew and Greek within the local ekklesia.

171bid., 109-110

18phil. 2:15
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Unlike the usual apocalyptic groups the ekklesia of Christ were
vigorously committed to a world mission. It saw itself as “the sign of
the dawning of the new age in the midst of the old, and thus the
vanguard of God’s new world, battling against the forces of evil and
being beleaguered by them.”19 As a result the members did not

withdraw into the desert, like the Essenes of Qumran:

They remained in the cities, and their members continued to go
about their ordinary lives in the streets and neighbourhoods, the
shops and agora. Paul and the other leaders did not merely permit
this continued interaction as something inevitable; in several

instances they positively encouraged it.20

The evidence shows that the Pauline communities, although
they remained exclusive, maintained significant “gates in their
boundaries.”21

Continued interaction between the people of God and the people
of this world in this way contributed to momentous developments in
the West. The small communities bearing “the marks of Jesus”22
which articulated an alternative lifestyle gradually penetrated the
mores of the larger society around them in the Mediterranean world.
Their lifestyle as we saw combined intensive face-to-face interactions

within disciplined local communities with supralocal networks of

197, C. Beker, Paul’s Apocalyptic Gospel. The Coming Triumph of God
(Philadelphia : Fortress Press, 1982) 41

20Meeks Urban, 105

211bid., 105

22 Gal, 6:17
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relationships. It is the resultant double identity that accounts for the
social and even political success of Christianity in the age of
Constantine. According to Adolf von Harnack, “It was this, and not any

evangelist, which proved to be the most effective missionary.”23

2.4 Some Comparisons

The foregoing discussion relating to the Hindu and Christian
ideological systems may be summarized in the following theses.

(i) Hindus and Christians have different ideas of God or ultimate
reality, and these ideas in turn locate and orient human beings
differently within their social realities. In Hindu (holistic) thought God
is one with the foundation of the cosmos in such a way that he belongs
to the cosmos as its ground. God in Christian (dualistic) thought is
distinct from his creation as one who acts freely and contingently. This
means that for the Christian, the cosmos is not divine or part of God.
In contraposition to the Hindu henotheistic view that the cosmos is an
emanation of God, the Christian view affirms that God is transcendent
and essentially different from the world.

(ii) In the Hindu scheme the cosmos is conceived of as being in a
condition of continual flux; determined by the all-encompassing time.
The process moves in cycles with no beginning or end. Gods, no less
than human beings are inseparably bound to the eternal cycle. The
cosmos in the Christian scheme belongs to the created, contingent and

finite order that is maintained by divine faithfulness. Time in this

23 Quoted in Meeks Urban,108
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finite contingent order is conceived of as a linear progression with a
beginning and an end, where it moves under the control of a telos of

divine faithfulness toward a finis. Moksa, the highest goal for the

individual in Hindu thought,' is deliverance from the coils of time.
Time according to the Christian view is intimately bound up with
human nature and destiny. The present time (kairos) is therefore
decisive, that for which human beings are responsible.

(iii) The Hindu looks to nature as the locus of self-knowledge
and understands the position of humanity in the cosmos by the strict
application of the natural law of causality; in contrast the Christian
looks to God in history, particularly his action in Jesus of Nazareth, to
understand humanity’s nature and destiny.

The application of the universal law of karma divides humanity
into a religious hierarchy, with different classes controlled by norms of
behaviour appropriate to their status in the hierarchy, or station in life.
On the other hand the Christian conception of humanity as the bearer
of the divine image recognizes the essential equality of all human
beings before their Creator, who alone is the ultimate arbiter of human
conduct.

(iv) For Hinduism, purity as well as impurity is perceived as
inherent in material objects in the natural order; and the distinction
between pure and impure provides the Hindu society with a
multiplicity of concrete criteria for grading the innumerable castes in
terms of degrees of purity. For Christianity, the unitary Creator alone

exists as the very principle of purity and the ultimate source of moral
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government. Implicit in this Christian view is a special moral sphere
for humanity. The Hindu view on the other hand does not
acknowledge a special moral sphere since humanity like all living
beings is caught up in the same cycles of rebirth, and subject in the
same way to the law of karma.

In corporate life the Christian understands the breaking of a
right relationship in terms of the making of a right relationship, in
other words in terms of a covenant. The Hindu understands impurity
in terms of purity. The former is dealt with by confession while the
latter is dealt with by rituals of purification, commonly by washing.

(v) The ideal social order depicted in the dharmasastra tradition

is a social hierarchy conceived of as the varna system - with the
- Brahman at the top - legitimised by the law of karma, which is
therefore an extension of the cosmic order. The core of the varna
system is the distinction between Brahman and Ksatriya, or between
status and power. Varna is an ideological view of sodial reality, prior to
its concrete manifestation in the form of caste. The core of the caste
system is the distinction between purity and impurity. Purity and
impurity, because they are perceived as inherent in material objects,
offer a multiplicity of concrete criteria for grading the innumerable
castes.

The ideal social order portrayed in the Sermon on the Mount is an
eschatological, global society that has its origin and destiny in the
missio Dei, accomplished through God's redemptive acts in history. It

manifests itself at the consummation of the divine mission when the
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kingdom of this world becomes transformed into “the kingdom of
God” (Rev. 11:15). The covenant society of Christ therefore exists
messianically and proleptically in “the kingdom of this world” to the

extent that the eschatological values — hesed, emeth and koinonia - are

appropriated and practised by the covenant people of God. The
covenant society is an egalitarian brotherhood, with its members
sharing in the economic and social demands of koinonia fellowship.
(vi) Hindu and Christian societies function by replicating what is
perceived as cosmic and historical patterns. Hindu society by replicating
the way of cosmic Brahman, has made caste a model of
interdependence and consensus. Replication of orthodox Brahman
structures makes social changes institutionalized, contributing to an
upward and downward movement along the purity - impurity axis.
_ Christian society by replicating the way of God in history, particularly
the way of the incarnate and crucified Christ (portrayed implicitly in
the Sermon on the Mount), adopts a messianic lifestyle, consciously

moving forward by subverting the present.






CHAPTER 3

SANNYASINS, PARALLEL SOCIETY AND THE PROCESS OF
SOCIAL CHANGE

The Brahmanical ideology that regulates the caste society places a
high premium on conformity, and does not regard individual freedom
as valuable per se. Members of the society, particularly those at the top,
are primarily concerned with the maintenance of their caste-status
which depends on rigid observation of caste-rules. The observation of
caste-rules generally means the avoidance of pollution which may
adversely affect their ritual status in the hierarchy. The rules which
prescribe the type of behaviour appropriate to caste-status thus tend to
be negative rather than positive in character. Ritual status is to be
maintained not so much by positive actions as by abstentions from
many types of behaviour. It is by limiting their range of activities, by
abstaining from a great variety of food, that the caste Hindus could
expect to either preserve or raise their status in the hierarchy.l

This negativistic ethic informed by Brahmanical ideology

emphasizes not dynamic action, originality and initiative, but austerity

1 See section 1.4, 24f
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and restraint, which are qualities esteemed and cultivated in the caste

society. It is an ethic that does not favour social mobility, but rather,
restricts the individual’s choice in regard to residence, occupation,
marriage and social contacts. The goal of this ethic is to extinguish all
personal inclinations and to submit completely to the dharma of one’s
pre-ordained role.2 The individual is not seen here as an independent
agent, one guided less by subjective than by ascriptive values. One is a
member of a tightly organized community, whose actions affect not
only his own social status but also - owing to the contagious character
of pollution - the status of those closest to him.

Yet, every caste Hindu has one possibility of freeing himself
from the shackle of caste-rules and the need to consider the reactions of
his caste-fellows. The Hindu can abandon caste society and caste status,
and become a sannyasin or homeless wandering ascetic. In wearing the
sannyasin’s ochre robe and divorcing oneself from home, family and
village, he is freed from the need to observe caste-rules and any other
responsibility towards society. Indeed the kinsmen perform a kind of
funeral rite, or sraddha, on behalf of the initiate, to indicate that the
one who has become a sannyasin is dead to the family.3 Once initiated
the sannyasin is an individual outside-the-world, and should one

return to the life of a householder, both he and his children would be

2 ¢f. Bhagavad Gita on niskama karma, ch. 2 ; R. Lannoy, The Speaking Tree
(London: Oxford University Press, 1971), 30f.

3 R. Thapar, “Renunciation: The Making of a Counter-culture?”, Ancient
Indian Social History: Some Interpretations (New Delhi: Orient Longman, 1979) 80-81;
K. Klostermaier, A Survey of Hinduism (Albany: State University of New York Press,
1989), 179f.
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degraded to the status of Untouchables. It is therefore by discarding the
bonds of conformity which society imposes on its members that one
becomes a sannyasin, able to think and act as an individual and aim for
personal liberation, the attainment of moksa.

The result is an opposition and an antithesis between the man of
caste, “the man-in-the-world, who is not an individual” and the
renouncer “who is an individual-outside-the-world.”4 In turning one’s
back on society, being concerned solely with the transcendent aim of
moksa (release from the world), the renouncer stands as the archetypal
dissenter, posing a threat to the dharmic order of the world. For one is
then a living reminder of the transcendent value that disturbs the
settled order. It is this disturbing quality of the renouncer that produced
“a subdued hostility” to the institution of renunciation.5 The ensuing
“dialogue” between the two kinds of persons, the renouncer and the
person of caste, must then be seen as the relationship and the
interaction of two opposites.6 It is not so much an orderly exchange as a
conflict and an insoluble one at that; which is made particularly
evident by “the totally contradictory rules of discipline applied to the

householder and the renouncer.””

4Louis Dumont, “World Renunciation in Indian Religions,” Contributions to

Indian Sociology 4 (1960) 47
51bid., 45

6Ibid.,37f

7R. Thapar, 80
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Despite the chasm that separates the two, they clearly shared the
same world, and have had to acknowledge each other’s existence. It is
this reality on the ground that gave rise to the mutual relations
between the renouncer and the person of caste. The renouncer, though
he or she has left the world behind in order to be consetrated to
liberation, has therefore, through these relations, significantly
influenced the society by the discovery of new ideas and the invention
of new techn-i.ques. In this “dialogue”, observes Dumont, initiative and
innovation are on the side of the renouncer. He goes so far as to
venture that “the agent of development in Indian religion and
speculation, the creator of values, has been the renouncer.” “Not only
the founding of sects and their rhaintenance, but the major ideas, the
'inventions' are due to the renouncer whose unique position gave
him a sort of monopoly for putting everything in question.”8

The Brahman, 'the exemplar of the man-in-the-world, on the
other hand, is a highly effective agent of integration and aggregation
who, in the end, all but completely absorbs his rivals.? Vegetarianism
and ahimsa are originally renouncer’s values which the Brahman was
compelled to borrow and integrate with his ethic so as to maintain his
moral pre-eminence in the world. The great Brahman orthodox
theoreticians and founders of orders, Sankara and Ramanuja, absorbed

the sannyasins, while also remaining Brahmans.10 Thus faced with

8Dumont, World Renunciation, 47

91bid., 47

101hid., 47
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this creative influence of the renouncer’s thought and practice upon
Hinduisin, Dumont is led to the assertion: “The true historical
development of Hinduism is in the sannyasic developments on the
one hand and in their aggregation to worldly religion on the other.”11
Dumont’s speculations on the mutual relations between the
renouncer and the caste society must be seen as an attempt to assess the
contribution of the renouncer to Hinduism, by showing how
renunciation transformed and fertilized Hinduism and how Hinduism
reproduced structures and organizations first generated by the
renouncer. But to appreciate fully how the renouncer, who in some
fundamental sense is an enemy of caste, could have so deeply
influenced Hindu society, it would be useful at this point to make a
distinction between individual and communal renunciation. Orthodox
Brahmanism had little difficulty in containing the challenge of
individual renunciation. In dealing with the sramanas as individual
ascetics, Hinduism, notes Dumont, adopted a containment policy of
converting the renouncer’s vocation to the last stage in the life cycle of
the Brahman. In displaying the characteristic pattern of
encompassment, “An individual religion based upon choice is added
on to the religion of the group.”12 In this manner Brahmanism came
to accept the sramana as an individual renouncer and recluse, by

successfully limiting renunciation in its relation to worldly conditions.

111bid., 47

121hid., 46
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Brahmanism on the other hand was deeply resentful, indeed,
hostile towards the Buddhist bhikkhus and Jain mendicants because it
appreciated the fact that renouncers organized as a community and as a
fraternity, were a major threat to the Brahman’s beliefs and
supremacy.l3 Communal renunciation, intended to endure for the
life-time of a member, is a long step from the notion of individual
renunciation. The renouncer, when he leaves the society at large,
enters a special society “where one life-style, that of the householde;,
was substituted for by that of the community of monks, where the
refuge of society was replaced by the refuge of the order and the
monastery.”14 The special society was essentially a brotherhood of
monks or a sisterhood of nuns, who through the adoption of a
common disciplinary code and collective rituals not only marked
themselves off from other groups, but also lent each other support in
the pursuit of a common ascetic goal. The development of institutional
structures became useful for the purposes of practising the ascetic mode
of life, transmitting philosophical wisdom, and for making a
missionary appeal to the lay public. As Horner has commented, the
Jain and Buddhist monastic orders for both men and women “were
strange growths, constitutionally alien to the soil of India, foreign to
the mentality of the people. In spite of their genius for religion, refined

by numerous and minute shades of belief and expressed in diversity of

133, J. Tambiah, The renouncer’s individuality and community,” Way of Life
ed., T. N. Madan (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1988), 317

14Thapar, Ancient, 81
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forms, only the followers of Mahavira and Gautama formed
themselves into communities of almspeople. Otherwise monasticism
in India has never taken root.”15

The creation of an “alternative or parallel society”16 of
renouncers, bound by a common disciplinary code often in
contradiction to the caste-rules, must therefore be considered highly
significant in the history of India. How would orthodox Hinduism
with its characteristic genius of “including and hierarchising” new
components, respond to this “heterodox” challenge? Would
monasticism in time take root within the Hindu fold? How could the
institutional structures developed by the “heterodox” movements for
seemingly specialized pursuits, affect the life of the householder? The
ensuing discussion, which will deal with the history of Sri Lankan
Tamils, will address these basic questions in an attempt to assess the
contribution of Protestant renouncers, organized as a community and
as a fraternity, to the Hindu society at large. Early Protestantism too, it
will be shown, was tinged with asceticism, drawing its main
inspiration and example from the apocalyptic emphasis on
renunciation leading to the creation of an alternative life-style before
God.

The Protestants, however, were not the first of the “heterodox,”
missionary sannyasins to operéte on the Tamil soil. They had been
preceded by the Buddhist bhikkhus and Jain mendicants, whose

151. B. Horner, Women under primitive Buddhism: Lay women and
Almswomen (London: G. Routledge and Sons, 1930) xxiii

16R. Thapar, 98; definition, 63
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activities in early medieval South India had significantly influenced
the development of Tamil Hinduism. This raises the possibility that
the Protestant activities in the nineteenth century and its influence on
Hinduism may well have their precedents and resonances in the
antecedent Cola and Pallava eras. The next few chapters will follow this
line of inquiry in order to understand and evaluate the social and
religious significance of the sannyasin in the development of the

Tamil tradition.



PART TWO
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CHAPTER 4

A REVIEW OF SCHOLARLY INTERPRETATIONS

The richness and variety of South Asian social and religious life
stems from a long history of social change and religious modification.
As such it would be inadequate and misleading to describe and attempt
to understand the social life from the standpoint of the recent colonial
impact without also taking into account the earlier precedents. And yet,
for a variety of reasons, it is the colonial standpoint that has dominated
the nineteenth and twentieth century historical writings on South
Asia, and these writings show a strong bias toward implanted colonial
institutions and toward political, as opposed to social, change. The bias
in turn has led the historians who author these writings to take a more
macroscopic perspective and ignore the grass-roots social world or
village — the focus of anthropologists. |

In the opinion of the present writer neither Victorian writers
nor contemporary historians, despite important differences, have
given sufficient weight to the material and moral transformations of
pre-colonial Tamil society. For the early Victorian writers, traditional
society, characterized as rigid and superstitious, was deemed quite
incapable of changing itself, but was now on the threshold of deep

changes caused by the winds of individual conscience and scientific
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thought. Marx and the first generation of socialists also described a
sudden change but saw its cause as a material one. For them the basis of
caste was the hereditary nature of the village economy, and it was that
economy which would be blown apart by the railways and Lancashire
exports. The picture was essentially the same for the Utilitarians and
the Socialist historians of the nineteenth century, in that both held that
Hindu society had undergone no significant change before British rule.

Writers in the second half of the twentieth century have
dissented. Some modern writers have almost seemed to turn the
earlier argument on its head by arguing that the subcontinent was
condemned to stagnation by its subjection to colonial interests ~ that
the society was frozen into caricatures of its feudal past by the colonial
(Dutch and British) land revenue systems. Pre-colonial caste and
religious practices were, according to this recent view, seen as fluid,

eclectic and uncodified. In a seminal study called Social History of a

Dominant Caste Society,] S. Arasaratnam has traced the main sources

of the Vellalar dominated society as it emerged in Tamil Sri Lanka in
the Twentieth Century to new economic and social elements
introduced by the colonial powers. In his view it was a series of
developments between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries,
which fundamentally altered the “balance of power shared by

agricultural artisan and maritime castes representing the three sectors

1S, Arasaratnam, “Social History of a Dominant Caste Society: The Vellalar
of North Ceylon (Sri Lanka) in the 18th Century,” The Indian Economic and Social
History Review, Vol. XVII, (July - Dec. 1981), 377-391.
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of the economy on which society was based.”2 Using Arasaratnam’s
argument, Bryan Pfaffenberger has so far provided the baldest
statement of this view. After analyzing the Maviddapuram Temple

entry conflict of 1968 he concludes:

On the surface, one sees a “premodern” caste system and an
“ancient” temple tradition in conflict with “modern” values and
social change. Looking beneath the surface, however, one finds that
this “premodern” caste system is actually a grotesque relic of a
colonial plantation economy, a fundamentally unstable system that

could be maintained only by the regular application of force.3

Yet in an earlier work, he had stated that the aim of the colonial
economy was “not of transforming the indigenous social system, but
rather of exacting from it as much profit as possible”4; pointing out that
this indigenous system was premodern, composed of “pure and
esteemed Brahmans,” of a non-brahman “dominant agricultural
caste”; of despised “Untouchable” labourers and a number of small,
professional castes.d It was a system, he argued,"based on shared
religious belief and social consensus.6 In the revised argument, which

is dependent on Arasaratnam’s work, it is clearly economic

2bid., 378.

3B. Pfaffenberger, “The Political Construction of Defensive Nationalism: The
1968 Temple-Entry Crisis in Northern Sri Lanka”, The Journal of Asian Studies, vol.49,
no.1, (February 1990), 93

4 B. Pfaffenberger, Caste in Tamil Culture: The Religious Foundations of
Sudra Domination in Tamil Sri Lanka, (Syracuse; Maxwell School of Foreign and
Comparative Studies, 1982), 36

SIbid., 38

6Ibid., 25
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considerations that become basic to one’s understanding of the
relationship between castes. Under colonial rule, this view states,
changes in modes of production opened up new avenues to economic
power and domination. The- conditions in north Sri Lank;, it is
pointed out, were peculiarly favourable to such developments. The
presence of only “a few Brahman settlers in Jaffna” matched by “the
absence of scrupulous concern over vellalar blood purity, were factors
that significantly enhanced that process of Tamil social formation.””

Such recent historical formulations are, of course, based on an
important observation that is undeniable. In the last two centuries the
economy and the society, together with the political and legal
frameworks in which they are situated, have experienced very great
changes. On the other hand, at another level, at the level of religion
and ritual, it is far from apparent that a similar radical change has
occurred. Evidence would seem to suggest that these traditional
features have persisted in spite of drastic'changes at the material level,
which may have therefore significantly influenced the shape of the
society as it emerged at the end of the nineteenth century.

The main objection to Arasaratnam’s work is its exclusive
concentration on the study of material interests. In part this one-sided
interpretation stems from a methodological limitation in his work. As
an expert on Dutch power in Sri Lanka, he tends to rely on colonial
documents even when he is trying to explain Tamil social formation.

Many of his conclusions are at best conjectures drawn from the records

7 Arasaratnam, “Dominant Caste,” 385-386
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of Dutch colonial officers, and usually they involve no independent
confirmation based on Tamil sources.

Even if we take the records of the colonial authorities as our
source, the data they reveal i§ still open to a different interpretation
from that of Arasaratnam’s. The Dutch and British land-revenue
policies, for instance, codify many local customs together into a unified

Hindu law or Thesavalamai, and they also classify people.into

immutable castes through their ethnographic surveys and court
procedures. Such records do then offer the historian grounds for
finding an element of rigidity in the modern Tamil social system, but
they do not satisfactorily account for the origin or the operation of that
system.

These more recent scholars are then not as different from their
Victorian predecessors as it first appeared, for in the final analysis both
emphasize the disjunction between traditional and colonial societies.
Some of the reasons for this emphasis ar'e understandable. First, there
is a remarkable paucity of information about Tamil Sri Lanka prior to
Portuguese rule (A.D.1619-1658). Secondly, a retrospective vision which
allows us to ascribe to colonial institutions the foundations of
contemporary society, in turn encourages us to emphasize the
differences between the society and religion of tradition and those of
modernity. As a result, historians of Sri Lanka have tended to identify

the colonial period as one of great change and disjunction with the

past.
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A more realistic picture of Sri Lanka’é social history would give
weight to deep rooted social changes within Tamil society that
continue precedents from the Medieval and Classical periods. In this
larger picture it might be possible to show that the hierarchical
formulations of caste, which stressed the great gulf between the pure
and the polluted, and the immutability of caste boundaries and life-
styles, far from being “colonial relics” created by local revenue records,
were but long established patterns in an alliance of rural Brahmans and
peasant cultivators. To make this suggestion is not to argue that
modern Tamil society is a socio-cultural fossil of the medieval era, but
simply to recognize that we are dealing with a powerful tradition that
has undergone many social changes over the centuries and is in the
process of constant reinvention.

This picture of a slower, less disjunctive, course of social change
would indicate that the recent developments in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries can be underétobd systématicaily and meaningfully
only if they are seen in relation to their precedents in the pre-colonial
eras and extending back into thé time of Tamil cultural emergence.
Despite the relative paucity of information concerning the society prior
to western colonial rule, the available historical and anthropological
data when combined together appears to be so sufficient that we must
attempt to paint that larger picture by undertaking a historical

reconstruction of the Tamil tradition.



CHAPTER 5

TRIBAL HUMANISM IN THE CLASSICAL AGE

A great deal of our information about South India and North Sri
Lanka during the early period comes from the poetical depictions of life
in the Cankam or Classical Tamil literature. These poetical sources far
from being otherworldly and vague — as their Sanskritic counterparts
often are — do provide a fairly reliable picture of people living under
tribal chieftains, and following folk beliefs and religious practices in a
territorially divided culture with a certain degree of urbanization in a
few core areas where there were advanced agrarian and commercial

organizations.

5.1 Cultural landscape

In the classical age the human interaction with the physical
environment has left more than a few tangible footprints on the
surface. The effects of geographic phenomena upon political and clan
boundaries, and upon the whole course of the early Tamil civilization,
are reflected in the body of poetry written under the patronage of the

Cankam or the Academy. The bulk of these poems is now believed to

65



66

have been written between the middle of the first century and the late

third century.l
The Cankam poetry divides the Tamil world, Tamilakam, into

five tinais. Tinai means a.stretch of land which marks off a

topographically defined world into itself. Each territory was thus
conceived as a total web of life, wherein the flora and the fauna, the
clans of human beings, and the deities all interacted with one another
and with the physical features of the landscape. In effect “each tract had
its own poetic moods, its own characteristic flora and fauna, its own
tevan or deity.”2 Tamilakam in this sense was composed of five
distinct territories, namely, kurinci (hill), palai (arid, wilderness),
mullai (pastoral, forest), marutam (agricultural, riverine), and neytal
(seashore). This division highlights the challenges involved in the
human occupation of the earth's different regions, and it led in turn to

the development of a distinct conception of social life peculiar to each

of the five regions or tinais and to the general recognition of social
diversity.

The precise extent of what was thought to be Tamilakam has
varied from time to time. It is beyond dispute that peninsular India
which stretched southwards from Tirupati (Venkadam) hill down to

Kanyakuamri, was part and parcel of Tamilakam.3 This area is roughly

1S, Vaiyapuri Pillai, History of Tamil Language and Literature (Madras:
New Century Book House, 1956), 29ff.

2F, Clothey, The Many Faces of Murukan: The History and Meaning of a
South Indian God (The Hague: Mouton Publishers, 1978), 24

3K. K. Pillai, A Social History of the Tamils vol.1 (Madras: University of
Madras, 1975), 14-17
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covered by Kerala and the Tamil Nadu of today. The actual status of Sri
Lanka in relation to Tamilakam is more difficult to determine, and
that question will be explored later in another chapter. At this stage it is
sufficient to point out that Jaffna peninsula, on linguistic grounds
alone, can be regarded as having the closest South Indian ties of any
region of Sri Lanka.

During the Cankam age there were strong cultural contacts

between Jaffna and South India. In the classics like Akananuru,

Narrinai and Kuruntokai, for instance, there are on the whole seven

verses composed by one Tlattu Putandevanar.4 This poet is believed to
have gone to Madurai from Sri Lanka and presented these verses at the
Academy. Among the other poets who made presentations at the
Academy during this epoch, quite a few had “Naga” prefixes or suffixes
attached to their names. This indicates Naga descent, with a probable
connection to Jaffna, the Sri Lankan home of the Nagas.?

All the territories of Tamilakam, including Jaffna peninsula,
were united by a common language. The early bardic travelling
troupes, whose function was to entertain the community with songs,
dances, and long recitals — of the past heroic achievements of the clan
-~ may have significantly contributed to the development and
standardization of language. These bards were not mere entertainers.

As “the custodians and perpetuators of antiquarian learning,

4Ak.: 88, 231, Kt.: 343, 360, Nr.: 366

S5During the Cankam Period, the Nagas dominated the western and northern
parts of the island. See The Mahavamsa trans. W. Geiger (London: Luzac and Co., 1964)
1.46ff.
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genealogical lore, and other accounts of the past,”6 these men and
women were clearly the foremost educationalists of that age. Their
regular participation in the Academy that flourished in the Pantiyan
capital of Madurai, would have contributed to the diffusion of bardic
poetry across Tamilakam. At the same time, the panel of bards in these
academies who scrutinized these creative works with a view of
approving them, would have ensured that the standard literary
conventions as prescribed in the grammatical treatise, the

Tolkappiyam, were adopted throughout the Tamil territories.

5.2 Chieftaincies
Politically Tamilakam was divided into a number of territories

governed by little kings (kurunilamannar) or chieftains. Most

chieftains had control in only one finai area. There were tribal

chieftains in the mountainous kurinci, in the mullai forest and in the

palai desert. There may have been merchant-princes at the seaside; and
probably agricultural leaders in the fertile marutam tracts. These tinais
were, as explained earlier, psycho-geographical units that had cultural,
but not necessarily explicitly political significance. The lands were not
owned or necessarily directly controlled by their respective mannar
(chieftain).

In Cankam poetry there are references to three dominant
chieftains, Cera, Cola and Pantiya. As early as the third century B.C.

these three chieftaincies are spoken of in the Asokan edicts. They were

6K. Kailasapathy, Tamil Heroic Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), 2
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often recognized by their respective emblems: Colas-the tiger, Ceras—
the bow and Pantiyas— the fish.

The world of the Cankam chieftain was a world of glory and
heroism not based on the ideals of renunciation. The main concern of
the chieftain was battle and plunder. Death and riches were glorified by
the poets. The hero-chieftain was generally depicted as one who earns
fame and honour through his gruesome deeds. The height of heroism
is to die gloriously in battle, which ensured that the fame of the fallen
hero would be permanently remembered by the erection of hero-stones
(virakkal).” God Murukan of the hill tract idealizes this form of

kingship.8 He is depicted as the martial god par excellence, the

“victorious hero of terrible wrath.”9 The earthly heroes, Karikalan,
Netunceliyan, and the like were all compared with him, and
consequently they too have been portrayed as high-strung warrior
characters.10

The legitimacy of the chief’s rule did not come from a priest or

an office, but rather from his possession of the drum, tutelary tree, staff,

“bid., 235-237

8“Many circumstances related of this god go to show that he was not entirely
an imaginary being, but a warlike king who had been deified after his death.” See V.

Kanakasabhai, The Tamils Eighteen Hundred Years Ago. Reprint (Madras: SISSW,
1966), 229

9Pa tirruppattu with old commentary, ed. A. C. Duraisami Pillai (Madras:
SISS, 1957), 11:6

10Kailasapthy, 244; Porunararruppatai 130-131. Also, Maravar as a clan
have been likened to Murukan. Maram means (i) valour, bravery, (ii) anger, wrath,
(iii) enmity, hatred, (iv) strength, power, (v) victory, (vi) war, and (vii) killing,
murder. These are also qualities exhibited by the martial god, Murukan. See Tamil
Lexicon vol.V, (Madras: University of Madras, 1936), 3118
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etc., which were thought of as protected and sacred objects themselves.
Apart from these objects, the possessor himself was venerated because
sacred forces were believed to abide in him.

This form of heroic kingship and legitimacy contributed to a
great deal of political instability. It created a war-like, violent age. The
hero-chieftain alone was truly the leader of his people and he did not
apportion his power. It is perhaps this weakness that spurred the Cola
and Pallava chieftains at a later point to look outside, to the northern

systems, for more stable forms of legitimacy.

5.3 Material Life

Tamilakam constituted a loosely knit federation of chieftaincies.
Each chieftaincy was composed of small, face-to-face communities,
fairly homogeneous in character. Their occupations and dietary habits
broadly correspond to their physical milieu. The only exception to this
basic feature is the urban-agricultural and commercial settlements,
which were, of course, not characterized by social homogeneity.

The Kuravas of the kuringi tracts lived by hunting, primitive

cultivation and gathering fruits. Evidently, the hilly region suited this
style of life. Their houses contained several weapons of warfare, like
spears and shields, bows and arrows.ll These houses seem to have
been beehive-shaped thatched huts.12 Tamil traditions of courtship
(kalavu) and marriage (karpu) probably originated in kurinci since it is

11Perumpanarruppatai ed. U. V. Swaminatha Iyer (Madras: Kapir
Accukkutam, 1956), 118ff.

121hid., 123
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described as the suitable background for poetry relating to the theme of
courtship. The kalavu pattern of love usually follows the following
manner. A young man while hunting or being hunted by a wild
animal accidenﬂy encounters a2 young maiden who sings and makes
herself merry while guarding the millet crops of the hill region. Such
an encounter in a romantic setting produces spontaneous attraction
that will in due course develop into kalavu and then consummate in
karpu.

The Ayar, Kovalar and Ideyar of the mullai forest tract
domesticated cows, goats and buffaloes, and also cultivated paddy and
maize. Most pastoral communities confined their activities to
producing milk and milk- products that could then be sold in barter for
procuring their domestic requirements.

The pastoral settlements were made of thatched (straw) huts.

Perumpanarruppadaild states how in front of the small hut, wooden
pegs were fixed to which lambs and goats were tied with strings. The
shepherds (Ayar) and cowherds (Kovalar) pastured their sheep and
cattle upon the adjacent grazing ground with a close row of thorny
bushes serving as a fence.

The Paradavar of Neytal were fishermen, who also traded salt in
other regions. In due course they became famous as divers, sailors and
boat builders. Brahmi inscriptions suggest that they had from a very

early time established active commercial links with Sri Lanka.l4 Also

13bid,, 148-155

14k, K. Pillay, South India and Ceylon (Madras: University of Madras,

1963), 30
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during this time “adventurers” from the Pantiyan chiefdom, whose
main preoccupation was battle and plunder, were making repeated
incursions into Sri Lanka. In 103 B.C. one such group joined a local
rebellion in Anuradhapura that helped send the Sinhala ruler,
Vattagamani Abhaya (89-77 B.C.) into exile.15 The evidence suggests
that the people of Neytal were fairly enterprising in their varied
pursuits and were capable of undertaking relatively long voyages. They
operated two classes of commercial shipping vessels. The large sailing
vessels were dependent on ocean winds.16 The ;mall crafts were

operated by human or animal power. Among these the kattumaram

(catamaran), which is a raft of two or more logs lashed together, has
endured to this day.

The Ulavar people of the soil settled in the marutam tracts
located in the riverine valleys. The most organized settlements are to
be found in this region, and owed their prosperity to the three principal
rivers, Kaveril7, Vaiyail8 and Periyaru; the sources from which the
agricultural fields were irrigated. There early forms of irrigation
involved the construction of canals through which water was
channelled to paddy lands and sugar-cane plots. On the other hand,

well irrigation was adopted for regions outside the reach of rivers or

15C, R. de Silva, Sri Lanka: A History (New Delhi: Vikas, 1987), 28

16Maturaikkanci ed. U. V. Swaminatha Iyer (Madras: Kapir Accukkutam,
1956), 75-83

17pattinappalai ed. U. V. Swaminatha Iyer (Madras: Accukkutam, 1956) 5-
15; Purananuru ed. U. V. Swaminatha Iyer (Madras: Kapir Accukkutam, 1956), 35: 8-11

18pyram 71:9-11
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canals connecting them. Besides paddy and sugar-cane, fruit trees and
cotton were cultivated over a considerable area.

Paddy being the staple crop, its cultivation was not confined to
riverine tracts. Reclamation of forest land was undertaken, for
example, by the efforts of the Cola chieftain Karikalan II.19 Paddy was
also cultivated on the slopes of hills after they had been cleared of
thorn bushes and sandalwood trees.20 Reclamation of land was a
major factor in the growth of the Tamil economy at this time, for it
provided an increase in land resources and therefore enlargement of
opportunities for the Ulavar people to gain a livelihood from the soil.
Also, the reclamation of lands was accompanied by the establishment

of new Ulavar settlements. These developments contributed to a

greater integration of the five tinais.

Such developments show that the centre of gravity of
Tamilakam was gradually shifting towards the marutam region and
towards those who were shaping them. The Velir agricultural
landlords were thus emerging as a powerful group upon whose labours

the world of Tamilakam was becoming dependent:

The ploughers are the linch-pin of the world they bear them up
who other work perform, too weak its toils to share.21

The daughters of this landowning clan were much sought after

in marriage by the ruling chieftains. These affluent people had houses

19p,4 ttinap 283-286
20Maturaik 286-288

21Tjrukkural trans. G. U. Pope, et. al (Madras: SISS, 1982):1082



74

constructed of burnt bricks and thatched roofs, with extensive
cdurfyards. The agricultural settlement itself was marked with heaps of
paddy-grain and sugar plants.22

The commercial and agricultural activities centred in the neytal
and marutam regions contributed to a degree of urbanization. The
practice of exchanging goods would often take place in the towns
known as perur in the riverine plains, such as in the Kaveri Delta.
Here the Ulavar would exchange their agricultural produce for salt and
sea fish from the Parattavar, milk and milk produ&s from the Kovalar,
meat from the Kuravar, and so on. The coastal towns known as
pattinam were on the other hand associated with foreign trade and
commerce, contributing to a greater measure of urbanization. The
quarters of rich merchants, both local and foreign, gave a prosperous
outlook to the coastal towns.

The material life of the Tamils in all regions during this epoch
shows many features that are typical of tribal societies elsewhere. It was
easy-going, self-indulgent and driven by the present. The Tamils
excelled in the tribal passion for music and dance. Meat and toddy
provided vigour to mundane existence. Romantic courtships, love
adventures, and men and women working together, emphasized
liberal relations between sexes and relative equality of status for
women. As a tribal society it had few taboos, and the rules of social

behaviour were relaxed.

2perumpan 237-244, 247-249, 259-262
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These were also features peculiar to the Tamils. The poets
depicted their society as heroic. Society was divided between heroes and
non-heroes, functionally between great exploits and drudgery. Fame
and honour were won by the performance of heroic deeds, to which
advantages of birth, power, wealth, etc., were contributory factors.23
This division did not produce any recognizable dominant groups or
political hierarchies, and was not related to an economic dichotomy
rooted in the unequal control over goods and production. It is in this
socio-political sense that Cankam society was tribal, for the lack of

centralized authority is characteristic of a tribe rather than a chiefdom.

The five tinais were comprised of a loosely integrated and variable
constituency. These groups were self-regulating in contrast to being
regulated by persons institutionalized for that purpose.

In economic terms, however, Cankam society shows features
that are charatteristic of a chiefdom. Compared to a tribal society, the
society was more complex and more organized, particularly in relation
to the production and distribution of goods. While reciprocal
exchanges of goods between inhabitants of different territories have
taken place to some extent in tribes, what is significant here is the
quantity of exchange and the degree of economic specialization. For
example, the farmers of marutam and the herders of mullai must have
attained a higher degree of specialization to produce enough surplus
for exchange, which in turn would require a higher level of

organization for redistributing the goods received. What needs to be

2Kailasapathy, 258-259
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emphasized here is that economic specialization did not lead to the
establishment of a central authority — the linch-pin of pyramid-shaped

chiefdoms.

5.4 Religious Life

The integration of nature and humanity into a common web of
life indicates that they also belonged to one moral order. A tribal society
has its own moral order that arises from the “identification of men and
animals.”24 Scholars have over the years attempted to explain this
particular socio-religious phenomenon in terms of totemism.

Totemism has been variously regarded as a elementary form of
religion or a type of social organization, a form of classification, or a
cosmology. The existence of such varying and even conflicting views
led Levi-Strauss to argue that totemism as a concept dissolves on close
examination.25 A fluid concept on the other hand is not without its
advantages, particularly in dealing with culture-specific cases. For our
purpose totemism can be broadly defined as referring to “the
identification of man and animal — either the identification of a social
group with an animal species or of a person with a species or
individual animal.” Totemism understood in this broad sense as the
identification of the human species with the natural species expresses

at least three things concerning the religious life of the Tamils.

24The Social Science Encyclopedia ed. Adam and Jessica (London: Routledge
and Kegan, 1985), 860-861

25C, Levi-Strauss, Totemism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1963), ch.3. For further

discussion of the concept, see Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious
Life. Trans. J. W. Swain. London: George Allen and Unwin, 1915
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First, totemic symbols serve to express the self-image of groups
or individuals. In the Tamil country the territorial groups were known
by their totems: Minavar by the shark, Nagas by the snake, Kuravar by
the tiger, and so on.26 The adoption of these totems by a group was not
arbitrary, and was clearly determined by specific experiences of the
“numinous.” In the case of the Minavar of Neytal, the fearsome and
dreaded shark constantly lurked beneath the surface of the waters
when they traversed the sea; and it is nothing less than the repeated
encounters with this powerful reality that led to its symbolic
representation in the totem. The Kuravar, on the other hand, even the
bravest of the hunters, were haunted by the fearless and stealthy tiger
that stalked the forest of the Kurinci hills and this powerful reality was
symbolized by the tooth of the tiger, which was worn around the neck
for protection. Also in this connection, flowers of the totemic tree,
Venkai, that bore resemblance to the stripes of the tiger, were worn by
the tiger clan chieftains on the battlefield.27 The association of Venkai
flowers with warrior chieftains of Kurinci in all probability implies a
distinction between the chieftain and the makkal (people), or between
the hero and the non-hero, a demarcation familiar to Tamilakam as a
whole.

In Tamilakam totemic symbols were by no means restricted to

natural species. Totems of a different kind, that is, “objects or

26pyram 335:7, Maturaik 611615

27Puram 100:5-8; 168:15-16; 335:7
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manufactured goods”28 that are not totemic in the usual sense of the
term, were also adopted for the purpose of social classification, to
differentiate in terms of age and sex. The cilampu (anklet) is a well
known maternal totem. It was originally known as kalal, made of
plants and leaves; however, during the Cankam period the
manufactured anklets were very much in vogue. There were anklets
made of gold, and then others made of strings to which tiny bells were
attached. The latter was worn by toddlers, that would be removed and
replaced by another type when they reached adolescence. The anklet
made of gold, known as the heroic anklet, was worn by chieftains.

These totems of different kinds, of animals, plants and objects,
evidently functioned as the primary sources of social identity. It created
as a result a strong sense of the physical and psychological affinity
between the social groups and their totems, especially the animal
totems. For this reason, when a social group adopts a totem, it also feels
obliged to adopt the appropriate type of behaviour. The tiger clan
would thus be expected to be tiger-like, to have long legs that run fast
and to love fighting.

As a model of diversity, the natural model offered a tremendous
range of symbols for social classification. At the same time, the natural
model, because it is far more diverse, had the effect of sharpening the
social distinctions within a society that was relatively homogeneous2?,

and therefore, as Levi-Strauss points out, a potential source of conflict.

28 evi-Strauss,The Savage Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1966), 120-121

P1bid., 116-117
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Secondly, totemism is a symbol system that serves to integrate
nature and humanity into a totality. Under appropriate conditions the
totemic symbols are capable of introducing worshippers to “a powerful
set of moods and motivations”.and encouraging them to pursue a style
of life illustrated by that group of totems.

Clan totems taken together present the human community with
a style of life that harmonizes with its cultural landscape. In the
Kurinci country, the clan totems are often located on the top of the
hills — the habitat of the chief totem god Murukan. The totem god
would be housed under the totem tree called venkai, where he can be
seen seated on one of his carriers, either a blue feathered peacock or an
elephant. Murukan is also known as velan, the Lord of the hunt30 and
his favorite weapon is a vel (spear). In his personification as the great
hunter, he is depicted bearing his vel and riding his carrier.

Murukan for his worshippers is the warrior/hunter par
excellence, the slayer of cur, a male demon. He is also the red faced
Ceyon, whose redness symbolizes anger, and anger is the necessary
disposition for the performance of heroic deeds. For the Kurinci
people, anger is probably the most powerful manifestation of the
sacred. Murukan, the red faced god, was thus conceived of as truly
fearsome to behold when he is angry. It is his anger that must have led
to his association with the Venkai tree. This totemic tree is believed to

represent the tiger because the colour of the tiger’s stripes had a strong

30 Ainkurunuru ed. U. V. Swaminatha Iyer (Madras: Kapir Accukkutam,
1957), 245:1
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resemblance to the colour of its flowers.31 In addition, the tree's leaf is
shaped like the head of Murukan's leaf-shaped lance. Hence adorning
themselves with Venkai flowers and leaves, symbolized for the
worshippers the presence of the angry god as well as the fearsome beast,
both being manifestations of the same sacred force.

These totems taken together, provided the necessary setting for

the performance of religious dances such as veriyatal and kuravai,
which involved frenzied dancing accompanied by musical instruments
and songs.32 Intoxicating toddy would be ritually consumed during the
performance, and Murukan would be worshipped with the sprinkling-
of water, and the fermented juices of paddy and red millet. On such
occasions the sacred symbols induce in the worshippers, the
appropriate moods and motivations to undertake a specific course of
action as indicated in the ritual dance.33

Totemism as a symbol-system not only depicts an idealized
natural world that is familiar and immediate, but by the manner of this
depiction induces in its worshippers new moods and motivations to
pursue appropriate goals. Finally, totemism is a magico-ritual system
designed to overcome the opposition from nature. This type of ritual is
instrumental, to be distinguished from commemorative and
expressive rituals, in that it is performed to achieve some specific goal

or end. The more important rituals would be undertaken by a

31Puram 202:18-20
32Maturaik 611-615; Akanauru 98:19, 114:2, 182:17

33Kuravai dance, also called poratal, meaning, war-dance, was therefore
performed before a battle or a raid of plunder
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specialist, a shaman-priest, who would be expected to diagnose the
human problem and to provide the appropriate antidote. Socially, the
shaman was highly esteemed because he took care of the well-being of
the society and the cosmos in which it was located. It is noteworthy that
the priest of god Murukan is also called Velan, the same name as the
god.

In Cankam society instrumental rituals were widely employed to
deal with the negative, disruptive effects of cosmic forces, expressed in
fear, distress and social separation. Ananku34 (fear and distress) is
frequently mentioned by the poets as a problem that afflicted many
young maidens separated from their lovers. In such cases the mother
of the distressed daughter would approach the priest or priestess of
Murukan35 — conceived as a lover who is known to seek and possess
beautiful women, popularly depicted in the courtship of Murukan and
Valli — who would be expected to diagnose the illness and provide the
necessary remedy. In his response the shaman-priest begins with
divination that would become possible during the course of a frenzied
dance of possession (veriyatal) performed under the influence of

intoxicating toddy. When the shaman-priest becomes possessed of the

34Any woman who had come of age and was sexually appealing was thought
to be filled with a magical power, ananku, to afflict men. This power was thought to
reside in her breasts (Kuruntokai 337, Akananuru 7). The chief source of such power was
a woman'’s chastity, karpu. Ak 73, thus describes the heroine as having “chastity full
of afflicting sacred power [ananku uru karpul” as she suffers while her husband is
away. It is this power of chastity that makes a woman into a goddess (Ak 198), a
quality that also produces domestic peace. Yet this power is potentially dangerous,
capable of causing immense destruction as well as contamination. Hence the woman is
urged to keep this sacred power under control.

35 Ak 22:5-11, 98:8-10
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god, he is then thought to have access to the god’s will. His client
would then be informed that Murukan is the cause of her daughtér's
suffering, and a remedy would be prescribed usually involving an
offering to Murukan preceded.by an invocation to the sacred hill. It is
not always clear whether the remedy was immediately successful, for
the diviners sometimes held that Murukan was not the only cause for
this kind of illness.36

These acts of divination and sacrifice are a part of a magico-ritual
system. They were performed in a specific location that was marked as
a sacred centre by the physical presence of a totem tree or an image of a
totem god. Rituals of this kind, performed by a shaman, are relatively
elaborate and expensive, but they provided important and immediate
power to the client according to need. Although the powers rendered
were substantial, access to these elaborate rituals was limited by a
number of factors such as space, time, availability of ritual specialists
and the cost itself.

These restrictions were not a problem where ritual amulets were
used and they were thought to provide some of the same powers of
protection, healing, or simply good fortune, without the
inconvenience of prior arrangements. Amulets ranging from flowers

(venkai, katampu), to animal parts (tiger tooth, fish horn), to

manufactured objects (cilampu) were worn with necklaces and leg-
rings. The wearers and possessors of amulets would attribute virtues

and powers according to their totemic significance.

36Maturaik 606-610, Tirumurukarrupatai 32-41
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In the case of amulets, magico-rituals must first be performed to
make them efficacious. Once they are rendered sacred, the amulets
with their powers can be carried into any living situation, where those
powers of protection, healing.and prosperity are readily available to
their possessors.

In early Tamil society, amulets were used for success and
protection on the battlefield. The poetess Auvaiyar speaks of her chief,

Atiyaman, still wearing the great venkai flowers when he returned

from the battlefield. It is however the spear adorned with peacock
feathers that is stressed as the most powerful of all amulets. So firmly
rooted is this belief in amulets that according to Auvaiyar, when the
combatants of Atiyaman and his enemy stood pitted against one
another, the soldiers of the enemy camp are said to have lost
confidence and set about laying down their arms quickly.37 In such
situations special efforts would be made to capture the enemy’s battle
amulets, while one's own were carefully protected. The primary
function of these communal amulets is to exorcise the forces of chaos, a

necessary condition for the stability of the society in the cosmos.

5.5 Conclusion
The term “tribal humanism” (used by W. M.Watt, a leading biographer
of Muhammad, to describe the pre-Islamic beliefs and ritual practices of

the Arabs of the Arabian Peninsula38) can be usefully employed here to

37Puram 98:9-14

38 W. Montgomery Watt, Muhammad at Mecca (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1953), 24
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describe the religion and social system of the early Tamils of peninsular
India, provided that the concept is open to suitable alteration required
by the Tamil evidence. The early Tamils were bound together by group
feeling, particularly at the clan level. The basic attitudes and activities
connected with each group — honour, manliness, hospitality, the hero
as first among equals, and raiding as a display of courage and devotion
to one’s clan symbolized in the group totem — together comprise the
real religion of most Tamils'in the Classical Age. The Tamils deepest
feelings in this sense were rootéd in tribal humanism. Although the
term humanism has been frequently used in the description of ancient
Tamils, it should not be understood in the modern sense of the term.
The magico-ritual system used for mediating conflicts, showed that
beneath the tribe was a sacred power that keeps it going. Thus the
ultimate reference was beyond the human plane. But humanism also
means locating the source and value in the human, and the evidence
showed that the Tamils did that, as'can be seen in their this-
worldliness, which saw no meaning beyond this life. Regardless of the
totemic features of the society, tribal humanism is a good way to
characterize the functional aspects of life among the Tamils of pre-

Hindu India.



CHAPTER 6

EMERGENCE OF CASTE IN THE MEDIEVAL AGE

6.1 Pre-Medieval Society in Transition

The rise of the Pallava and the Cola dynasties between' the
seventh and the tenth centuries marks the beginning of the Medieval
Age which is defined in terms of some important changes in the social
structure of Tamilakam. As Burton Stein has pointed out, the changes
were not as abrupt as some have maintained, for much of what appears
in the Pallava and Cola records had been growing during the previous
centuries. In this process of transition it is important to identify two
important developments, one in Marutam and the other in Neytal,
that contributed to the emergence of the Medieval Age.

In Marutam, the expansion in agriculture and the reclamation of

new tracts of land by ulavar peasants, as already noted, contributed to
an increase in land resources, which in turn led to an enlargement of
opportunities to the peasant colonists. Those who formerly occupied
the land either fled more deeply into the forests and hills or found a
role in the expanding peasant colonies. The conversion of forest or dry
tracts to wet field cultivation, in fact, required the labour of many, a

demand that led to the assimilation of non-peasant folk into the
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peasant society. These folk became subordinate in their relation to
their peasant masters, their occupations being treated as of lower value.

Cilappatikaram, a classical work possibly of the fifth century,

offers important evidence for the unprecedented emergence of a social
hierarchy in which the ulavar peasants were ranked higher than all
other people of Tamilakam. Beneath the ulavars were ranked

cowherds and shepherds (kovalar and ayar) hunters (vedar), various

artisan groups, _armed men and, in the lowest stratum, fishermen
(valaiyar) and scavengers (pulaiyar).l If ranked relationship of this
kind is aberrant and alien to the heroic society of the Cankam Age,
then these developments at the closing of that age point forward to the
emergence of another era.

In the age of Kurunila mannar (little kings), peasant domination

like every other form of domination must have been a precarious one.
The highly varied and discontinuous character of the physical
landscape constituting the five tinais, did impose certain geographical
limits to the peasant domination. Excessive slope and aridity made
certain types of tract unsuitable for peasant agriculture, where non-
peasant people could continue to live and offer stern challenges to the
peasants. The geographical factor also left many peasant settlements
scattered, separated by tracts of inhospitable land. This discontinuous
pattern of peasant settlement made many localities vulnerable to raids,

especially from the inhospitable hill tribes.

1¢f. V. Kanakasabhai, The Tamils Eighteen Hundred Years Ago Reprint
(Madras:SISSW, 1966), 113-114
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Agricultural expansion therefore could not continue indefinitely
without radical changes in the social and political structure of society.
Socially, the peasants needed a mechanism for assimilating the new
people into their order while preserving their own_ position of
ascendency in that order. Politically, kingship based on kulam (kinship)
alone was becoming inadequate, spurring the peasants to look for
broader forms of legitimacy, capable of accommodating the existing
developments.

The presence of Brahmans, including Brahman villages

(Parpancheris), particularly in the Marutam region from the early

Cankam Period on, must have persuaded the peasants to look outside
their own society to brahmanical forms of legitimacy. In this respect,
the varna model provided a possible mechanism for assimilating and

regulating the non-peasant people into the peasant-led sections of

society. Evidence from the two Tamil epics the Cilappadkaram and

Manimekalai, (A.D.300-500), together with some evidence from the

ethical literature of this period, shows that a rudimentary form of the
caste system was already in operation at the end of the Cankam Age.

The developments in the urban centres of the Neytal region are

no less significant. The Cilappadikaram and Manimekalai are full of
references to merchants and merchant communities living in the
coastal towns (pattanam). These people were non-peasants, either
northerners or foreigners. These merchants operated a money
economy based on internal and external trade, whose network was

quite extensive. The prosperity of this expanding economy depended to
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a large extent on protection that could be offered by the king. The
merchant needed open and comparatively safe roads that only the king
could provide. It is extremely doubtful whether the warrior chieftains
of the earlier Cankam society. could adequately fulfil this role. They
probably did not often control much outside their home town, for the
control of land was not their primary concern, and their conquests
were not meant for empire as much as for glory. For this reason the
newer cakravartin model of kingship first introduced to the South by
the Jains and Buddhists would have been strongly supported by the

merchant communities. Cilappatikaram. XXV 33-55 describes the

extensive tribute that hill tribes brought to the Cera king, suggesting
that the Tamils were already experimenting with a new model of
kingship.

Increasing political stability not only enhanced trade but also
facilitated the growth of Jainism and Buddhism. Unhindered by initial
tribal violence, merchants from the pattanam began more and more to
support openly the transcendental doctrines of Buddhism and Jainism.
The pattanams were the real home of these sects, to which non-caste
tribals were attracted in large numbers. This movement of people to
the cities is a result of the conneéctions being established between the
non-caste tribals and the merchants who upheld the heterodox sects.
Life in the cities was characterized by guild activity, cross-caste
fraternization and commensality.

These developments in the Neytal areas eventually resulted in

a convergence of interests with the Brahman-peasant alliance
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developing in the Marutam areas. On the one hand the Buddhists and
Jains held a strong position in the towns of the Coromandel coast, and
among many of the warriors keeping peace in that area. On the other
hand the Brahmans, were most securely situated in peasant villages,
and this meant that their own interests were advanced primarily by
establishing close relations with the dominant peasant groups. The
Brahman-peasant alliance in the increasingly expansive marutam area
eventually became the dominant pattern in what was primarily an
agricultural society, and it was this pattern that went on to become the

central pattern of the institutions of the Medieval Age.

6.2 The Gupta Intrusion

The rise of the Gupta empire in the North is significant because,
for the first time, it provided the political, social, and cultural basis for
the creation of an All-India Hinduism. Under its strong Sanskritic
influence, Tamilakam gradually developed a regional variation of that
so-called “Great Tradition.” Politically, Northern penetration of the
South began with the rule of Samudra Gupta (A.D.335-376). He is said
to have restored in great measure the splendour once associated with
the Mauryas. His power reached from Assam to the borders of the
Punjab, while southwards his frontier probably stretched as far as the
Pallavas of Kancipuram, whose king had been defeated and was

technically his subordinate.2 ‘Samudra Gupta also claims to have

2 A. L. Basham, The Wonder that was India 3d. rev. ed. (London: Sidgwick
and Jackson,1988), 64
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received missions bearing tribute from Sri Lanka, Nepal, the Kusana
rulers of the Punjab, and the kingdoms of Indonesia, Malaysia and
Burma.3

The reign of Chandra Gypta II (A.D.376-415), on the other hand,
marks the height of ancient North Indian culture, and this has
sometimes been described as India’s Golden Age. Certainly, works of
literature and art of exceptional merit were produced during this
period. In literature this epoch saw the masterly poetry of Kalidasa,
who is considered the greatest author in the whole literature of

Sanskrit. It was also during this time that the sacred epic, Mahabharata,

received its finishing touches, while the Ramayana of Valmiki was
expanded by the addition of its first and last books. The Kamasutra of
Vatsyayana is a work of a different order, which reflects the pleasures of
the small class of sophisticated urbane men and women.

This period however cannot by any means be described as a
Golden Age for all its people. The Chinese pilgrim Fa-Hsien, reporting
on his visit to the holy places of Buddhism around A.D.400, was rather
shocked by the fact that the Candalas, or untouchables, were compelled
to strike a wooden clapper when they entered a city, for fear of
polluting their betters .4 It is also possible to sense a growing reaction
against the “heretics” among the instigators of the Hindu revival. The

heretics — the Buddhists, Jains, and Cavakas — are referred to as nastikas

3 A. L. Basham, “Introduction,” Essays on Gupta Culture ed. B. L. Smith (New
Delhi: Motilala Banarsidass, 1983), 9

41bid.,7
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because they deny both the Vedas and the atman of the Upanishads.®

In one of the revivalist works, the Visnu Purana, which first appears

between A.D.400 and 500, the Buddha is depicted as deluded and
destructive, while the Jain and Buddhist texts are contemptuously

denounced as Mohasastras, or scriptures of delusion. Such writings

clearly bear witness to the still thriving establishments of Jainism and

Buddhism in North India.

6.3 Brahmanical Kingship:
From Pallavas to Colas

The Gupta influence is clearly noticeable during the long reign
of the Pallavas, when Northern forms of kingship and social
organization were gradually adopted into the South Indian milieu. The
Pallava reign is limited to the Tontaimantalam region in the northern
part of the Coromandel plain, while the southern part continued to be
ruled by their arch-rivals, the Pantyas. The Pallavas apI;eared in this
area after the collapse of the Satavahana (Andhras) empire in the
Deccan sometime around the beginning of the third century A.D.6 The
Pallavas in this respect can be considered as a successor state of this
Deccan empire.” Pallava kingship became more influenced by the

Deccan dynasties — which in turn arose from the ruins of the great

SWendy D. O’Flaherty, “The Image of the Heretic in the Gupta Puranas,”

Gupta Culture, 107-127; J. C. Heesterman, The Inner Conflict of Traditions: Essays in
Indian Ritual, Kingship and Society (Chicago: Unversity of Chicago Press, 1985), 70-80

6Basham, Wonder, 61

7 T. V. Mahalingham, Kancipuram in Early South Indian History (Madras:
Asia Publishing House, 1969)
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Maurya Empire of the North — than by the forms of polity represented
in the Cankam literature.

Pallava kingship, although fundamentally brahmanical or
ritualistic in its conception, was significantly modified after the so-
called Kalabhra incursion between A.D. 400 and 550, because it was
fueled to seek a measure of local political stability by the incorporation
of local chieftains into the system of Pallava sovereignty. The king’s
authority was thereafter extended through the medium of kinship, that
is by marriage alliance. The process indicates how earlier forms of
kingship - especially the tribal “kingship” based on kulam where
authority derives from the sacred link of the chief with kinsmen -
were gradually assimilated in South Indian practice in order to
overcome the limitations of the brahmanical conception.

The early Pallava kingship was exclusively northern in
conception, with its precedents in the Satavahana empire, where
numerous Vedic sacrifices were performed by the kings. The most
important of the Deccan rituals adopted by the early Pallavas is the
Rajasuya, the consecration (abhiseka) of a king. Through this great
samskara ritual, the king is able to transform himself and his kingdom
by the mechanism of rebirth.8 The sacrificer is thus reborn a king, and
as such becomes identified with the lokapalas, the guardian deities of

the world:

8Klostermaier,17 ff.
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A king is an incarnation of the eight guardian deities of the world,
the Moon, the Sun, the Wind, Indra, the Lords of wealth and water

(Kubera and Varuna), and Yama.?

The king is here understood as a deva belonging to a “class of
powerful beings, regarded as possessing supernormal facilities and as
controlling a department of na.ture or activity in the human sphere.”10
The king as the representative of the Vedic Varuna who protects rta
(the moral and natural order of the Vedas), which foreshadows the

later conceptions of moral order as karman and Brahman, also upholds

dharma on earth by rewarding good and punishing evil.11

In his monograph, The Ancient Indian Royal Consecration, ]

Heesterman has noted that the cosmic implications of the consecration

ritual are apparent throughout:

the scene of the unction is a replica of the universe: the king
standing in the centre and stretching his arms to the "sky
impersonates.....the cosmic pillar; round him the officiants are
standing and confer on him his new body from the four points of
the compass; moreover each officiant...imparts the king the quality

of one of the gods mentioned in the unction formula.12
The unction or consecration as an enactment of rebirth is
evidently the central and most crucial part of the royal ritual. The
sacrificer is as a result reborn as king in a “universe” of natural and

moral relations which constitute the totality of the political system.

9The Laws of Manu, v: 96

1olan Gonda, Ancient Indian Kingship from a Religious Point of View
(Leiden: E. ]. Brill, 1966), 24.

11Klostermaier,130

12Heesterman, 120
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Borrowed from the Gupta neighbours, the Rajasuya ritual
became the defining feature of sovereignty during the early Pallava
period.13 Prakrit and Sanskrit inscriptions show that kings often
proclaimed their kingship primarily in terms of the sacrifices they
performed, and only secondarily in terms of the gifts they made. These
gifts (danas) were often given as offerings (daksinas) at the sacrifice
(yajna). Gift-giving thus became an integral part of the royal sacrifice at

this time and was justified on the following grounds:

We are told that there are two kinds of devas, the gods and
Brahmans learned in the Vedas: both have to be propitiated, the

former through yajnas and the latter through danas.14

Royal sacrifices were usually performed at the commencement
of a dynaéty, usually after considerable military success. The Rajasuya
ritual once performed, has the capacity to have a cross-generational
effect by transmitting the godly substance introduced by rebirth. Later
generations of Pallava kings therefore continued to base their
sovereignty on genealogies traced back fo the sacrifices performed by
the earliest Pallavas.15

The relative absence of specific sacrificial references in later
Pallava inscriptions is therefore understandable, and need not be seen

as a major transition in the conception of kingship, from “sacred kings

13Burton Stein, All the Kings’ Mana: Papers on Medieval South Indian
History (Madras: New Era Publications, 1984), 310

14Romila Thapar, Ancient Indian Social History: Some Interpretations (New
Delhi: Orient Longman, 1979), 112

15gtein, Kings' Mana, 310
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to sacred kingship”, from “sacrifice (yajna) to prestation (dana).” In

following this line of argument Burton Stein states:

dana is mentioned as a minor motif to the major one of royal
- sacrifice in the earliest records of the Pallavas; however dana
completely displaces the element of sacrifice in the Pallava records

during ....... the eighth century and thereafter.16
It is here important to emphasis the close link between gift-
giving (dana) and sacrificial ritual (yajna) via the daksina.17 As such,
royal gifts even in late Pallava times were made meaningful in terms
of a conception of sovereignty which was, at its root, connected with
the performance of royal sacrifice. The value of such gifts is

significantly enhanced due to their royal substance.
Gift-giving as daksina defined a special relationship between the
donor and the recipient. Daksina was not given or received as a fee or
salary.18 Gifts were instead given in recognition of the recipient’s status

or the spiritual value of his or her service. The most valuable gifts

were offered to the priest. Fields and villages (brahmadeyas) are
mentioned as appropriate gifts.19 The gifts here signify the spiritual
dependence of the king on the one who controls the sacrifice. As

Dumont points out “the gods do not eat the offerings of a king devoid

16Burton Stein, Peasant State and Society in Medieval South India (Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 1980), 30; Kings’ Mana, 307

17Thapar,106

181bid., 113

19Gtein, Kings’ Mana, 311
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of a purohita” (chaplain).20 The king depends on the priest for all the
actions of his life, and would not succeed without him.21

The early Pallava kings, despite their highly exalted status as
devas possessing supernormal powers, could only control a small core
area along the Coromandal plain. Over the rest of the plain, conditions
were extremely fluid with the peasants and the non-peasants, the
“orthodox” and the “heretics,” competing for dominance. Evidence in
fact suggests that until the period of the so-called “Kalabhra
interregnum,” the fortunes of the heretics who were allied to the non-
peasants were very much in the ascendency. Nilakanta Sastri, has

stated:

We may perhaps surmise the Kalavar-Kalabras were a widespread
tribe whose large scale defection to the heretical faiths [Jainism and
Buddhism] resulted in a political social upset lasting over some

generations.22
“Kalavar-kalabras” ‘are the people of the hills and dry forests
who during the “interregnum” (A.D. 400-550), made their strongest bid
to control the lowland plains. The non-peasant control over the Pantya
country during this period demonstrated that they were a formidable
military force, possibly well positioned to extend their control over the

northern plain (ruled by the Pallavas) as well.

201 ouis Dumont, Religion, Politics and History in India (The Hague: Moulton,

1970), 64
211hid., 65

22Nilakanta Sastri, The Culture and History of the Tamils (Calcutta:
F.K.L.Mukhopadhay, 196), 19
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To meet the non-peasant challenge, the local peasant chieftains
and the Pallava king appear to have come together to forge a new
alliance. The existing political system therefore had to be expanded to
accommodate the local chieftains. By about A.D. 550, epigraphs,
according to Stein, suggest that the authority of the Pallava kings
actually diminished?3, as a result of the development of this form of
shared sovereignty.

This new modality of relations between the chiefs and the king
represented an expansion in the political system. The chiefs are for the
first time recognized as independently virtuous and deserving of
honour, and they received honour by participating in the granting of
royal danas. That is, they entered into a relationship with the Pallava
king by participating in the central royal ritual of gifting, and by this
ritual binding they in turn came to share in the godly substance
transmitted through the Pallava family. It needs to be emphasized that,
from the very beginning, it is the royal ritual that transforms the
Pallava kulam (dynasty) into a sacred “ksatriya” clan. The new
chieftain being added to the “family” does not distort the notion of a
royal dynasty whose claims have always been based on a mythical
charter.24 Under the newly established shared sovereignty, the Pallava
military reserves during the Kalabhra period soon came to an end.

Beginning with the reign of Simhavisnu (A.D. 555-590), the Pallavas

23Gtein, Kings’ Mana, 28

24R A.L.H. Gunawardene, “The Kinsmen of the Buddha,” Religion and
Legitimation of Power in Sri Lanka ed. B. L. Smith (Chambersburg, PA: ANIMA, 1978),

96-106
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penetrated southward to the Kaveri basin, a prized possession.2> The
successors of Simhavisnu soon brought all the people of
Tondaimandalam firmly under their control. Political expansion at
this time had broad peasant support in recognition of the protection
afforded by Pallava rule, so “the Coromandel peasantry supported
Pallava kings as cakravartins.”26

The Pallava state, for all its achievements, had little impact on
the newly emerging agrarian order and the Tamil way of life. Although
the Pallava kings, from the reign of Simhavisnu on, left a record of
continuous warfare27, and the state itself could hardly be described as
centralized with well-organized control extending from the king to the
corners of his state by means of a standing army, and a substantial
treasury. The Pallava conception of shared-ritual-sovereignty actually
involved a highly decentralised state. Burton Stein, using the concept
of the “segmentary state”, has shown that the late Pallava kingdom

may be understood in terms of micro-regions, nadus or combinations

of nadus, where there is little power beyond the local level.28 Local
power was held by the chiefs of the micro-regions. The local chief’s
authority derived from kinship ties to “a people and their land of

which he was substantially a part, indeed, an extension,”29 and in this

ZSStein, Kings’ Mana, 41

265tein, Peasant State, 88

27Stein, Kings’ Mana,41

285tein, Peasant State, 44-46

25tein, Kings’ Mana, 45
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sense his authority is best seen as a continuation of the classical tribal
kingship. The Pallava king who ruled from Kancipuram would
depend on the chiefs, the nattars, for warriors and tribute to a limited
extent. The king, however, on the whole depended for his resources on
his own micro-region, where his power did resemble more that of a
centralised state. There he commanded men and resources by virtue of
his coercive power (ksatra).30 But for all the people in both his own
fnicro—region and that of neighbouring chiefs, he was essentially a
ritual figure who protected the moral order (dharma).

The Pantyans too, with their capital at Madurai seem to have
begun to adopt from the Pallavas this tradition of kingship which
combined local and brahmanical elements. Their conception of
sovereignty also came to be defined by Vedic sacrifices (yagas),
including the rajasuya,3! and gifts too were exchanged in the context of
these rituals.

After the final defeat of the 'Kalabhras, beginning with
Kadungon (A.D. 560-590),32 a line of Pantyan warriors began their
kingly rise at the same time as’the line of Pallava Simhavisnu, and
they were soon challenging the Pallavas for the control of the
Coromandel plain. During this time the Cola country in the middle

was reduced to political insignificance, and the armies of the two

30Stein, Peasant State, 24

311bid., 298

32N Sastri, A History of South India (Madras: Oxford University Press,
1975),152
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contending neighbouring powers moved freely over it without
encountering any resistance.

Beginning with Srimana Srivallabha (A.D. 815-860) who
invaded Sri Lanka in the iéigg of Sena I (A.D. 833-853), the Pantyans
became actively involved in Sri Lankan politics, seeking a measure of
control over the pearl fisheries of the Gulf of Mannar, and the gems for
which the island was famous.33 Apart from trade, they also seemed to
have sought a durable relafionship to counter the challeﬁges from the
north. An alliance with Sri Lanka soon materialised during the reign
of Maravarman Rajasimha II (A.D. 905-920) who, with the help of the
Sinhalese ruler Kassapa V (A.D. 914-923) made an unsuccessful attempt
to fight back an invasion from the newly aggressive Colas.34

By now the Colas, who succeeded the Pallavas when the Pallava
Aparajita was conquered by Aditya Cola I (A.D. 871-907), were the
dominant power in the peninsula, attaining their greatest days from
about A.D. 950-1100. During the twelfth'and thirteenth centuries Cola
power starting from Kulotunga I (A.D.1070-1120), began gradually to
wane, and this allowed for a revival of the Pantyas. A series of Pantyan
warriors, notably one Kulasekhara (A.D. 1268-1308) had free rein over
Sri Lanka. Pantyan power had already become supreme in the southern
peninsula under Maravarman Sundara Pantya I (A.D. 1216-1227) and
Jatavarman Sundara Pantya II (A.D. 1227-1215). This Pantyan

33K, M. de Silva, A History of Sri Lanka (London: C. Hurst and Co., 1981), 24-

25

34gastri, History of South India, 176; C. R. De Silva, Sri Lanka: A History,
32 ,
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expansion was brought to an abrupt end by the invasion of Muslim
armies from North India in A.D. 1310.

The Cola state of the tenth to thirteenth centuries was the first to
include all Tamils. The state also carried Tamil people, their language,

and their gods to the newly acquired territories or mandalams, that

included the Rajaratta in Sri Lanka. The Colas unified their vast
empire by utilizing and perfecting the ritual form of kingship first
established by the Pallava dynasty of Thondaimandalam. Brahmanical
elements played a vital cohesive role in this integration. Continuing

the Pallava pattern, Brahman settlements (brahmadeyas) were

established in virtually every locality or nadu; and from these
settlements there issued a homogeneous, brahmanical culture which

profoundly altered certain aspects of Tamil society.35

6.4 Social Structure: Hierarchy
and Interdependence ‘

The medieval pattern of Tamil kingship became fully developed

when the local nattars or chiefs imitated the kings in their support of

Brahmans and brahmanical rituals. This political process reflects a
larger cultural “process of Sanskritization....... already well advanced
several centuries before Pallava power was extended southward”36;
and by Pallava times the culture of the Tamil region was already a

single system combining both Sanskrit and Dravidian elements. This

-

35Gtein, Peasant State, 254-365

361bid., 66
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syncretic culture was linked to the alliance between the peasant natter
caste (mostly Vellalas) and the Brahmans, an alliance that first emerged
in the late Classical age and then became the foundation stone in the
medieval social structure. ‘

The close co-operation between Brahmans and the dominant
cultivating groups was entirely voluntary and recognizéd as mutually
beneficial. The beginnings of such a relationship was noted in the late
Classical period, even though the Brahmans had lived among and
depended upon the generosity of the peasantry for centuries before
then. It was pointed out that the alliance between Brahmans and
peasant chiefs was based upon the convergence of important interests
which came to exist between those who cultivated the land along with
others who depended on them, and those who by their sacral functions
possessed a powerful ideological capability. The alliance soon led to the
peasant victory over the non-peasant people — hunting, fishing,
pastoral people - by successfully integrating them into the peasant
society. The Kalabhra interregnum of the fifth and sixth centuries in
Pandimandalam represented a last bid for power by the non-peasants
and a temporary success of hill raiders over peasant people.

Since this victory in the sixth century, there has never been a
serious challenge to the supremacy of the alliance between Brahmans
and high sat (pure) Sudras, and the dominance of this alliance persisted
through Vijayanagar and even late” British times.37 In the late

medieval period when the warrior-kings (nayaks) exercised greater

371bid., 50



103

political control, they still found it advantageous to preserve the old
Brahman-Sudra alliance.38 The early period of British rule brought
increased benefits to these locally dominant castes, who returned the
favour and reciprocated the relationship by becoming the most
dependable servants of British officials in both the collectorate and
provincial offices of the Presidency.39

One important consequence of this alliance is the resultant
tripartite division of South Indian society. The three social groups are
Brahmans, respectable or clean agricultural castes of acknowledged
high ritual rank, and the lower castes of non-peasant extraction.
Evidence would strongly suggest that this three-fold division of the
society would have first emerged around the sixth century when the
Brahmans and peasants became victorious allies. The new order was
distinctly hierarchical in that the respectable and powerful sat-Sudras
were acknowledged to be next only to the Brahmans in moral standing.
They were accorded the status of satrik, men of a respectable way of life,
and thus distinguished from the lower orders of the population. The
new order was clearly brahmanical in its character. Social stratification
was according to ascribed ritual purity. For the two upper classes,
brahmanical caste relations provided the means for regulating each
peasant locality, and the Brahmans and the Sudra chiefs controlled the

lower castes through the local assemblies (sabhas).40

-

381bid., 50
391bid., 53

401bid., 48f
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There is no universal scholarly consensus on the nature of the
tripartite division of medieval Tamil society. In a study of Cola
inscriptions, B. Suresh (1965) found some 1800 named persons.
Brahmans were often identified as such, even their gotra identities
being often given, but there were only 18 other caste identities given,
and these were all for Vellalar and Cetti merchants.41 The absence of
other caste designations in temple records led Suresh to conclude that
“the caste system had not yet set.”42 For Stein this is “a quite
unnecessary conclusion.” The temple records for him are concerned °
only with “the two most prestigious social groups, for, presumably only
those persons could be suitable participants in the canonical temples.”
He instead insists on the view that the tripartite division of South
Indian society was firmly. established before the formation of the Cola
state of the ninth century.43

A third persistent characteristic of the social structure of
medieval South India was the dual division of lower castes in terms of
right and left hand groupings. In the inscriptions studied by Suresh,
although lower castes are not designated, there are references to right
and left hand groupings. For almost nine centuries, roughly A.D. 1000
to 1900, South Indian society has been explicitly divided in this

41Ibid., 102-103
421bid., 103

431bid., 103,133
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manner.44 Stein prefers to call these “divisions” of the Cola period as
alliances that were occasionally activated for some common goal.4>
The earliest references in inscriptions to the valankai, right hand, and
idankai, left hand, indicate that these were contingents of soldiers. Sri
Lankan records show that the “great army” (macenai) which was made
up of both valanka and idankai and was called velaikkarar came to the
island in the wake of the Cola conquest (A.D. 993) and continued to
remain there long after the end of Cola rule (A.D. 1070).46 In these

records valankai and idankai do not refer to conflict or competition,

but they are instead two distinct military “regiments” co-operating
beyond their local bases to achieve a common goal.

It appears that the Brahmans were considered above the right -
left division and provided services to the more prestigious castes of
both groups.4”7 In some areas Vellalar landlords closely allied to the
Brahmans also tried to remain above the division. Generally, however,
below the Brahmans the right division castes were grouped around
the dominant Vellalar cultivators. These low-ranking castes subsist
largely by providing agricultural labour for the Vellalar landlords, who

are also esteemed and emulated.48 The left division castes on the other

44Brenda Beck, “The Right-Left Division of South Indian Society,” The
Journal of Asian Studies XXIV, 4 (1970):779

45Gtein, Peasant Society, 179

465, Pathmanatham, “The Velaikkarar in Medieval South India and Sri
Lanka,” Sri Lanka Journal of Humanities 2 (December 1976); 125

47Beck, “Right-Left Division,” 780, 782

481bid., 787
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hand represented by merchants and craftsmen shirk the world of
agrarian life in favour of life in the town, and to some extent they
emulate the lifestyle of the Brahmans.49 Above all, the left and right
divisions represent supra-local networks of low castes or lower Sudras
in a highly segmented political-social situation.50

It is a matter of surprise that the “left hand”, which seeks to
emulate the Brahman model should be “considered polluted and
inferior to the right.”51 The stigma of pollution attached to the left
hand is also linked with female sexuality. In the iconographic
representation of Siva as Ardhanarisvara, or as male and female joined

in one body,

the right side of the figure has the hip, shoulder, and chest of a man,
while the left side is fashioned with the thighs, waist, and breast of a

woman.22
Although the origins of the two divisions “remain obscure,”53
G. Oppert’s suggestion that the bifurcation of the Tamil society with its
pollution implications arose from the conflict between Jains and
Hindus during the Pallavan period, is compelling. In advancing this
view that the stigma pollution attached to the merchants and

craftsmen from the towns, he states:

91mid., 787

50Gtein, Peasant State,182

51Beck, “Right-Left Division,” 783
521bid., 783

53Mbid., 175
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The influence of Jains was perhaps strongest on the towns where
artisan classes form an important portion of the population, while
the Brahman appealed to the land owning and agricultural

classes.54

6.5 Territorial Structure: Nadus

Tamilakam in the medieval epoch comprised hundreds of
distinctive localities or nadus. About A.D. 1300 in Colamanadalam
alone there were 140 nadus.5> The term nadu, first used in the Classical
period, refers to agricultural land in contrast to kadu ~ a word for forest

land not suited for cultivation. In the Purannanuru, the Cola king

Karikalan is said to have “made nadu” by clearing forests.56 Since then
the term has been closely associated with agricultural expansion and
the establishment of peasant settlements.

The nadu as an ethnic (kulam) as well as economic territory is
thus a legacy from the ancient i)ast of South India, which became a
fundamental characteristic of Cola society (A.D. 1000-1300). The
introduction of caste principles of hierarchy and purity did, however,
change what was once an ethnic region. By then the locality or nadu, as
the basic building block of social organization, would be composed of
dominant families probably of the same caste, a dominant kindred,

allied with Brahmans, together ruling, through assemblies, the lower

541bid., 202
55Tbid., 91-92 .

561bid., 91
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castes — who in turn were allied with their low caste fellows in supra-
local divisions, especially for fighting in wars and raids.57

The economic region of medieval South India was represented
by three kinds of nadus. Brenda Beck talks about “central, entrance and
marginal areas in a geographical region” which she says “corresponds
in a general way to Burton Stein’s use (1971) of core, secondary and
periphery zones to describe southern India as a whole at various
periods in its history.”58 These two conceptual interpretations,
developed independently, recognize the intimate link between “nadu”
and the “local socio-cultural and economic structure.” 97 They talk
about three kinds of micro areas or nadus in a macro region or
mandalam. There were central nadus usually existing along rivers,
reliable sources of water for agriculture; intermediate nadus to be
found in dry lowlands and uplands where agriculture depended upon
often inadequate rainfall and wells; and peripheral nadus in areas least
hospitable to agriculture.

The central nadu was “elaborately hierarchical” in social
structure, its prosperity and ﬁnity dependent on the productive
agriculture that, in turn, was made possible by irrigation. It is in such a
central area that brahmanical institutions and brahmanical learning

were strong, as were mercantile settlements. It had the greatest

57Ibid., 23-124
58Brenda Beck, Perspectives on a Regional Culture: Essays about the
Coimbatore Area of South India, (New Delhi: Vikas,1979), 90

591bid., 13
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concentrations of landless labourers “stigmatized as impure and
sequestered in a paraiyar-ceri, separated from the main settlements of
any locality.”60

Each of the central nadus was closely linked to a ruling dynasty,
so it was in the central areas that the royal influence was most evident.
Kathleen Gough in her study of Thanjavur, where the capitals of the
Colas were located, argues in connection with the Cola kingdom of

about A.D. 850-1290 that:

at least in the Kaveri delta, the central governmen‘t had strong
coercive powers and great resources. Thus, for example, the Cola
government organized the building of at least 150 large temples in

Thanjavur district alone61,

In the central areas the king would have a professional army of
his own, housed in barracks, with which he would protect the
irrigation network.

The intermediate or secondary nadus were ruled by hereditary
chieftains, nattars, of dominant local agricultural groups who were
only loosely or ritually linked to the king who lived in the central
nadu area. As such, these econbmically self-sufficient micro regions
were capable of occasionally transferring their allegiance from one king

to another. 62

6OStein, Peasant State, 134

61Kathleen E. Gough, Rural Society in Southeast India (London: Cambridge
University Press, 1981), 424 -

62Gtein, Peasant Society,136
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Also, brahmanical influence, particularly in terms of institutions
such as seminaries (mathas) and temples devoted to Vedic gods, were
less evident in these areas. The number of Brahman personnel in the

intermediate nadus was, however, not insignificant, but they appear to

lack the institutional and sacral prestige of the Sastric Brahmans in the
central nadus.63 The local society as a result was less rigid and not so
hierarchical in its organization.

Cultivation in these tracts was a matter of considerable risk and
uncertainty, requiring the utmost skill and effort. As a dry area, the

intermediate nadus lacked reliable sources of water for regular or

extensive irrigated agriculture. Successful occupation of the land,
therefore, became more a matter of skill and effort than military
prowess.64

Stein specifically cites Kongumandalamb> as such an
intermediate area. Brenda Beck in a study of localities in the
Coimbatore district, the northern part of Kongu country, has observed
that the character of the local social order appears to be directly linked
to the presence of a dominant caste.66 She has argued that the truly

“dominant” castes exist in India only in “secondary areas”:

Dominant caste areas, furthermore, do not seem to be located near
the oldest civilizational centres, but rather in secondary areas of

631bid., 137
641bid., 135-136
651bid., 138

66Brenda Beck, Peasants of Kongu (Vancouver: University of B.C. Press,1972)
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previously low population density. It is into just such areas that
well organized outside groups have tended to expand during
periods of political and economic prosperity..... Once established,
such castes continue to dominate local social institutions and to

structure them to their own advantage. 67

A group becomes dominant by asserting power over others,
which involves face-to-face management of people. This sort of
management will rest on two things, a near monopoly of local
resources (usually agricultural land) and considerable numerical
strength (roughly thirty to fifty per cent).68

Louis Dumont who also published a monograph on Tamil social
organization [1957], has pointed out that there is a homology between
the function of dominance at, the local level and the royal function at
the level of a larger territory. The dominant caste reproduces the royal
function on a smaller territorial scale by its: (i) control over land; (ii)
consequent power to grant land and to employ members of other castes
either in agricultural capacities or as specialists, to build up a large
clientele, not to say an armed force; (iii) power of justice, to arbitrate
inter-caste and intra-caste offences; (iv) monopoly of authority by
control over local assembly; and (v) ability adopt royal customs (meat
diet, polygyny, etc.). These similarities in function led Dumont to the
conclusion that “the relationship between the Brahman and the

dominant caste is the same as that between the Brahman and the

king.”69

67Beck, Coimbatore,59
681bid., 55

69Dumont, Homo, 162-163; cf. Beck, “Right-Left Division,” 784
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Finally the peripheral nadus were located on those areas least
hospitable to agricultural and pastoral pursuits. Nadus of this type
displayed the strongest “tribal” characteristics. That is, most of the
people of these localities shared a single common identity and a large
tract of land where few other groups would reside. Stein thinks that the
isolation and the hazardous basis of livelihood were the major reasons
for this tribal feature.70

Despite their isolation, the peripheral nadus have always been
an integral part of the macro region. The isolated folk in the marginal
areas had regular contact with itinerant merchants from the cities
(pattanam), a link that probably goes back to the Cankam period. Being
highly mobile — not attached to land - and war-like, the peoples of
these tracts were frequently enlisted by the kings to participate in his
raids of plunder. It is, however, the links with the peasant colonies in
the neighbourhood that became. historically significant, because they
led to greater integration of the peripheral nadus into the larger society.

Much of modern Ramnad along the Palk Strait facing Sri Lanka
is identified by Stein as a peripheral type of zone. This area was palai
(desert) according to the tinai classification of Cankam poetry. From
early times, the Maravar people have been closely linked to this tract.
In Cankam poetry they were depicted as personifications of the harsh
and forbidding palai. Throughout the medieval period these militarily
capable, mobile, clan-organized people served in the Pantyan armies.

By the time of the Nayaks of Madurai, Marava chiefs had become

705tein, Peasant State,138-139
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prominent political actors, achieving considerable eminence in the
macro region. During the British period they were once more isolated
from the larger society after being branded by the British as a “criminal
caste.”71

Available evidence suggests that these supra-local political and
military connections, although impressive, had very little impact on
the palai people’s corporate identity and lifestyle as they had been
depicted in Cankam poetry. Témples and inscriptions are virtually
absent in the Ramnad region. Contact with the peasant folk on the
other hand had an important impact on these people. Peasant
influence probably came late to this region because the far south was
generally in a less advanced state of colonisation. With the arrival of
peasant colonists in this region, possibly during later Cola times, the
Maravars began to convert their lands to peasant agriculture. In this
way the cultivated parts of the region became extensions of
intermediate nadus.

Contact with the peasants also provided a model of a different
way of life for the peripheral people. Records show that some Maravar
and Kallar groups did follow the way of the peasants and become
dominant castes in their own territories. Such emulation of an elite
group, usually a dominant caste, has been desribed variously as

“Sanskritisation”72 and “Vellalaization.”73 1t led to a change in

-

711bid., 301-302

728rinivas, “The Cohesive Role of Sanskritization,” India and Ceylon: Unity
and Diversity, ed. Philip Mason (London: Oxford University Press, 1967), 67-82
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corporate identity. In this case, Kallar and Maravar “reformed their
customs in accordance with Sanskrit tradition, and began to call
themselves Vellalas, usurping the Vellalar caste-title ‘Pillai’.”74
Eminent Kallar and Maravar families were accorded the prestigious
Vellalar title nattar, that referred to their common domination over
the land as well as shared religious and ritual affiliations.”5 This
practice must have been well-known for it gave rise to a proverb
“Kallar, Maravar, and Agambadiyar, becoming fat, turn into

Vellalar.”76

6.6 Religion: Hindu Bhakti

The medieval period has often been described as the age of
bhakti. Religiously, this era is characterised by a surge of Hinduism,
particularly of Saivism and Vaisnavism, inspired in a large measure by
the bhakti poets who lyricized the possibility of personal salvation
through devotion to a personal deity. Since its beginning in the
seventh century, Hindu bhakti, and by the tenth or eleventh century,
came to represent the mainstream, orthodox religion of the Tamils.

It is generally agreed that the birth of Hindu bhakti which

coincides with the second phase of Pallava rule, marks the end of one

73E. Kathleen Gough, “Caste in a Tanjore Village,” Aspects of Caste in India,
Ceylon and North West Pakistan ed. E. R. Leach (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1960) :

-

741bid., 57

75Gtein, Peasant State, 110,131

76Quoted in, Gough, Rural Society, 29



115

era in South Indian history and the beginning of a new one. In this
new era bhakti came to epitomise the creative synthesis of two
classicisms, a synthesis of the Sanskrit and Tamil traditions. While
these features are easily identifiable in Hindu bhakti, the basic structure
and role of this new religion are less obvious, and there have been
different views expressed on these matters.

Most scholars believe that Hindu bhakti arose at this moment in
history to meet a religious need that had become acute during the
“dark period” of Buddhist and Jain ascendency.”” Bhakti thus
represents the Hindu reply to the aridity of these two heterodox
systems; variously described as “radically pessimistic”, “life-negating”,
“anti-social”, and hostile to the emotional life characteristic of the
Tamils.”8 So we are presented with a contrast between the austere
ideals of the heretics and the emotionalism of bhakti. The same sort of
contrasts has also been made in social and political terms. One scholar
has depicted the emergence of bhakti as a patriotic movement with

“strong Tamil national feeling,” reacting to alien religious systems

77eg, Sastri, South India 145

78Kamil Zvelebil, The Smile of Murugan: on Tamil Literature of South India
(Leiden: E. ]. Brill, 1973), 195; F. W. Ciothey, The Many Faces of Murukan: The History
and Meaning of a South Indian God (The Hague: Moulton Publishers, 1978), 73-75;
Sastri, History of South India, 144-145; David Shulman, “Idealism and Dissent in
South Indian Hinduism,” Orthodoxy, Heterodoxy and Dissent in India (Amsterdam:
Moulton Publishers, 1984), 35; Stephen Neill, “Bhakti” Hindu and Christian (Madras:
Christian Literature Society, 1974), 59-61
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“connected with foreign, non-Tamil powers.”7? Another has argued
that bhakti aimed at “social equality for all.”80

All these interpretations emphasise the disjunctive character of
this period of history, portraying Jainism and Buddhism as providing
the dark background for the emergence of bhakti. This picture is not,
however, an accurate reading of history. First, the negativistic
judgement on South Indian Buddhism appears to be based on a well
known tendency among scholars, especially textual scholars, to confuse
“scriptural” Buddhism with the religion of Tamil Buddhists. That is, by
focusing exclusively on the religion of the monks, they have
overlooked the religion of the laity — which played a crucial role in the
rise of Buddhism as a world religion. This lay religion has most of, if
not all, the features of bhakti religiosity.

Buddhism before it entered South India had already
incorporated the Bodhisattva cult that involved the adoration of a
Buddha endowed with charismatic and saviour qualities.81 This
development of a bhakti type of religiosity pertains to the
accommodation that early Buddhism had to maké to magical animism
or totemism at the level of the masses. The Bodhisattva cult could well

be an adaptation of Yaksa worship among the merchant and artisan

79K.Zvelebil, 196-197
805, Vaiyapuri Pillai, cited in Zvelebil, 191
81“Maha Parinibbana Suttanta,” Digh; Nikaya, ii.108-128, trans. T. W. and

C. A. F. Rhys-Davids, Dialogues of the Buddha pt.2 (London: Luzac and Company,
1971), 114-139
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communities who had embraced Buddhism in large numbers.82 The
erection of stupas over the bodily relics of the Buddha and the building
of stupas for former Buddhas were firmly established by the time of
Asoka.83 The early development of the stupa as a place of worship
indicates the institutionalization of this cult. Since then the adoration
of the person of the Buddha came to constitute an important element
in lay religiosity.

Literary evidence suggests that the Buddhist bhakti cult was by
no means restricted to North India, the original home of Buddhism.

The nature of Buddhism professed in South India in the heyday of its

power is reflected in the closing canto of Manimekalai, in which
Manimekalai finally decides to follow her mother and to become a
Buddhist devotee. There is a reference to the countless multitudes of

Buddhas who had appeared on earth, before the final avatar of wisdom

and truth in Gautama, the Enlightened One. This is characteristic of the
Mahayana School with its doctrines of countless heavens presided over
by Buddhas and Bodhisattvas - among whom was Avalokitesvara

whose cult became popular in the Theravada countries.84

82Balkrishna G. Gokhale, “Buddhism in the Gupta Age,” Gupta Culture,150;
also Gokhale “Bhakti in Early Buddhism,” J. Lele (ed.), Tradition and Modernity in
Bhakti Movements (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1981),16-28

83Gokhale, “Bhakti,” 20

84Canto Thirty, Manimekhalai (New York: New Directions Books, 1989).
“Buddha was considered a God and he was addressed in great reverence as ‘Uli
Mutalvan’ and ‘Atimutalvan’.” See S. N. Kandaswamy, Buddhism as Expounded in
Manimekalai (Annamalainagar: Annamalai University, 1978), 30. For comparable Sri
Lankan evidence see, John C. Holt, Buddha in the Crown. Avalokitesvara in the
Buddhist Traditions of Sri Lanka (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 27-71
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There is nothing unusual in the development of Buddhist
bhakti. Two types of soteriologies have always co-existed in Theravada
Buddhism. The arhant ideal was for the elite group of monks who
strived for liberation from the mundane worldly existence. The
Bodhisattva cult met the religious needs of the laity for whom happy
rebirths either in this world or in the heavens constitute their
immediate goal, a goal which they can visualise in terms of their
worldly cravings for wealth, power, prestige, sensual pleasures, etc..85
G. Obeyesekere’s recent study of “Bhakti Religiosity in Buddhist Sri
Lanka” further confirms its importance for the laity.86

All this evidence strongly suggests that South Indian Buddhism
through the incorporation of saviour cults was able to and did satisfy
the emotional aspects of human nature. It may also be noted in passing
that both Buddhism87 and Jainism88 encouraged goddess worship,
which had an antiquity in Tamil culture much greater than these two
traditions themselves. When all these religious practices are taken into
consideration, it is possible to see in Hindu bhakti a continuation of

Buddhist and Jain precedents, rather than a radical departure.

85Charles R. A. Hoole, “A Reassessment of Sinhalese Utopia: Explorative
Essay on the Sri Lankan Political Crisis,” Journal of Church and State 33 (Winter
1991):102-103

86Gananath Obeyesekere, “The Fire-walkers of Kataragama: The Rise of
Bhakti Religiosity in Buddhist Sri Lanka,” Journal of Asian Studies, 37 (May
1978):457-476

-

87eg. Pattini-Kannaki cult, cf. G. Obeyesekere, The Cult of the Goddess
Pattini (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,1984)

88Yaksini cult, ¢f. B. Desai, Jainism in South India (Sholapur: Jaina
Samskrti Samrakshaka Sangha, 1957)
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Secondly, by using the term “anti-social,” scholars fail to
appreciate Buddhism’s missionary appeal to the Tamil laity. From its
very beginning Buddhism did offer a genuine alternative to the
dharma of caste. Towards this end Buddhism developed a lay ethic for

those devoted to economic and political pursuits. R. Thapar has in this

respect cogently argued that the Buddhist sigalovada sutta embodies a
meaningful code of action for the householder and is a pointed
contrast to the householder ethic as recommended by the Brahman
priesthood.89 The Buddhist lay ethic was therefore particularly
attractive to those subjected to brahmanical ritualism and the varna-
linked codes of conduct. The situation in Tamilakam was not very
different in this respect, where the general process of Sanskritization
had reached an advanced stage several centuries before Pallava power
was finally established.90 This process was closely linked to the efforts
to achieve dominance made by the elite peasants using brahmanical
forms of legitimacy.

Buddhism by its advocacy of a “double morality” came to have a
wider appeal than Jainism - which emphasised greater continuity
between monastic and lay life. Jains by their zealous, unconditional
insistence on ahimsa and vegetarianism, influenced the prohibition of
occupations and activities (like agriculture and statecraft) that involve

the taking of life in any form. Their appeal was thereby restricted to the

-

89R. Thapar, “The householder and the renouncer in the Brahmanical and
Buddhist traditions,” Way Of Life: King, Householder, Renouncer ed. T. N. Madan
(Delhi:Motilal Banarisidass, 1988), 284ff.

90Gtein, Peasant State, 66
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merchant communities. Both Buddhism and Jainism, however, had a
special appeal to the warriors, who were allowed to achieve legitimacy
and ‘Aryan’ respectability without having to accept the brahmanical
elements of contemporary peasant culture.

Based on these and earlier observations, it is possible to offer a
different explanation for the emergence of Hindu bhakti. Hindu bhakti
cult may first of all be seen as a brahmanical response to developments
in Buddhism, centred on the Bodhisattva and saviour cults. The

response offers an interesting parallel to developments in the North

culminating in the syncretistic work, Bhagavad Gita. There the Hindu
move to bhakti was clearly formed by the effectiveness of the Buddhist
and Jain missionary appeal to the ordinary householder. In the South,
the towns of the Coromandel coast were the home of these sects, and
from those bases they were also able to recruit non-caste tribals in large
numbers. Their lives were characterized by cross-caste fraternization
and commensality. By positioning themselves strongly in the towns,
Buddhism and Jainism came to represent the interests of merchants
and warriors from whom they received lavish support. The successful
recruitment and the spread of the Bodhisattva cult in effect
strengthened the non-peasant powers in the Tamil macro region.

This is precisely why the expansion of heterodox sects, which
had definite social and political consequences, was a major threat to the
Brahmans and their peasant allies, situated in rural villages. There
rural settlements were constantly expanding by assimilating more and

more of the non-peasant peoples of the forests and dry plains, and
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using the varna model as a mechanism for regulating these peoples

into inferior positions. The accrétion of non-peasants was, as already
noted, crucial to peasant agricultural expansion, while the resistance
and hostility of the non-peasants towards brahmanical institutions
made the peasant’s task difficult and somewhat uncertain. It is that
hostility, which must have been widespread, that finally crystallised in
the so-called “Kalabhra interregnum” when for a brief period non-
peasant warrior control was extended over some of the peasant areas.
In the light of these developments, Hindu bhakti, which
emerged in the aftermath of the “Kalabhra interregnum” may be better
understood as a peasant-Brahman response to the challenge of non-
peasant forces, who ideologically favoured Buddhism and Jainism and
were hostile to Brahmanism. The'spread of Hindu bhakti in the second
phase of Pallava rule coincided with the increasing ascendency of the
Brahmans and peasant alliance in Tamil social life, an alliance which
was proving effective against the non-peasants and their heretical
merchant allies. K. Zvelebil has drawn attention to this important fact
by taking note of the caste origin of a number of Hindu bhakti poets.
His study shows that a bhakta was “usually a Brahmin..... or at least a
Vellalar (landlord community).”?1 The Brahman/peasant alliance
attained its most mature expression in the Cola state that succeeded the
Pallavas in the tenth century A.D., when Hindu orthodoxy - including

the caste system — became normative throughout the central and

91 K. Zvelebil, Murugan, 192-193. About 35% of Brahmin origin, (eg.
Campantar, Cuntarar, Mamkkavacakar, Periyalvar); about 20% of Vellalar (Sudra)
origin, (eg. Appar, Nammalvar) -
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intermediate nadus. At this time we witness the virtual disappearance
of Buddhism and Jainism from the Tamil soil after undergoing some
centuries of decline in the face of the Brahman/peasant opposition.

There are two important factors that contributed to the
disappearance of Buddhism andJainism from Tamil society. Violence
was one of the methods employed by the instigators of Hindu revival
to undermine the Buddhist and Jain missionary appeal to the ordinary
householder. When the Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Hsuan-tsang in
A.D. 642 visited South India, Buddhist and Jain influence was still in
its zenith and there is in his writings no allusion to anything in the
way of religious persecution or hostility to Jains and Buddhists. He also
seemed completely unaware of the bhakti revival which was being
carried forward by Saivite and Vaisnavite poets. It means religious
persecution which broke out about that time must have occurred
subsequent to the pilgrim’s visit. The long standing tolerant relations
among religious sects characterized by peaceful competition seem to
have come to an abrupt end “when the worshippers of Siva and Visnu
felt the call to stem the rising tide of heresy.”92

At the instigation of the Saivite saint Campantar who converted
the Pantyan ruler, thousands of Jains, it is reported, were persecuted93
for refusing to apostatise. The most savage cruelty was inflicted on

them when no less than eight thousand Jains suffered a horrible death
92Nilakanta Sastri, A History of South India (Madras: Oxford University
Press, 1975), 423

93Romila Thapar, Cultural Transaction and Early India: Tradition and
Patronage (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1987), 17
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by impalement. The event is celebrated in an annual festival at the
Minaksi temple at Madurai commemorating the impalement at the
young saint’s urging. Historian Vincent Smith notes that these claims
of tradition seem to be confirmed by sculptures on the walls of a temple
at Tiruvattur in the Arcot District, in which tortures inflicted on the
unhappy victims are all too clearly portrayed which seem to confirm
the reports of the massacres.94

Religious violence of this order, states Romila Thapar, is
difficult to reconcile with a per;sistent and popular belief that “non-
violence and tolerance were special features of Hinduism,” and that
“the Hindus never indulged. in religious persecution.”95 She points
out that “ahimsa as an absolute value is characteristic of the Buddhists

and the Jains who first made it foundational to their teaching, and

their message was very different from that of the Bhagavad-Gita on
this matter.” The Saivites in particular, she argues, have been prone to
persecuting their competitors, which is also borne out by the evidence
from Kashmir, a strategy that was crowned with success in North
Indja.96

Religious persécution continued into the following century

alongside Hindu revivalism. In the eighth century Nandivarman II

94y. Smith, The Early History of India: From 600 B.C. to the Muhammadan
Conquest (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), 475.For a record of Saivite persecution of
Buddhists and Jains see Thapar, Cultural Transaction, 1-20

95R. Thapar, “Imagined Religious Community” Modern Asian Studies, vol.
23, no. 2 (1989): 218-219

961bid., 219-220
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Pallavamalla, an ardent Vaisnavite, carried out persecution of Jains
and Buddhists. His contemporary, the Vaisnavite hymnist

Tirumangai, is reported to have plundered the Buddhist vihara at the

town of Nagapattinam, using the golden image to finance, among
other things, the construction of walls around the principal shrine at
Srirangam.97 ‘

It would appear from the evidence that the Buddhist and Jain
monasteries were the prime targets of the Hindu religious zealots.
Most of the victims were therefore monks who were easily identifiable.
But what happened to the non-peasant laity who were left without
religious leaders? Did they apostatise by succumbing to the pressures?
The emergence of the yvalankai .(right hand) and idankai (left hand)
-social divisions from the tenth century suggests that the final blow to
the heterodox sects was struck when the lay merchant and artisan
classes were incorporated as polluted inferiors into the Hindu social
system. They became associated with the left hand, which “in South
India has connotations of impurity” whereas the right hand associated
with agriculturalists and land “has powerful and positive normative”
connotations.98

Considering the stigma of pollution which is attached to the left
hand it would be surprising that those of the idankai would have

acquiesced in the designation. That they did eventually is clear from

97Sastri, The Culture and History of the Tamils (Calcutta: F. K. L.
Mukhopadhay, 1965),112-113

98 Arjun Appadurai, “Right and Left Hand Castes in South India,” The Indian
Economic and Social History Review, vol. I, no.2 (1974): 221, see above, ch. 6.4
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the numerous references to the local dues regularly collected from the
idankai groups in the Vellalar regulated jajmani relations. Following
their incorporation into the left hand division, the merchants and
artisans have attempted to escape the oppression by emulating the
Brahman style of religiosity. As a result their status was elevated
somewhat in the twelfth century by granting them somewhat greater
privileges. However, they have always been ranked below the
Vellalars.99
Here again coercive methods must have been consciously
employed for the purpose of weaning the lay men and women from
the heterodox sects, for it is highly unlikely that they would have
willingly accepted their incorporation into the left hand division with
its connotations of pollution. On the other hand such coercive
methods alone cannot account for the vitality and dynamism of early
medieval Hinduism. During the early period of reaction against
heterodoxy, orthodox Hinduism adopted Buddhist missionary
methods which transformed it in;co an effective missionary religion.
The rapid growth of Saiva monasticism clearly points to the
missionary character of medieval Hinduism. In the seventh and eighth
centuries when religious contr.oversy was becoming intense, Saiva
monasteries (mathas)100 modelled on heterodox monastic orders were

established throughout the peninsula for proselytising and for

-

99¢f. Stein, Peasant State, 199

100matha in Sanskrit and matam in Tamil
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“colonising” new areas. The mathas borrowed from the Buddhist
sangha, elements of its organisational structure and its disciplinary
code, and made provision for young men to be directly initiated as
sannyasin by-passing the grhastha stage. Like the sangha, the matha
had a reciprocal relationship with the lay community. Reciprocation
was in the tying of dana (gifting) to punya (merit), where, in exchange
for alms and donations, the householder acquired merit. This
institutional link with the lay community was crucial in the Hindu
missionary efforts to influence public opinion. One of the channels for
exercising public opinion was through the educational function
performed by the matha.

This form of communal asceticism was entirely new to
Hinduism. Traditionally, communal asceticism represented by Jainism
and Buddhism had posed the greatest challenge to brahmanical
domination. However, when it was incorporated into a Hindu
framework it became an instrument in the defense of orthodoxy. This
is precisely what was appreciated by Sankara (A.D. 788-820) the founder
of Hindu monasticism. He, on the one hand, campaigned against
Buddhism because he wanted the Vedic prescriptions of varna and
asrama to be the foundation of lay iife. His group of Saiva renouncers,
the Dasanami Sannyasins, became in this connection the guardians
and enforcers of these regulations. But on the other hand, to realise his
goal, he borrowed from the Buddhist bhikkhus elements of their
organisational structure and their disciplinary code: “permanent

residence in the monasteries, austerity, celibacy, subsistence on alms,
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and the study and teaching of prescribed texts.”101 His Saiva mathas
attached to temples became instruments of proselytization and
acculturation. Sankara thus crowned his “counter-reformation” by
establishing monastic centres in “the four quarters” of India.102

From these observations we may conclude that medieval South
Indian Hinduism borrowed many features of the heretical religions in
order to serve the needs of the householder. This would make South

Indian Hinduism a syncretic religion par excellence. However, it must

also be appreciated that the new elements, the alien new deities and
organisational structures, were incorporated in a specifically Hindu
manner, into a dominant Hindu framework of ideas and ethos.103 By
this manner of integration, the imported elements become redefined,
annulling thereby their linkage with the prior heterodox or totemic
tradition.

This process of borrowing in Hinduism is perhaps best
illustrated by the example of the early Murukan. As late as the sixth
century, when the general process of “Sanskritization” had reached an
advanced stage, we can still discern the earlier classical identity of

Murukan. In Paripatal (A.D. 400-550)104, for instance, one of the later

101Thapar, Ancient Indian, 75

1021bid,, 75-76; G. S. Ghurye, “Dasanamis of The Sankara School of
Ascetics”, Indian Sadhus 2d. ed. (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1964), 82-97

103 On the question of religious syncretism cf. G. Obeyesekere’s “The
Principles of Religious Syncretism and the Buddhist Pantheon in Sri Lanka’, Images of
Man: Religion and History Process in South Asia, ed. Fred W. Clothey (Madras: New
Era Publications, 1982), 133

104K amil Zvelebil, Tamil Literature (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1974),

50
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Cankam anthologies, god Cevvel or Murukan still retains his own
earthy, classical identity, although by now he had in addition acquired
the celestial qualities of brahmanical Skanda (of Sanskritic epics) as
well. He shows himself as an earthy Tamil god about to become
elevated into a Sanskrit high god. By worship of him, the Tamil people
at this time still continued to affirm their present worldly life and
showed little desire to enter an other-worldly realm.

Then something unusual happened to Murukan. During the
period roughly between the seventh and ninth centuries, the second
phase of Pallava rule when there is a surge toward Hinduisation,
Murukan almost disappears from the official religious scene.105
Whenever he does surface in the literature or iconography, he is given
a subservient position as a member of Siva’s family. Even his adoption
into Siva’s family was based on his likeness to Skanda, whose filial
relationship to Siva had become firmly established around the time of
the Gupta emperors; when he was worshipped as the warrior-son of
Siva and Parvati. The worship of Skanda-Kumara by the Guptas is
reflected in their coins, seals and pillar inscriptions.106 It is also
si.gnificant to note in the Saiva pantheon of the Guptas, Skanda-

Kumara was at the same time becoming an independent cult object —a

105Fred. W. Clothey, The Many Faces of Murukan The History and Meaning
of a South Indian God. (The Hague: Moulton Publishers, !978), 76-77

106B, L. Smith (ed.), Gupta Culture, 180
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development which would in turn influence the development of the
Skanda - Murukan cult in South India.107

The metamorphosis of Murukan into the son of Siva illustrates
the Hindu manner of incorporating what were originally alien
elements into the religious system. Murukan is thereby redefined and
brought into line with the cult of Siva. The story of Murukan on the
other hand, in Geertzian terms, illustrates the transformation of the
“classical style” (a Tamil ethos) into a “medieval style” (a Sanskrit
ethos).108 We have noted how the legendary personality of Murukan
depicts the moods and conceptions of the classical or heroic style of
Tamilakam. He acts as a symbol of that age — its world view and ethos.
His fading into oblivion and subsequent reappearance as the son of
Siva marks the closing of that age and the beginning of a new one
dominated by a Sanskrit framework of ideas and ethos.

This dominant Sanskrit framework that defines the cultural
context of medieval bhakti was probably inspired by the Brahmanism
of the Gupta period. It is widely recognized that the Gupta age saw a
resurgent Brahmanism within court circles which served to revive the
ancient Vedic sacrificial rituals. Almost all the Gupta kings favoured
Brahmanism and were declared adherents of Vaisnavism or Saivism.

They called themselves bhagavatas, devotees of Visnu and Siva. They

1071pid., 39

-

108.f. C. Geertz, Islam Observed, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968),
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made their allegiance public by taking the names of the gods and
placing the emblems of the gods on their coins.

There are two important aspects of the “Gupta style” which
appear relevant to our present discussion. One is the Hindu temple.
The first Hindu temples - including sculptured icons — were built
during this period. The Hindu temple was conceived as the condensed
image of the cosmos. The building of the temple, like the shaping of
the image, could for this reason not be left to the creativity of the
architect, but had to follow the prescribed canons of building and were
from beginning to end a ritual activity. The dark interior sanctum of
the temple is called the garbhagrha, the “womb chamber.” When the

temple is being constructed, a rite called garbhadhana, the implanting

of the seed takes place, which makes the temple — the microcosm of the

unjverse — a living organism. Stella Kramrisch writes:

“The temple is the concrete shape (muti) of the Essence; as
such it is the residence and vesture of God..... The devotee who
comes to the temple, to look at it, does so as a ‘seer’, not as a

spectator.”109
The temple was conceived of as the body of Purusa, the
microcosm of the society. The body of Purusa, also called Prajapati, is
reconstructed from various parts of the society with their diverse
functions. In the same manner, the prestigious temples built in towns,
were an agglomeration of separate shrines enclosed within a wall. The

erection of separate shrines was intended to reflect the caste divisions

109 g, Kramrisch, The Hindu Temple, vol. 1. 1946, reprint ed., (Delhi:
Motilal Banarsidass,1976), 165
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of society. In such orthodox temples the lower caste would be kept at a
distance from the most hallowed images, while direct access to them
was reserved for the officiating priest.

In addition to the construction of Hindu temples, the
composition of puranas reflects the mood of the Gupta age. A number
of influential puranic works are ascribed to this general age, among

them the most influential one being the Visnupurana.l10 The puranas

were composed by Brahman advocates of Hindu revival, who saw the
need to combat the diversity which had flourished under the ecclectic
age of the Kusanas, who had built a great international empire. The
efforts of the Brahman authors were on the whole successful, as the
masses increasingly turned to the new Puranic Hinduism. Buddhism,
which was still thriving in some centres in the Gupta Period, virtually
disappeared in the post-Gupta age.

The composition of the puranas may be seen as an organized
“counter-reformation” by the Brahmans to combat heresies that had
become well-entrenched and continued to flourish. It had not been
long ago when shaven heretics -(mostly Buddhist monks) persuaded
men and women to reject all that had traditionally been held sacred,
especially the holy Vedas and the priests who memorized and
expounded them. The learned Brahmans of that time had roundly
denounced these evil forces let loose on the sacred soil of Aryavarta.

The dharmasastras called the Buddhists, Jains and Carvakas, nastikas

because they deny both the Vedas and the atman of the Upanishads;

1104, H. Wilson, The Vishnupurana (Calcutta: Punthi Pustak, 1961)
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not withstanding the fact that their influence could be seen even in

such orthodox documents as the Bhagavad Gita. The Puranic authors

in this sense continued the battle of their fathers in the form of sharp

and contemptuous denunciations of all non-Vedic religion.

The Visnupurana, one of the great puranas in which Vaisnavite
bhakti is unfolded, represents the most important anti-Buddhist work
of this period. It is in this work that inclusiveness reached its highest

form with the Buddha depicted as an avatar of Visnu, who is himself is

deluded and corrupt, dishonestly used by Visnu to lead his followers
astray. Heresy and corruption belong to the nature of the Kali Age,111
so the Buddha and his followers are seen as unfortunate victims of
heresy, in that they did not choose to embrace heretical doctrines.112
The puranas and temple architecture which gave medieval
Hinduism its distinctive form in the Gupta age soon found their way
into the Tamil country.113 The Pallavas who centred their kingdom in
the city of Kanchipuram were deeply influenced by the Sanskritic
culture to the north and served as a primary means of transmitting

that culture to the Tamil country. By A.D. 900 when the second phase

11 Ironically, when dealing with bhakti, the author, Vyasa, maintains
that the Kaliyuga is the most blessed age, because salvation is now most easily
obtained by merely invoking the name of god. But for Sudras and women to be saved
they must also perform their duties of serving those above them. M. Biardeau,
Hinduism (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1989), 104-5

112 The myth of Buddha avatar may explain why the Vaisnavites did not
seek to proselytize through monastic groups since the myth acts as an agency of
incorporation

1131n the south, temple architecture was modified and the puranas were
reworked, but the basic structures were retained.
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of Pallava rule came to an end, Hinduism stood victorious over
Jainism and Buddhism, and Tamil culture was deeply impregnated
with Sanskritic influences.114

For medieval Hindu bhakti, it was the Sanskritic temples that
provided the physical setting for divine revelation. In both the Saivite
and Vaisnavite traditions, five factors are almost universally
recognizable in these experiences: (i) The revelation of god is locally
conditioned and is closely associated with one of the temples of the
deity. (ii) The self-manifestation of the deity is closely linked to the
visible form of the image, in which he is seen in the shrine. (iii) Vision
and apprehension are accompanied by an immense sense of
deliverance. (iv) This vision is followed by the rapture of oneness with
the object of devotion and this ecstatic oneness is regarded as the

highest religious experience. It is

a surging emotion which chokes the speech, makes the tears flow
and the hair thrill with pleasure and exitement, and often leads to
hysterical laughing and weeping by turns, to sudden fainting fits

and to long trances of unconsciousness.115
Language is hard pressed to find adequate expression for this
sense of union with the divine and frequently the form of expression is
erotic, the experience of oneness between the lover and the beloved. (v)

The bhakta devotee delights in the society of those who have shared

114 While most Tamils will welcome the defeat of heresy, they have not
fully accepted the Pallavas as part of the Tamil tradition: “Even today the Tamil uses
the term ‘pallava’ where he wants to designate one as a rascal or a thief.” H. G.
Rawlinson, India, A Short Cultural History (London: Cresset, 1943),194

115], N. Farquhar, Religious Literature, 230
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the same experience as himself or herself. The temple is normally
surrounded by groups of devotees with each one finding solace in the
companionship of others.

How do these mystic experiénces in the temple relate to the
bhakta’s life in the larger society? Here the notion of pilgrimage is
helpful in bridging the gap between spiritual and mundane existence.
The bhakta’s visit to the shrine constitutes a pilgrimage whereby he
leaves his mundane world and enters an idealized cosmos. The most
common term for pilgrimage places is tirtha, literally a “crossing place
or a ford.” Through the centuries some of India’s most important
places of pilgrimage have indeed been located along the banks of her
great rivers and have been “fords.” As pilgrimage places, however, they
are also symbolic and spiritual fords, where one may cross the flood of

samsara, and in some measure all the major temples can be seen as

places of pilgrimage.
The Tamil puranic myths insist on the distinction between the

temple and the outside world.116 The temple and its “womb” lie on

the “far shore” beyond the world of samsara. Kala, the cycle of death
and re-death, has no power over the shrine or anyone who worships
" there. In other wo—rds, the shrine is immune from the effects of real,
historical time; that is, from the Kali Age, the present moment of

time.117

11ép. Shulman, Tamil Temple Myths: Sacrifice and Marriage in South
Indian Saivism (Princeton University Press, 1980), 23

117N.B. “Yama, the god of death, has no power over men who reside in the
sacred area. Nor does the Kali Age, the degenerate period of time in which we live.”
Ibid., 23
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The Tamil talapuranam, based on the Sanskrit sthalapuranas

embodies a record of great deeds of Siva performed at various places.

These places are praised in the talapuranam, and singing praises of the

various shrines is characteristic of Saivite bhakti religiosity. It may be
recalled that the bhakti poet-saints, the nayanmars, were wandering
from shrine to shrine, as it were in perpetual pilgrimage, singing the
praises of the various shrines of Siva. While the place names in the
puranam are Tamil, the framework of the “stories” or myths are
northern, informed by Brahman values.118 In these Tamil myths
clustered around temple cults, the values and perceptions of the

medieval bhaktas find trenchant expression. D. Shulman writes:

How are these shrines seen by the devotees? The sthalapuranas
paint a happy picture of the temple as a refuge from reality: no
sorrows of any kind reigns within their walls which demarcate a
zone of total purity, safety and freedom. The shrine appropriates the
attributes of various celestial worlds and thus renders these worlds
redundant: Amrta, the divine food of immortality, is brought from

heaven to the shrine.119

What is so significant about the Tamil shrine is that it had made
the earth the locus of mukti. The shrine is the place where the deity (or
the sadhu) gives darsan, that, by implication, is equated with salvation.
The shrine is thus the realm of timelessness, of absolute freedom and

purity. Hence the pilgrim after circumambulating the intricate exterior

1181bid., 14,22. Kantapuranam, the defipitive Tamil text of Murukan myths
is similar, based upon the Sanskrit original, Sivarasyskhanda, it was composed by
Kacciyappacivacariyar who lived between the 15th and 17th centuries. cf. Shulman,

1984: 48

1191bid., 12-13
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of the temple, usually undergoes an initial purification by bathing
before journeying to the interior, to the very centre of the world where

he will receive the darsan of the deity. This is what makes the shrine

superior to any world of gods. By a brief sojourn in the shrine, all the
benefits of the celestial worlds can be realized here and now.

The temple, it was noted, is a microcosm of the idealised
universe, but it differs from the surrounding world by the strict
ordering of its component elements. That universe was ordered
ritually within carefully calculated boundaries to create an ideal world
opposed to the disorderly world of nature. The pilgrim in his journey
moves between these two worlds and indeed belongs to these two
different realms at once. Outside the walls of the temple, he belongs to
the caste society with its evil impurities. When he enters the ideal
world erected around the sacred, he rids himself of the evils which life
in the social world outside necessarily imparts. This would be
symbolised in the washing. The temple in this sense offers him
“refuge” from the reality of social life.120

It may be observed that there exists here a well defined boundary
between the ideal and the real worlds. This demarcation contributed to
a two-faced or two-tiered attitude toward social relationships:
egalitarian relations with fellox'v devotees in devotional or sacred
situations, and hierarchical relations, even with fellow devotees, in

mundane or profane situations. As such, bhaktas from different castes

120 For this reason “the universality of salvation” implicit in bhakti had to
“accommodate itself to the secular hierarchy,” M. Biardeau, 107



137

would share in the ritual eating of consecrated food (prasadam). This
sharing, however, tended to be restricted to devotional ceremonial
situations: at special places, on certain days, in the company of fellow
devotees. But different castes did not, and would not, intermarry, nor
were the restrictions on inter-caste dining lightly over-ruled. Such an
approach to life, from the perspective of brahmanical tradition, is

neither confused nor inconsistent. As K. Klostermaier explains:

Hindus, of course, are used to compartmentalizing society and to
accepting a corresponding compartmentalization of right and wrong
behaviour. The devotee, in satsang, moves temporarily into
another society, the group of the believers that operates under its
own laws. The termination of the satsang brings about the
terminations of this status, and the person moves back into the

caste he or she was born into.121

These two different worlds, the ideal and the real, can have the
effect of reinforcing each other. The ideal world of the temple can easily
act as a “safety valve” for the containment of social dissent in the caste
society. For those who are socially despised and must carry the stigma
of pollution, the temple takes on the role of an egalitarian sanctuary
into and out of which they could freely move back and forth. Apart
from this passive role, David Shulman has argued that the shrine, by
making the earth the locus of mukti, in effect “sanctified” life on earth
and within society. Having achieved mukti, because it is present
within the conditions of one’s social life, “the bhakta is commanded to

live not on some future heaven but here, in the present moment,

121K]ostermaier, 58-59
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through the recognition of the divine within him and within the
world in which he lives.”122

By making the “Tamil land” the “realm of the divine,” Hindu
bhakti provided the religious legitimacy for the conventional social
order and for the status-quo. Far from being revolutionary in the social
sense, it tended toWard the “preservation of the social order through
the sanctification of the present.”123 Thus, in the hagiographies of the
poet-saints, as recorded for example, in the twelfth-century Periya
puranam, one sees the bhakti-hero intervening repeatedly against the
politically or socially powerful heretics in order to save the threatened
Hindu dharma.124 In fact the legacy of Hindu bhakti, except in its most

extreme manifestations, is one of acceptance of the social order.125 For

those at the bottom of the varna hierarchy, this meant, on the one
hand, acceptance that the sufferings in the present life are inevitable
and inexorable, because they are atonement for an ancient
unpardonable offence. On the other hand, by the fulfilment of all social

duties prescribed for them, accompanied by an intense devotion to the

1225hulman, Temple, 21-22,83
1231pid., 21

124¢f, Periya Puranam 6.1.648-856 of Cekkilar , and also the similar
Vaisnava hagiographies or Guruparamparas.

125Akileshwar Jha, The Imprisoned Mind (New Delhi: Ambika
Publications, 1980), 1 '

-
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local deity, both the suffering and the stigma of pollution one might
otherwise expect, could be erased in future years.126

In this manner Hindu bhakti was instrumental in making the
varna system more workable and acceptable to the discontented non-
peasant masses.127 This is precisely why the popular Buddhist bhakti
movement was openly embraced by the Brahmans and their peasant
allies, only to ensure the continued vitality of the classical Vedic
tradition. Especially in the early medieval period, a period of major
socio-economic changes, the inclusion of popular religiosity endowed
with increased authority, prestige and durability, gave the brahmanical
system the stability and continuity it needed so badly. It is this process
of remodelling the brahmanical system that is variously called,
“Sanskritization,” “Vedicization,” and “Brahmanization.” The

introduction of bhakti into this process directly contributed to the

popularisation of the brahmanical traditions. This reformulation of an
older tradition, the agency of mathas, provided for change and the

revitalization of ancient norms and practices.128

126 j. B. Gokhale-Turner, “Bhakti or Vidroha: Continuity and Change in
Dalit Sahitya,” J. Lele (ed.), Tradition and Modernity in Bhakti Movements (Leiden:
E.J. Brill, 1981), 2942

127Bjardeau, Hinduism, 105

128The philosopher - saint, Ramanuja is instructive here. In embracing the
bhakti movement he liberalised worship by curbing the authority of the Vaikanasa
priests who insisted on the mastery of Sanskritic lore, and thus he conforms to the
conventionally-accepted picture as a friend of thelower castes. On the other hand, in
the administration of the Srirangam temple he made a concerted effort to remove all
the accouting duties from the long-standing Vellala control and assign them to fellow
Brahmans. V. N. Hari Rao, Koil Olugu, The Chronicle of the Sri Rangam Temple With
Historical Notes, (Madras: Rochouse and Sons, n.d.), 94-5 For the growing influence of
Islam on Hinduism during this period see Appendix 1, Islam and Hinduism.




CHAPTER 7
SOUTH INDIAN PATTERNS IN SRI LANKA

7.1 The Rise of Rajarata Civilization

Sri Lanka is an island in the Indian Ocean, 25481 square miles in
area, and separated from the southern extremity of peninsﬁlar India by
the Gulf of Mannar and the Palk Strait, the width of the intervening
sea at the narrowest point being about 20 miles. The position of the
mango-shaped island in the Indian Ocean places it on the great sea-
routes between Europe and China. From about the second century
when the island first became familiar to Greek and Arab sailors, it has
been an important port of call for the sea-borne trade between West

and East.

Sri Lanka and South India

In both Classical and Medieval times, merchants from the
Coromandel and Malabar coasts as well as Byzantium, Persia and
China, were regular callers at the Sri Lankan ports. Most famous of the

ancient ports was Mahatittha or Mantai,] now a buried city located

1”Mahavoti,” “Mahavutu,” “Mahaputu” and “Matottam” in medieval
Sinhalese and Tamil inscriptions
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close to the island of Mannar. Other sea-ports which facilitated international
tradein this period were Kankesanturai2 and Kayts3 in Jaffna, Tambapanni at
the mouth of Aruvi Aru on the northwest coast, and Trincomalee 4 on the east
coast. Here, ships from various countries sold and exchanged merchandise and
also took away peatls, precious sciones, cinnamon, elephants and other products
of Sri Lanka.

The proximity to, and the contacts with India profoundly influenced
the civilization and economy of 5ti Lanka. From the dawn of its history, 5ri
Lanka has witnessed the arrival of Tamil and other Indian traders,
adventurers, invaders and peaceful immigrants. As time advanced, the Tamil
element in the island’s population progressively increased and Tamil
influence upon Sinhalese civilization became more pronounced. Most notably,
from the late tenth century when South Indian invasions became systematic,
Tamil influence became all-pervading From roughly AD. 993 to 1070 and
again from 1215, the Colas and the Pantyas held sway over the old capitals of
Anuradhapura and Polonnaruva, and Rajarata became a principality of the
South Indian kingdoms. It was at about this time that the separate Tamil
kingdom in the north arose, following the conquest of the major part of the
island by Magha of Kalinga in A.D. 1215. This pattern of direct involvement in

Sri Lankan affairs continued until the decline of the Vijayanagar.

2”Jambukola” in Sinhalese
3“Huratota” in Sinhalese

4Gokanna and Tirukkonamalai in the Sinhalese and Tamil sources
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Throughout the island’s history the peaceful migration from
South India of people — as traders, sailors, and adventurers — has
continued intermittently. Their numbers, however, grew sharply with
the arrival of refugee-immigrants in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries. With the establishment of the Delhi Sultanates (A.D. 1206-
1526), Muslim power was for the first time felt in the Deccan and
beyond. The Khalji sultans (A.D. 1290-1320), for example pursued a
policy of launching long-distance raids into the south of India,
intending to secure the benefits of plunder as well as annual tribute
payments. These raids of plunder involved the destruction of Hindu
temples, including the prestigious Srirangam temple, and they must
have created a great sense of insecurity in the region, and contributed
to the large-scale movement of people to Sri Lanka. In some areas, the
rise of the Hindu power at Vijayanagar in A.D. 1336 helped alleviate
the sense of insecurity among the people, but the new Hindu regime's
militaristic and interventionist policies also did damage to the old way
of life associated with the local nadus,® and weakened and in places
replaced the later Brahmin/Velallar alliance.

All these contacts with South India, which were close and
prolonged, would suggest that the Rajarata civilization that evolved in
the low country dry zone with its capital in Anuradhapura, was

profoundly influenced by South India. The fact that the Rajarata

5K. K. Pillai, South India and Ceylon 139, G. W. Spencer in B. L. Smith (ed.),
Religion and the Legitimation of Power in South Asia, (Leiden: Brill, 1978), 14-27; Ira
M. Lapidus, A History of Islamic Societies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1988), 4371f.
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civilization was primarily Sinhalese speaking and supported Buddhist
monasteries, seems on the surface to point in another direction and a
few Sri Lankan scholars indeed hold to the view that the Rajarata
civilization was founded by a people of “Aryan” descent and that it
continued to receive its main inspiration and example from North
India. As a result of this claim, which is widely accepted, insufficient
attention has been paid to South India’s role in Sri Lankan history. In
the ensuing discussion some of the evidence pertaining to the South
Indian connection will be examined more closely.

The first point that needs to be noted is that the area called the
“low country dry zone” is the most important region in early Sri
Lankan history because it is the cradle of the Sinhalese civilization. It
embraces 70% of the land area. It is called the dry zone because it
receives only the rains of the north-east monsoon (October to April),
while during the south-west monsoon (May to September) it
undergoes a period of drought. The main problem in the dry zone is
providing an adequate supply of water for agricultural and domestic
use during the annual drought.

The civilization that arose in the northern half of this dry zone
was known to the Buddhist chroniclers as Rajarata, meaning the King’s
Country. Anuradhapura was selected as the capital of this region
probably because of its central position within the area initially settled
by the adventurers from India who landed near Mannar.
Anuradhapura was far enough from the sea to have some protection

from raids, but near enough to guard this exposed frontier. It was also
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well placed in a level agricultural area which very early on developed
an irrigation system.

The greatest challenge that these dry zone settlers would have
faced is the provision of an adequate supply of water. According to the
Sinhalese Chronicles, the construction of tanks and other irrigation
works was undertaken in the second century B.C.. King Vasabha (A.D.
67-111) of the Lambakanna dynasty was the first of the great tank-
building Sinhalese kings. His engineers are credited with the
construction of a system of underground pipes that conducted water to
the bathing tanks at Anuradhapura. But it was largely during the reign
of Mahasena (A.D. 275-301) and subsequently in the fifth, sixth and
seventh centuries, that large scale and complex irrigation schemes were
established.® In the medieval age Sinhalese civilization had grown into
a fully-fledged “hydraulic society” renowned for its colossal and
complex system of interrelated anicuts, channels, tanks and
reservoirs.” These are not only engineering accomplishments but

indications of a prosperous economy and well-organized society.

Central-state Thesis
While the complexity of the hydraulic works does indicate that
the society was well-organized, many scholars have been led to the

conclusion that such a society must have been built on a centrally

6University of Ceylon History of Ceylon (UCHU) vol.1 pt.1, ed. H. C. Ray
(Colombo: 1959), 223-224

7E. R. Leach, “Hydraulic Society in Ceylon,” Past and Present, 15 (April,
1959): 2-26
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administered, rapacious bureaucratic system. In a survey of the
archaeological, documentary and ecological evidence, Rhoads Murphey
has drawn attention to the perfect manner in which Rajarata society

fits the requirements of Wittfogel’s concept of “oriental despotism”:

The old society of Raja Rata must have been able at will to marshal
and organize enormous amounts of labour. The Mahavansa and
surviving inscriptions outline a clear picture of Wittfogelian

oriental despotism.8

Yet this same central state, characterised here as “the most barbarous”,
has also been portrayed as benevolent by those historians who desire to
tell an impressive story about their hero-kings.?

The pre-colonial state as a benevolent central state has a great
deal of appeal to historians of post-colonial Sri Lanka. The scholars
from the University of Sri Lanka who contributed to the second

volume of the work University of Ceylon History of Ceylon (1960)

therefore agree that the Sinhalese king possessed absolute power but
they also insist that power was “limited to a great extent by public
opinion which demanded of the ruler that he follow fundamental
principles of justice and equity.” As a result presumably the king ruled
an elaborate Asokan type of welfare state that was centrally co-

ordinated by “a department of the central government.” The

8“The Ruin of Ancient Ceylon,” The Journal of Asian Studies, vol.XVI: no. 2,
(Feb.1957): 194

9 In the case of Parakrama Bahu I (A.D.-1153-1186) some have drawn
attention to his application of cold rationality that kept prisons full of dissidents as
efficiently as the tanks full of water [K. Taylor, “The Devolution of Kingship in
Twelfth Century Ceylon” in K. R. Hall (ed.) Michigan Papers in South and Southeast
Asia, no.11, (1976), 282]; while others praise him for his devotion to the enhancement
of agriculture, his liberality to the poor and his benefactions to Buddhism.
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department’s successful operation depended on a “class of feudal
nobility” called “the kulinas” who alone “had the specialised
knowledge and experience that were required to run the public

administration, including the maintenance of irrigation works.”10

Leach’s Critique
In his article, “Hydraulic Society in Ceylon,” E. R. Leach has
offered a critique of the central state thesis. After acknowledging the
obvious (that is, the existence of elaborate hydraulic works in Rajarata)
he raises the crucial question whether a hydraulic society logically
requires a large scale administration involving centralised control of
large labour forces.11 Leach believes that the central state thesis rests on
a propagandist type of argument. He asks, “Can we really infer from a
tradition of ‘great’ kings that the kings in question were truly great?
Might it not be that the ‘greatness’ of the hydraulic monarch is itself a
product of propaganda myth? Need we believe the Sinhalese
chronicles any more than we believe Knox?”12
Leach cogently argues that in the case of Rajarata the
characteristic pattern is “Indian” rather than “Oriental” (Chinese),
where legitimate authority is manifested in personal charisma as
against bureaucratic government and patrilineal kinship.

Consequently, “the Indian type of hydraulic society, of which the

10 YCHC vol.1, pt. 2 (1960), 369, 377, 715
Leach, “Hydraulic Society,” 8,13

121bid., 13
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Sinhalese one is an example, is cellular and not centralised in
structure; localized groups of technical specialists form a work team
centred in a leader.”13 Leach also refers to this cellular society as “caste
feudalism” in which specialised occupations are professed not by
individuals but by groups (sub-castes), who are physically immobile
and whose status is defined by birth. The socio-economic contract
between these castes, continually resident in particular localities is a
permanent one. All this means that within the framework of “caste-
feudalism” “stupendous” hydraulic works can be undertaken by the
localized groups centred in a leader, but carried through several
generations. Such works are not created rationally and systematically
but as haphazard pieces developed by individual leaders.

If Rajarata was indeed an Indian type of hydraulic society, then
the authority of the king would be seriously curtailed by the existence
of numerous independent localized groups. Beyond the agricultural
core area around the capital, his control or rule would be indirect

instead of direct, accomplished through a system of alliances. The

chronicles (Mahavamsa and Culavamsa) describe the governors
(disava) of the king in glowing terms, and probably have éxaggerated
their actual authority.14 In theory the outer provinces of the kingdom
were ruled by these governors appointed by the sovereign; however in

“practice the lordship of the local chieftain (Vanniyar) was virtually

-

. 13bid., 24

14, Ellawala, Social History of Early Ceylon (Colombo: Gunasena, 1969),

117
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absolute.” In many cases the “rank of the disava was simply the titular
office of the court official who never went near his domain.”15 It is
indeed typically Indian for the king to claim absolute authority as a
cakravartin even though he could never exercise it.

Leach's critique of the use of the colonial model of the despotic,
central state is convincing and the evidence he presents helps us to
understand Rajarata as a decentralised state composed of autonomous
petty principalities continuing to exist alongside a dominant
principality that pulls them together and holds them together as a
differentiated whole. Described in this broad sense, Rajarata would be
on a par with other contemporary examples of a decentralised state in
the region of South and Southeast Asia: i.e. what Geertz describes as
the “theatre state” of Java;16 Tambiah describes as the “galactic polity”
of mainland Buddhist Southeast Asia;17 and Stein describes as the

“segmented” state or nadus of South India.18 In all these states the

king’s sovereignty is achieved not so much by the real exercise of
power and control as by the devices and mechanisms of a ritual kind
performed at the magic centre, the axis mundi. The kingship based on
ritual sovereignty is typically Indian, and was clearly the basic model

borrowed and adapted by the polities of Southeast Asia.

15Leach, “Hydraulic Society,” 18
16Geertz, Islam, 36-39

17Tambiah, World Conqueror, 113

18Gtein, Peasant State, 23
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From ritual sovereignty to segmented state

A state based on ritual sovereignty is defined by its centre, and
not by its perimeter.19 Such a state, according to Tambiah, is “centre-
oriented,” where “the centre represents the totality and embodies the
whole.” Accordingly, the king, his palace, and his capital are the pivots
and embodiments of the kingdom, i.e., the totality.20 This centre-
oriented view of the state was familiar to the Sinhalese tradition.
Perhaps the earliest evidence of this view comes from the Sinhalese

coronation ritual.21

An account of the corponation in the Mahavamsa begins by

pointing out that the coronation ritual receives its Buddhist legitimacy
from none other than “the great thera Mahinda”} Asoka’s emissary to
the king Devanampiya Tissa. Prior to the inauguration of a Buddhist
state, the great Mahinda himself states, the “doctrine of the conqueror”,
that is, of the Buddha, would not “stand” until “the boundaries (sima)
are established” which demarcate the ceremonial centre of an
indigenous Buddhist monastery (vihara). Anxious to comply with the

prescription, Devanampiya Tissa replies, “I will abide under the

19 “Whilst in the pre-modern state the centre is stressed and made sacred by
being hedged around with taboos, in the modern state boundaries are stressed and made
the arena of taboo.” J. Spencer (ed.), Sri Lanka: History and the Roots of Conflict
(London: Routledge, 1991), 26

20Tambiah, World Conqueror, 114-115. -

21My. 15. 178-194.
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Buddha’s command........ Therefore establish the boundaries with all
speed, taking in the city.”22

What is envisaged here is a religious state that would include
within itself a political state, as indicated by the boundaries set for the
building of the Mahavihara, the monastery at Anuradhapura, whose
boundaries would also establish and define the place for the capital city
within the sacred precincts. “If it be so,” advised Mahinda, “then do
thou thyself, lord of the earth, mark out the course of the boundary.”23
The king himself “ploughed a furrow in a circle, making it to begin
near the ford on the Kadamba river, and ended it when he (again)
reached the river.”24 Finally, when “the fixing of the boundaries (sima)
were completed” the “great earth quaked.” Thus it was with
characteristic cosmic acknowledgment that a Buddhist state was given
its foundation.

Here “taking the city” by circumambulation appears as the
central part of the coronation ritual. From a centre-oriented
cosmological view of the state, the capital city in turn stood for the
whole country. Therefore, by circumambulation of the capital city, the
king would take possession not only of the capital but of the whole

island.25 Having taken possession of his kingdom, the king plays a

22My. 15:182-183
23Myv. 15:184
24Myv. 15:191

25 The coronation ceremony for B. L. Smith suggests brahmanical influences
upon the Sinhalese concept of kingship. B. L. Smith (ed.), Sri Lanka, 50
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pivotal role in keeping it together, that is, governing both the
dominant principality and its “satellites” in an ordered unity. He
performs this role not by the exercise of firm fiscal and judicial control,
but by a pattern of alliances and overlordship that is strengthened by
regular ritual validation of the ruler’s credentials. To the loosely linked
outer principalities or satellites the king at the “centre,” situated in his
capital city and within it again in his palace, would appear as the iconic
Mount Meru, the pillar of the universe, which holds them in the
overall cosmic “orbit.”

According to this traditional centre-oriented, cosmological
conception of the state, the Sinhalese king would have exercised direct
political control only over a core area around the capital. This would be
the area of concentrated irrigation works. Even the capital province
would be ruled through a mechanism of delegated authority to
members of the king’s dynasty. The great Parakrama Bahu I himself
started life as the governor of a province within this domain and
attained the throne by leading a successful rebellion against his cousin,
the king. If the Chronicles are to be credited with any historical merit at
all, then the frequency with which kings were overthrown by
rebellious relatives shows not only that the king’s control of the
agricultural core area was dependent on his alliances, but also how
precarious those alliances were at times.

The outer provinces in theory were ruled by the king who could
claim ownership of all land. But in practice they were often beyond his

control. When the customary law of the North Central Province was
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being recorded in 1820, it was stated that: “from ancient time the
Vanniyar had been deemed to possess power equal to that of the

disava, but that he is restrained in the exercise of it when the disava is

in the province.”26 Apart from the Vanniyar, there were also
independent Veddha or tribal chieftaincies which had at one time
controlled much of the land and were as late as the “first half of the
seventeenth century holding important positions in the country.”27
Under these circumstances, the king could, and indeed did, resort to a
relation of either marriage alliances or (tributory) overlordship, to
tighten his links with the different independent petty rulers. From a
South Indian perspective, extending one’s authority through marriage
alliances proved to be the most effective and durable of the two.
Certainly, for the first Sinhalese settler king it is his marriage to the
Veddha princess Kuveni that enabled him to establish his authority in
the first place. For his descendants, the story of Vijaya and Kuveni may
have functioned as a social charter for integrating and aggregating the
independent Veddha principalities.

Among the outer principalities, the Veddha and Vanniyar
chieftaincies were located in the interior, whergas there were others
that were in control around the thriving sea-ports. From the very
beginning economic factors contributed to the autonomous status the

sea ports held within the kingdom. In general, the Anuradhapura

26Quoted in E. R. Leach, “Hydraulic Society,” 18

27¢f, H. Parker, Ancient Ceylon. reprint (New Delhi: Marwah Publications,
1982), 98-103
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kings were most directly concerned only with the rice-growing, land-

based sector of the economy:

The kings and the state seem to have paid little attention to trade,
which was left largely in foreign hands; Anuradhapura contained a
special quarter for foreign merchants and religionists, according to
the Mahavamsa, but no mention is made of local merchants, and
the general impression is clear, the grain revenues and rajakariya

were the main supports of the state.28

The discovery of a stone terrace inscribed with the names of
Tamil gahapatis (householders) dating back to the first century A.D.
shows that many of the foreign residents of ancient Anuradhapura
were from South India. The stone-terraced building is believed to be an
assembly hall which was the common property of the resident
Tamils.29 This piece of evidence suggests that Tamils were actively.
involved in both internal and external trade in Sri Lanka.

Most of the traders, whose roots were in the Coromandel and
Malabar coasts, settled in the port cities (pattanams) of Rajarata. As
South Indians they would have belonged to well-organized alliances of
merchant and artisan groups — groups which also handled the bulk of
domestic and maritime commerce in their homelands.30 Prior to the
eighth and ninth centuries, many of these traders resident in the port

cities might well have been lay Buddhists, and therefore supportive of

28, Indrapala (ed.), The collapse of the Rajarata civilisation in Ceylon and
the drift to the south-west, (Peradeniya: University of Ceylon, 1971), 41

29Ellawala, 137 -

30George W. Spencer, The Politics of Expansion: The Chola Conquest of Sri
Lanka and Sri Vijaya (Madras: New Era Publications, 1983), 56




154

the Buddhist missions in Sri Lanka. Following a general South Indian
pattern, in their frequent travels the traders almost certainly carried not
only earthly goods but also transcendent doctrines, and they may have
contributed quite a bit to the Buddhist expansion within the island.31

From these observations, it is possible to detect in the beginning
of the Christian era, the emergence of an economic pattern that is
similar to Tamil South India. Two of the most vital sectors of the
Rajarata economy were sharply differentiated. The land-based, rice-
growing sector of the economy was on the one hand controlled by the
cultivator (goyigama) class - who were very like the Vellalars of South
India; and the port-based trading sector on the other hand was
controlled by the merchant and artisan classes. Since it is well attested
that at the beginning of the Christian era there was an explosive
expansion of trade along the maritime trade route extending from the
Red Sea to South China, the trading sector of the Rajarata economy
would have certainly kept pace with the expansion of the agricultural
sector during the first millennium of the Christian era.

In ancient Sri Lanka, theré were three major port-based satellite
principalities that were active in domestic and maritime trade. All
three principalities were closely linked to the capital principality
through domestic trade. The Chronicles refer to the existence of

important commercial routes connecting Anuradhapura with the port-

31 Tamil involvement with Buddhism continued well into the medieval
period. The Mihintale Tablets from the late tenth century which lay down regulations
for the monastery there refer to a community of Tamil bhikkus in residence. cf. H. W.
Codrington in Indrapala (ed.), Rajarata, 15
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cities of Mannar, Jaffna and Trincomalee. These routes are described as

main highways (mahamagga), distinct from roads (magga), streets in
towns (vithi) and footpaths (ekapadikamagga or anjasa).32 Through
these commercial routes the three port-based principalities mediated
between the outside world and the agriculture-based principality in the
interior.

In the light of these observations, is it legitimate to speak of
Rajarata as a single society? The answer to this question would require
a detailed analysis of the relevant sources - literary, archaeological and
anthropological — a task that is beyond the scope of this study. But the
foregoing discussion would remain incomplete without some
comment on this question. One thing that has become evident from
the discussion is the extreme diversity of the region. Rajarata was
clearly not a centralised, unitary state. It was instead a galactic or
segmented state composed of several autonomous principalities, often
culturally and economically distinct from one another. It also appears
that every principality was dominated by a distinct variga, or ethnic
group.33 On the other hand, behind all these complex and diverse
social manifestations, it is imperative that we recognize that the
Rajarata society was built on certain general structures. Apart from

giving the region considerable uniformity, these structures

32yCHC vol.1, pt. 1, 14-15

-

33 Sinhalese word variga (variety, kind) denotes categories of human beings
of all kinds —endogamous, racial, linguistic, etc. In its usual narrower sense variga is a
sub-caste. cf. E. R. Leach, Pul Eliya. A Village in Ceylon (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1961), 23f.
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reverberated through the region’s socio-economic life. Our next task is

to ask about the nature and origin of these underlying structures.

South Indian patterns in Rajarata

Susantha Goonatilake, using using what he describes as “hard
archaeological evidence prior to the introduction of Buddhism” has
argued that the hydraulic civilization of Rajarata has its foundation in
the aboriginal (Veddha) “settlements associated with the South Indian
megalithic culture.”34 On this ground he rejects the Sinhalese
nationalist attempt to link the birth of the hydraulic civilization with
the “so-called coming of -the Aryans.”35 Evidence based on
archaeological excavations in the 'dry zone, he argues, demonstrate that
well before the advent of the “so-called Aryans” and the “Mauryan
traditions in the third century B.C.,” the inhabitants had cultivated rice
through tank irrigation and were culturally close to the early iron age
“megalithic” man of South India.36 In his opinion, the village tanks
associated with the megalithic culture are central to understanding the
subsequent socio-economic changes in the next millennium and a
half.37 i

Goonatilake believes that those early settlements based on tank

irrigation were widely distributed, and that we may conclude that the

34Ethnicity and Social Change in Sri Lanka, (Colombo: SSA, 1984), ii,iv
35Ibid., v
361bid., iv

37bid., v
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megalithic-rice culture was truly pan-Sri Lankan.38 There were at least
three chiefdoms cultivating rice by the use of tank irrigation in the pre-
Vijayan times, namely, Mahiyangana, Nagadipa and Kelaniya - the
three localities allegedly visited by the Buddha. The people of these
localitj;es would have lived in houses made of wattle and daub, used
implements like grinding stone, and left artefacts associated with
weaving. In this connection, the later Chronicler’s portrait of the
Veddha princess Kuveni spinning cotton may be seen as an accurate
reflection of the pre-Vijaya culture.

Secondly, critical use of literary sources shows a characteristic
South Indian social process at work through the early and medieval
periods of Sri Lankan history. In a comprehensive study of the Vijaya
story using multiple sources, R. A. L. H. Gunawardena has argued that

the Mahavamsa version of the “myth”, which was composed a

thousand years affer the event in about the sixth century of the
Christian era, is best understood in terms of a social “charter”
conceived in the Malinowskian sense.39 The myth identifies and
explains the origins of certain major social groups in the island,
providing in consequence a charter that serves to locate and justify the

positions of these groups within a particular social order.

38The discovery of the first megalithic burial site in one of the Anaikottai
mounds in the Jaffna peninsula, in December, 1980, has finally “confirmed” that “there
was a megalithic phase common to the whole of South India and Sri Lanka preceding
the early historic period” James T Rutnam, “Jaffna before the Dawn of History,” Jaffna
Public Library. Commemorative Souvenir (Jaffna: Jaffna Public Library, 1984), 12

39R. A. L. H. Gunawardena, “The People of the Lion: Sinhala Consciousness
in History and Historiography,” Ethnicity and Social Change in Sri Lanka, 1-53
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The Vijaya myth recognizes the existence of three major groups: “Sihalas,”
service castes, and Pulindas.40 The main concemn of the myth is to validate the
sacred and prestigious origin of the Sihalas. Who are the Sihalas?
Gunawardena convincingly argues that the sixth century myth identifies the
term “Sihalas” with the ruling dynasty, implying that it is the members of this
lineage who are the real people of the lion. It may be recalled that ruling
dynasties in contemporary South India were also known by their totemic
emblems such as fish, tiger, lion,.etc. The myth establishes the sacred origin of
the Sihala lineage by pointing out that Vijaya, the founder of the dynasty and
also the conquering coloniser of Sri Lanka, landed in Sri Lanka on the very day
of the Buddha's parinibbana 41 The temporal synchronicity further associates
the house of Sihalas with the “faith,” making their destinies inseparable.

On the other hand, the social status of the Sihalas is defined in the
account of Vijaya's marriage to a ksatriya princess from Madura, after brusquely
dismissing his aboriginal wife, Kuveni42 The Mahavamsa version presents
the view that only by marrying “a maiden of a noble house” could Vijaya

rightfully be “consecrated as king*43 This view according to Gunawardena:
& g

embodies the message that the ksatriya status of the ruling family marks
them out from people of all other ritual categories. The story of the embassy
sent to Madura to fetch a ksatrlya princess and Vijaya's treatment of
Kuvanni serve to underline the point that only such a king who is a
ksatriya and who also has a queen of the same vama status can be
consecrated$4

40Geiger identifies the Pulindas with the Veddhas, but for want of space
their position in relation to others will not be discussed here.

M v vii.

42 The act implicitly defines the inferior position of the Pulindas and their
distant relationship with the Sihala dynasty.

43Mv.vii.46,47

4R A. H. L. Gunawardena, “People of the Lion,” 16
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The members of Vijaya's retinue were “by reason of the ties
between him (Sihabahu) and them” called Sihalas, so they were
recognised as part of the dominant social group.43 In accordance with
their higher ritual status which marked them out from the great
majority of the populace, these men established their own villages.46
On the same grounds they tob had to find wives of high birth. So the
embassy sent to Madura not only asked for the king’s daughter but also
“daughters of others.”47 The required number of maidens was
obtained by giving compensation to the families of the maidens.

While outlining in such great detail the origin of the Sihalas, the
myth also attempts to explaiﬁ the origin of the service castes. On the
return voyage three categories of people are reported to have
accompanied the embassy. The Madura king’s “daughter, bedecked
with all her ornaments”; “all the maidens whom he had fitted out
according to their rank”; and “craftsmen and a thousand families of the
eighteen guilds.” This arrival of the thousand families of craftsmen in
the mythical past is intended to explain another social reality of the
sixth century A.D., the existence of groups of service castes relegated to
subservient positions in the social hierarchy. As descendents of the

“thousand families” from Madura, they are unlinked by blood to the

45My. vii.42
46My. vii.43-45.

47My. vii.50



160
Sihalas and thereby excluded from membership in the dominant social

group.
Even though the term Sinhala (Sihala) gradually became more

inclusive, the Sinhala ruling dynasties continued to emphasise the

purity of their descent and their distinct varna status. It has been noted
that as late as the eighteenth century, the Sinhalese royalty “considered
it a privilege to intermarry with the Madura dynasty and in the
seventeenth century it became a matter of state policy for the chief
queen (aggamahesi) of Kandy to-be a princess from Madura.”48 In this

manner, the Chronicles, especially the most revered Mahavamsa, have

played a key role in mediating South Indian social structures to
Buddhist Sri Lanka. This is precisely why the capital province of
Rajarata, which was ostensibly orthodox Buddhist, developed a South
Indian type of social differentiation.4?

Finally, anthropological studies show that Sinhalese, Tamil and
Muslim communities in Sri Lanka are all based on common principles
of kinship. Nur Yalman has further shown that marriage rules in
South India and Sri Lanka form a common structure, and are not

related to any particular economic or group features of special

48g, Gopalakrishnan, The Nayaks of Sri Lanka, 1739-1815 (Madras: New Era
Publications, 1988), 17-18

49 Similar evidence is provided by G. Obeyesekere’s discussion of the
Gajabahu story as a “colonisation myth” which, according to him, “has been a
continually viable one, justifying and explaining the existence of South Indian settlers
who arrived “through waves of conquest, peaceful immigration, or ‘introduced’ by
Sinhala kings themselves.” The colonisation myth thus “served as a useful mechanism
for incorporating immigrant populations into Sinhala social structure” [G. Obeyesekere,
“Gajabahu and the Gajabahu Synchronism,” B. L. Smith (ed.), Sri Lanka, 160-161

”




161

communities. “We find,” he insists, “the same rules in communities
that exhibit every conceivable variation in ecology, economy, caste
structure, lineage, and so on.”>0 The marriage rules when applied to a
small circle who are allowed to intermarry such as the early Sihalas,
serve to produce small exclusive endogamous groups of people, who
would consider themselves to be of the same variga (sub-caste) and of
the same social status. In a typical Sinhalese (or Tamil) village,
members of one yariga would be enjoined to intermarry with one
another, but are strictly forbidden from marrying with members of any
other variga, even when they are of a higher social status.51 Marriage
rules in this way have become a major aspect of the Tamil and
Sinhalese social systems, and have significantly contributed to the

uniformity of the medieval Rajarata society.

7.2 The Formation of Tamil Nadus in Rajarata

In the preceding discussion it was argued that the models of the
pre-modern state developed by theorists such as Stein, Tambiah, and
Geertz, help us to understand the historical material from Rajarata in
terms of relatively loosely structured organizations built up on the
bases of heterogeneity and on the ideal of the delegation of power from
the centre. Burton Stein’s work on South India exemplifies such an

approach. Stein, drawing on Southall’s work on Africa, argued that the

-

50N. Yalman, Under the Bo Tree (London: Cambridge University Press, 1967),

51E. R, Leach, Pul Eliya. A Village in Ceylon (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press,1961), 23, 27
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pre-modern state in South India is best conceptualized in terms of

segments or nadus:

The parts of which the state is composed are seen as prior to the
formal state: these segments are structurally as well as morally
coherent units in themselves. Together, these parts or segments
comprise a state in their recognition of a sacred ruler whose
overlordship is of a moral sort and is expressed in an essentially

ritual idiom.>2

The Chronicles, it was noted, provide lengthy descriptions of
this style of sacred kingship, and not of a bureaucratic monarchy, as is
often implied in the popular representations of the past. The Sinhalese
king exercised symbolic overlordship in the regions beyond the capital
province. This ritualistic form of hegemony is actualised when the
lesser chieftains of those regions acknowledge the king at the centre as
the upholder of the social order by virtue of the eminence that he
acquires through a special relationship to the guardian deities of the
island.®3 The assumption of Sinhalese royal titles is the most common
gesture of accepting overlordship. Emulating royal deeds such as gift-
giving and tank-building, was regarded as the means by which the

minor rulers could aspire for similar eminence.

Jaffna Peninsula or Yalapana
kuda nadu : A Secondary zone

It appears that the Jaffna peninsula was one such segment

within the Rajarata state. The peninsula was known to the Chroniclers

526Gtein, Peasant State, 23

53Mv.vii.1-4
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as Naga dipa, over which Anuradhapura probably did at one time
exercise ritual hegemony. By the beginning of the Christian era more
than a trade relationship appears to have existed between the Naga
inhabitants of the peninsula and the Sinhalese. Evidence shows that
the Naga rulers adopted Sinhalese royal names. The following list of
early Naga rulers — Ila Naga (95-101), Mahalla Naga (193-199), Kuja
Naga (246-248), Kaunca Naga (243-244), Sri Naga 1 (244-263), Abhaya
Naga (285-293) and Sri Naga 11 (293-295) - provided by M. D.
Ragavan®4 mostly correspond with the names of the kings of
Anuradhapura, belonging to the Lambakanna dynasty.93

What was probably a somewhat ambiguous political relationship
was however strengthened by common religious values. The Nagas
and the Sinhalese at this time shared a common religious bond
through their commitment to Buddhism. Archaeological surveys have
shown that in the early Christian era there was a strong Buddhist
presence in Jaffna. In its own refractive way the sixth century chronicle,

the Mahavamsa, also acknowledges this fact. In contrast to the

Yakkhas, the Nagas are presented in the Mahavamsa as friends of the
faith who accept the authority of the Buddha.%6 There is, of course, no
justification for believing the author’s claim that the conversion of the

Nagas occurred during one of the Buddha’s three visits to the island. It

54Tamil Culture in Ceylon,: A General Introduction (Colombo: Kalai
Nilayam, n.d.), 73 -

55UCHC, 179-193

S6Myv. 1.59-60
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is more likely to have happened much later and less dramatically
through the influence of South Indian merchant communities.

As long as the centre remained strong, the local chieftains with
their own power bases would be willing to lend various kinds of
support to the Sinhalese overlords. From the time of the legendary
Kuveni, the Veddha leaders have provided military support to the
Sinhalese kings. In the middle ages, the Polannaruva kings became
dependent on South Indian mercenaries of the left-hand division -
recruited for them by the powerful merchant communities resident in
the port principalities. But such commitments were highly ambiguous,
and involved a high degree of voluntarism where everyone’s
calculations of advantage had to be taken into account. Allegiances
therefore could easily be switched to some rival overlord if conditions
warranted. This is precisely what must have happened in the
thirteenth century when the Sinhalese centre became very weak.

Well before the Cola invasions of the tenth and eleventh
centuries, the Sinhalese kings had become entangled in the dynastic
politics and military conflicts of southern India, as both plunderers and
the plundered. Long distance raids of plunder were becoming more
frequent. Along with the buildiné of monuments or of irrigation tanks,
court sponsored military expeditions were also seen as compensatory
activities designed to strengthen the centre in weakly integrated
, political systems. Through the grisliest r;lilitary deeds the warrior-king
would earn fame and immortality, while the network of personal

loyalties would be strengthened by the distribution of plunder. Rajaraja
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I, Magha and Parakramabahu I are examples of this newly emergent

royal style.

Many modern historians have unfortunately followed the

medieval court propagandists in exaggerating the effects of these raids

of plunder. The medieval work, Culavamsa, for instance, catalogues
the Cola outrages in great detail, precisely because its compilers were
the group most adversely affected by the plunder. As far as the Colas
were concerned, the great viharas of Anuradhapura simply happened
to be conspicuously prosperous and hence tempting as objects of
plunder. At the same time, the Colas do not appear to have tried to
disrupt the intricate irrigation system of Rajarata. The hydraulic
civilization seems to have continued to flourish despite repeated
invasions by South Indian kings and adventurers.

A great deal has been written about the destruction of the
administrative machineryS7 of the irrigation network by Magha of
Kalinga, and the over-centralisation® of authority in the political
system bequeathed to his successors by Parakramabahu I These two
developments are sometimes cited as the two principal causes of the
“collapse” of the Rajarata civilization. On the other hand, if the central
state thesis is rejected, as we must, then the spread of malaria remains
the most likely cause for the disintegration of Rajarata society. In the
stagnant pools of water in the dry zone, anopheles mosquitoes found

ideal breeding places when they were introduced to Sri Lanka, and they

57K. Indrapala (ed.), Rajarata

58K. M. de Silva, A History of Sri_Lanka, 62, 83
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thereafter made large scale occupation of the capital province virtually
impossible — until the advent of DDT in this century helped rebuild the
population in this area. As a result starting in the fourteenth century,
the Sinhalese kings and their capitals seem to have retreated farther
and farther into the hills of the wet zone in search of a new economic
base on which to establish their authority.

While the Sinhalese capitals drifted southwards, peoples from
the Malabar and Coromandel coasts, by now Hindus, continued to
arrive in the Rajarata region as peaceful immigrants, soldiers and
traders. Coastal principalities centred in Batticaloa, Trincomalee, Jaffna
and Mantota grew significantly in size and strength through
colonisation. Three Siva templés of antiquity, Tirukethisvaram at
Mantota, Konesvaram at Trincomalee and Tirukovil near Batticaloa,
enable us to make reasonable inferences regarding the growth of
Saivism in these localities. The first two are mentioned in Tamil
literature as famous Saiva centres which attracted pilgrims from South
India.

The growth in population and the economic activity of the
coastal principalities, made it more and more difficult for the
sovereign, whose position was by now weak, to even control formally
these domains. During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries when Cola
power waned, a series of Pantyan warriors, notably one Kulasekhara
(A.D. 1196-1215) had free. reign over -Rajarata. Under Maravarman
Sundara Pantya I (A.D. 1216-1227) and Jatavarman Sundara Pantya II
(A.D. 1227-1251), Pantyan power became supreme in South India. It is
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during these heroic days of Pantyan expansion that Sri Lankan
chieftains from the modern Vanni and Jaffna regions appear to have
thrown off their traditional political affiliation to the Sinhalese
monarch and set off on an independent course of their own.

The allegiances of these rulers were switched primarily for
defensive reasons, but also in a search for a new legitimacy. The rulers
of Jaffna began in this period to style themselves as Arya Cakravartis,
tracing their origins to Ramesvaram in the Pantyan kingdom. The
founding of the Arya Cakravartin dynasty seems to have synchronised

with an event recorded in the Culavamsa, according to which

Aryacakravarti, the “Damila” general sent by the Pantyas plundered
and destroyed many political and religious centres in the island. The

Tamil chronicle Kailayamalai identifies this Pantyan warrior as

Cinkaiyariyan or Ceyaviran, the Tamil king who founded the Arya
Cakravarti dynasty.>? Whatever the relationship between the two
Aryacakravartis, Pillay has rightly pointed out that the “invasion
enhanced the prestige” of the Jaffna kings. Certainly, for the Tamil
chroniclers the link was crucial to their purposes. The royal motives of
valour, destruction, plunder, and fame associated with the Tamil
classic hero served to affirm the dynasty’s prestigious origin and thus
afforded it imperial legitimation.

On the other hand, modern Tamil historians have paid close

attention to the study of lineage, in tracing the ancestry of the Jaffna

59g, Pathmanathan, The Kingdom of Jaffna (Colombo: A. M. Rajendran,
1978), 199-200; K. K. Pillai, South India and Ceylon (Madras: University of Madras,
1963), 103
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kings to either Brahman®60 or Ksatriya6l origins. In order to strengthen
the Ksatriya claim the authors have shown ingenuity in establishing
matrimonial links with families beyond South India, for example,
Orissa, Gujarat or Bengal. None of these claims, however, are based on
any reliable evidence. What the evi