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•• C H A P T E R FIFTEEN 

Ritual and Resistance: 
Subversion as a Social Fact 

NICHOLAS B. DIRKS 

There is subversion, no ~nd of subversion, 

only not for us. 

ANTHROPOLOGY AND HISTORY . 

• 

The social history of modem India has developed side by side with anthropol
.ogy'. ln .anthropology, as in social science more generally, '"order" has typi
;cally been the chief ordering principle· of discourse. When anthropology puts 
particular emphasis on order, it sanctifies it with the adjective "ritual." Ritual 
1S not only principally about order. it is often the domain in which our socio
logical conception of society is properly realized. In this view~ social rela
tions.are displayed and renewed and the hierarchical fonns underlying social 

lations confirmed and strengthened by ritual. . 
·~ WhiJe social historians of areas outside of South Asia (or other third world 
.. in anthropologylanq) have worked in greater autonomy from anthropol

'bgy( they have recently tiimed to anthropology to enable them to understand 
. . 
~ui.ny aspects of sociaj life that had not be~n addressed by political or intel-

<'_· tual history, and lat~r proved equally intractable to the quantitative meth
. s· of early social history. In both cases, social historians_ have consumed 
thropological theories and rubrics too uncritically, little realizing that"inter-
:s~plinary collaboration should leave neither of the co,nstituent disciplines 
.:··touched.· In this paper, I focus bn everyday forms of resistance. critiquing 
,., . . anthropological assumptions about ritua] and historical reifications of 
ej;e·assumptions. In tatting "ritual" as my subject, I also argue that too often 

J'cotnbination of the key terms "everyday" and "resistanc_e .. leads us· to 
-. k for new arenas where resistance talces place, rather than also realizing 
(many more .. traditional" .arenas are also brimming with resistance. Fi
y:,-i seek to suggest tpal our old theories of either .. rituaJ" or "resistnrice" 

,: ·~ot iflll that are at risk in this enterprise; also at risk are the under!~ 
:·. uppositions of order th.at undergird and normalize most historical orQ- · 
. scie.ntitic writ.in_q_ ·- ··1 . \ - ... ·1 ~--:-:·---.. -- -- --· -- --- --~ ---_,, .. -- --- -- --
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RlTUAL As A SoCIAL FACT 

"Ritual" is a t~rm that sanctifies and marks off a space and a time of special 
significance. Ritual may be part of everyday life, but it is fundamentally op
posed to "the everyday." Anthropologists have typically identified ritual as a 
moment and an lJ.(ena in which meaning is cathected and crystaliz~d. in which 
social experience is di~tilled and displayed. As sununarized by Geertz, 
Durkheim wid Robertson:Smith set the tenns of anthropological discourse on ,,. 

. ritual by emphasizing the manner in which ritual"reinforce[s] the.traditional ;~: 
social tieS> between individuals. . . . ff]he social structure of a group is · . 
strengthened and perpetuated through the ritualistic or mythic symbolization : 
of the underlying social values upon which it rests."

1 
Rituals are thus seen as- . 

embodying the essence of culture, "as dramatizing the basic myths and vi-:; 
, sions of reality, the basic values and moral truths, upon which ... [the] world~. 
rests."2 This is not to"say that anthropologists have always treated ritual as•:.,: 
static. In .her important book on ritual in Nepal, Ortner .(showing Geertz's·:! 
influence). clarifies that while she says -that rituals .. dramatize basic asswnp--:: 
tions of fact.and value in the culture," she is. in fact, coding a more compleX:.:· 
assertion, namely; :that ··such ''fundamental assumptions' are actually con/' 
structed, . or reconstructed, and their ftindamentality reestablished, in th~. 
course of the rituals themselves.''3- Nonetheless, as her more recent workindi:; 
cates,4 this ~lier clarification reflected a particular moment in anthropology;· 
when Durkheimian assumptions about meaning and ri~ual were being reev~~ 
uated but left basically unchallenged. Ritual might have- been viewed as• a'. 
process that was profo~ndly ~tegrated i°:to the com~lex and ~hi~ting · ~ocj~· 
worlds of anthropolog1cal subjects, but ritual was still the prmc1pal site o. 
cultural constiuction, and the study of culture was fundamentally abct. 

shared meanings and social values. · 
Some years later, when summarizing theoretical developments in anthr . 

pology since the sixties, Ortnex5 noted that_ ritual h~d been shifted froi_n cen~ 
stage by new concerns in antlu-opalogy with practice and everyday lif~.. . .. 
new call to practice has been part of a general move away from tnulitlOJ?: ... 
subjects, such as kinship and· ritual, or at leas~ away from traditional a . ' 
proaches to ·.these subjects .. Rituals were o~ten seen as _oppos~d to the eve .. ._ 
day character of experience, even though 1t has been mcreasmgly cone~:-:
that everyday life is, highly ritualized. Pierre Bourclieu, the chief .theoreti.,. 
advocate'ofpractice .as a new focus for anthropology, critiqued the nonna~: 
characterofmost social theory, in which meaning is analyzed as if-it coul4~ 
abstracted from the everyday contexts of production, reproduction, and •.. '" 
tegic xqanip.ulation. Bourdieu argued that it was only by atten.ding to th~ 
tual practice of rituals, such as gift giving-the contexts in which gifts, . 
giyen, the multiple interests behind giving and receiving, the sequencing_~ 
timing of gifts and countergifts, as well as the_ differential nature of thi~·-
given-that it would be possible to break away from the standar~ an~ . 

-·- -1- - - ---. • R.lTUAI. AND R .. li£l.'iTANCE • 485 

lo,gical ~terpr~tation of.social a~tion and meaning. Noneth~Jess, even calls 
for pra~tice-oneote~ anthropologies from _such theorists as Bourdieu confilm 
th_ e residual centrality of the cultural: in· Bourdieu's •t.eoreti"cal·.· ·. · al · ·"ca "tal" · c uJI . propos s .. ~~ ! . pl . is now modiued by the adjective «•symbolic."6 · f • ' • ' 

'" ; In r.ecent years, as so?ial hi~tory has becom~ increasingly anthropolo ized 
. .hi~ton~s have appropnated ntual as a subject and emploved anthro 1

8 
. a1' 

·" perspecti e "t al W'lli S . · ~ · po ogtc .·, • . . . v s on. n u ... · 1. am ewell invoked a Geertzian conception ofrit• 
. ual to demonstrate th~t ntual PC:rformances-4n his particular story, rituals 
. ; that em~l~yed old regime f?rms m ~.sn-evolutionary contexts--were us~ lo 
: • ~ymbQli~ally_ mark and socially. sohd1fy the emerging communities of bibol" 

1 
_m .late eighteenth- and early mneteenth ... century France.7 More·conunonly, 

.• 'liumer,. Van. Gennep~ :and Gluckman, rather than Geertz, have• been cited 
. ~hen histonans have attempted to analyze ritual. '(Geertz has bee d. b 
·hit · · . . n use y 

. :. . s onans principally for his semiotic theory of culture not forh1··5 gentle· · 
- t · ffu · na1· • cnr::. tque o . n~lJo ist anal~ses of ritll~l.)8 .Foltowing these anthr.opological au-

. tbors, histo.nan_s ?av~ typ1c~lly b.C:Cn mterested in such rituals as the carnival 
~: or the chanvan, _1.IJ. n;tes· of mvers10n oi:: status revel"sal. Some historians have 
-~-. accept~d the functio?alist undergirding. of anthropological writing. about 
"'!these ntuals, concurnog at least to some extent that rituals ·in Gluckrn • t .. b . I . , aD·S 

., erms, o v1ous y mclude a protest· against the established order" but "are 
· nten~ed. to _pre~erve m_id strengthen the established order."9 As Natali.e Davis 
pu~ 1t, ntuals are ul~imately sources of order and stability in a hiel"archical 

c1~ty. They can clarify the structure by the process of reversing it. Th .· . • 
ro:v1de an . f d . ey can , expressmn o '.an .. a· safety valve for, conHicts within ·lJ1e system. 

· ey can correct and relieve the system when jt has become autho 't · t _ • • · . .· n anan. 
u., so it is argued, tb~y do not question the basic order ofthe.sqciety itself. 
. ey _can renew the system, but they can.not change .it." 1.0 From a textual pei:~ 

.tiv~, Stephen Greenblatt has re~ogn1zed that the anxiety about royal au~ · 
, · onty mduced by Sh~espeare fa such. plays as Richard. II .and. Herrry v 
,serves only to enhanc~ the power o~ a~thority; as he says, "actions that should· 
~ve the effect of radically undennmmg authority turn out to be the p( . f 
_at authority."'' . . . · . . ops o . 

. Nev~rtheless. many historians have recognized in the rit~al '.Of . • l 
omethi h th" . . carmva 

.. ng more ~ an ts, se1zi~g on the prepolitical elements oFclass strug- · 
. gle:and. co?tc:stat10~, concentra~mg on the unsettling and disorderly aspects of 
~e,~enod1c ~vers10n~-1~ so domg, theyusually have had to suspend the teJe,.. 
2.!0gtca~ fI:anung they might have pl"eferred to l"ecord as critics of the social. 
~i:der: ~tuals. rarely became highly politicized, ·and often did Iaps.e back· t. 
·~~ S~ti;tl orqe1:8 that produced· them, whether or not that' social order :a: 
~'nforced o~ sbghtly sh~en as a i;esult. .Subversion was .. either contained. 0 
~ fonned mto order. ·· · r 

.. .-' . literary st~di~, which. since the translation of Bakh~:s e:x.traordin .. 
k onRabelru~ m 1968 have become even more camivalesque than ~ 

~~tory, the relatmn between periodic djsorder and subvers1.·on on thi 
;~:~hnd order and containment on the other has been widely debated. 
r: ... 
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Eagleton ·is one of many critics of Bakhtin who think_ that_ B~ti":'s ce~eb~~ .. ~~ 
tion of the political potential and mea_ning of the carnival 1s nusgmded:. ..: 

Indeed carnival is so vivaciously celebrated that the necessary p0litical. criticism 
is almost too .obvious to make. Carnival, after all, is a licensed affair in every 
sense, a pemiissable rupture of hegemony, a con.tained popular blow~off as dis

turbing and relatively ineffectual as a revolutionary work of art. As Shake-

speare's Olivia remarks., there is no slander in an allowed fool.1
1 

. 

Be that as it may, it is striking how frequently. violent social cJ~hes appar- ··· 

tl 
· ··ded with carnival And while earn_ tval was always licensed,. not: ... en ycomc1 . . . · • . . . . 

all that happened during carnival was ?m_ularly llcensed. Carm~al was SO' .• 

ciaUy dangerous,_ se~iotically demys~1fymg, and cu~turally _d1srespectfulr . ., 
even though it often confirmed authortty, renewed social relatlons. and was _; 
rarely either politicized or progressive.13 

• . • · · .. ; 

. In all these debates the question of whether ntual c~ occasion, or. serve as.· 
the occasion for. resistance is read in terms of one specific f~nn of rthitualhan~ 

artJ
·cularkind of resistance. We bear only about the carnival or e c aI'l,.:_ 

one I? · · b t · 'tuals that'' · ab ut rituals that involve reversal and. mversmn, not a ou n -~ 
:::~bo:t power and authority of both s~culru: and sacred ki~ds. And weeval~: 

t th P
olitics of ritual only in tenns of a discourse. on resistance that seeks-. 

ua e e 1 J I · ·· 
out contestatory and confrontational upsurges by the ower c asses •. t is per-: 

h accident that Natalie Davis was less affected by .these d1scui:slv~ 
aps no . . . · · al d' ·· 

bt
.nk than many of her contemporanes smce her most cntic . 15cus~1on 
iers. · d .. ·· 

of the: carnival concerns the status of wome~ who co_ul not part.Jc1pate.1~,;_ 
public and politicized moments'of_co~frontat10n, consigned~ they were:to .. · 

th 
. · t the domestic and the particular. Thus a concern with gender h e ppva e, . • . . . . . .. 

led some writers to a critique of.the vmle assumptmns underlymg most wnt 
• 14 . 

ings on resistance.· . : 
Recent writing on everyday resistance has moved away from conce~t.rat1ng 

ril 
· learly "political" moments and movements, but the defin_ t_t1011 (l. 

o y.onc ... · alF t 
everyday experience typically excludes such acuv1t1es as ntu . or examp c;. 

J S 
tt, who has made an important and eloquent plea for the study ·O ., 

runes co . . ·1· th . I ulj· 
everyday fonns of.peasant resistance, ignores ~~ posstbi lly at ntu~ co .~ 
constitute an impOltant site of resistan~e.15'Th1s 1s p.artly b~~ause. of ~ts -b~1~. 

l
. stic preoccupations and partly because he is susp1c1ous of ritual. 

econom . . . · al r 1 his long and rich book.. he makes only two bri~f ~ferences to n°:' s () . s a .. 

al ·othe~~se referring to ritual as constitutive of commumty. Scott~ revers , . • ... • . . 
lift the way that many writers concerned with resistance accept w1. 

emp es . . . 1 . 'fi ce 
little modification the Dur.kheimiau foundations of socia scient1 c con .· 
tions of ritual. Alf Ludtke, who has exemplified the concerns of a nu~~ 
Gennan historians in relation to the. recoV'e~ o~ the everyday ~xpe~=n~;· 
the working class, bas also ignored the possible import~ce of ntu~ ...... ~: _ 

. Meanwhile, anthropologists have continued to ~e mterested in _.n 
th uah nnly rarelv i.n its resis.tance DOl!sibili~_ies. An important CA'..cepllOD.' 

- 0-r~./•!~--... olllliiL ........ ~ N .... ~ .. l~r· .. S •.J:.' 
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.:·: .. soutbeµi Afric~ and who (like Ortner) was clearly deeply jnftuenced by the 
~-·practice theory of Boutdieu. Comaroff has written about the repressed and 
·; Oppressed tensions of the violently established and violently maintained he· 
. ,gemoqy in South Africa. She, found that. · 

while awareness of ~ppression obviously runs. deep, reaction may appear erratic, 
:diffuse, and difficult to characterize. It is here that we must look' beyond the con
ventionally explicit domains of"Polilical action" and "consciousness"; for, when 
-expressions of dissent are prevented from attaining the level of open discourse, a 
subtJe but. systematic breacl) of authoritative cultural.. codes might make a state
>tncnt of prot~t which, by vinue of'being rooted in a shared structural predica_. 
ment .and experience of dispossession, conveys an ·unambiguous message.11 

'\ Cbmaroff goe$ on ~pecificalJy to argue that tjt~al constitutes one .of these 
unconventional.domains, suggesting that .. ritual provides an appropriate me

.. d.ium through which the values and structures of a. contradictory worJd may 
.~e-atidressed and manipulated.'~ Comaroff thus sees the synqretistic "rjtµal and 

· "'°eligious movements that .have accompanied capitalist pe1;1etration in.to the 
:-.third world as '~'purposive attempt[sl to defy the. authority Qf the hegemonic 

· ordei:."- Indeed, she :argues that .. 'such exercises do more than just express re-
. yolt; they.are also more than mere acts of self-representation. Rather, they are 
.~~ onee both expressive and pragmatic, for they aim to change the real world 
by: inducing trwisformations in the w.orld of symbol and rite.:"18lt.is this mode 
~£situating ritual practice, belief~ and symbolism in a political world of hege
_mony and struggle-.-a world in which representation itself is one of the mosl 
~ritested resources,.-which I foUow in this p~per. , .. 
)Jut I also .seek to go further; starting with a more basic premise. I will nol 

· yaJuate ritual practice on the basis of wh~ther or not it aim5 to change the , 
' world." however much. it may, lack self-consciousness. ~ather, I .will 

k at traditional village rituals. in Jndia that appear to have :the· effect of 
toring social relations and upholdin~ relations of authority, both within the 

J.llilge and between it and the lru:ger political unit of the kingdom or state. 1 
• ' jll seek to det~neif the way in which order and. disorder have bten narra
~~l{';'.ized as basic components of these rituals euabies us to recognize and un
. ;i!_crstand the multiple foci and. forms of disorder as 1 encountered Utem-for 
·. thtopologists have viewed ritual not merely as ;a sociol~gical mechanism 
~~t the production of order. but also as a cosmological and symbolic site for 
~~ contaioment of chaos and the regeneration of the world (as. we, or they, 
10\ow it). . . · · . 

~µlsewhere l hav~ argued that current anthropological writing on ritual un
~~lays, both at the level of kingdoms or large politicalunits and:_at the level 
Jxillage rituals and festivals, the social· fact that ritual constitutes a tremen
d~~ly important arena for the cultural construction of authority a~e dra
lfiatic display of .the social lineaments of power. 19 Although .I preeted eit
-~ ·?Jr_c: nf con.lfo·• I sa~" ~'"tflict· '""~'P.ly r ~. ""rodu··• :""J the '---~w- ~.e. 

-LJll"ll'".-~Y11~1orWJ.·Bw.i:•fa ... >l~;,.~~ .. 7z:z;.. 
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centrality of authority to the ritual process, ritt)al has always been a crucial· 
site of straggle, involving both claims about authority and struggles against 
(and within) iL By histodcizing the study of ritual, we can see that while 
rituals provide critical moments for the definition of collectivities and the 
articulation of rank and power, they often occasion more conflict than coo~ 
sensus, and that each consensus is provisional, as much a social moment of 
liminalit)' in which all relations of .power (and powerlessness) are up for 
grabs as a time for the,reconstitution and celebration of a highly political (and 
thus disorderly) ritual order. Resistance to authority can be seen to occur pre" 

cisely when aod where it is least expected. 

THE FE.SUV AL OF AIY ANAR 

· The ritual l wil!. focus. on is crucial here because although it is only one of"; 
several village rituals, it is the one, that inaugurates all other village rituals~" . 
often setting the calendrical and cosmological agenda for the yearly ritual~:. 
cycle. The festival of Aiyanar, called the kutirai etuppu~ was also critical in.:· 
that it vividly reflected and .cllsplayed the hierarchical relations within the vil:- ;· 
lage, with the village headman, or ampalam: as the ostensive center of these-: 
relations. The priests for this ritual, who were also the potters (Velars) who' 
made the clay horses. that were consecrated in the central ritual action, had to 
obtain pennission from the ampalam in order to begin making the· clay. 
horses. Tue ampalam was the host for the festival, and his emblems were as.' 
important in the procession as the clay horses themselves; the ampalam- re~"· 
ceived the first honors, which he then distributed to the other members of the' 
village at the conclusion of the ritual. In short, the ampalam represented th ·. 
totality of the. village, in a rite that was seen and said by some to· celebrate 

regenerate the village itself. 
When I was in the "field"-for me, the little kingdom of Pudukkottai, o · 

of the largest of the little kingdoms in the early modem period of the Tam· 
speaking region of southern India, and under the British Raj, the. t>Ii 
princely state in the Tamil country--it took little time to realize that Aiy . · 
was a critical deity, and the yearly festival in his honor a crucial f estivaIJ 
local ritual life. Village elders and headmen·would regularly take me to th~· 
own shrine of Aiyanar as the most imPortant stop· on the village .tour. Th~ 
would tell me all about their village festival-how it was famous for mil·· 
.around, how I would be able to observe and recognize. the political cenuaij .. 
of the headman, that I should definitely plan to return ~o their v~llage·oii .. 
occa5ion of the festival. Clearly ritual was important, and clearly this w~~ 
social ritual par excellen~e, at least in the postindependence days of a P.. 
royal kingdom~ During the course of my fieldwork, I attended and too~ 
tensive n.otes on about twelve Qf these festivals in different vHJages thrQl;I 

I ·- n ... ,..,,use of my interest in local so~ial relations and struCiur':·: . :~ ... 

.:;-- - -· · . ru.-... - . 
authority, I was drawn into this festival . h' "1111111 .... -

:· ethnographic research. · ' w ich became a chief focUsOf ID) 

: . . There was· -One festival in. particular that I looked forward t . 
village headman bad been an es eciall . . o attending. Th 
hours telling me about the co.: lex dy n:wardmg ~nfonnan~, and spent man 
lage and his natu, the territorial :nit th e~a1ls of soci~ orgaruzation in his vi 
zone of his subcaste group (also can da .:'as coternunous with the scttleme 
p d kk . e natu") of Kallars th 

u u ottai. He was a patriarch of 1 . • e royal caste 
festival of Aiyanar with the cd ass1c proportions. He toJd me about t 

care an comprehension of ad' 
mentator, and as the festival neared h . . a r to cricket co1 
occasions to submit to furth ' ~ even v1s1~ed my house in town on t1 

•. 

1 

er questions and my tape d 
'.. . exaciay when the festival would b . d recor er. I was t• 
· ;. ·soon after dusk. to. participate in th:g~~~n we a~d that I would arr 
] nate in the commencement of th "' . preparauons, which would cul· 
, i als e iesttval around midni ht (lik 

;-,. r tu , the festival went on through the . gh ) g . e many 01 
"} week away, I expected a formal visit f;1 t~. ~h~n the fes~tv~ was sti 
-~: ~onored outside guest, but when he faile~o ~ ea man to mv1te me Ill 
• unable to come because be was e h d . m up, l assumed that he 
.; ,1',,._ • nmes e m the myriad . 
... l=t1val. On the appointed evenin I cir preparat10ns for 
; .. ~ve miles across potholed tannacg and :::t miu motorcycle the requisite th 
\·~n a village that was virtually dark with y .. ~lock c~t tracks, only to ru 
. mg festivities.. The village hea~ I nok v1s1b~e evidence of any appn: 
:~rolled up on my motorcycle thoughn 1 ood' ed dismayed and surprised· 
l . h d • ess 1smayed than me · lb 
. sw1tc e off my engine, the unmistakabl hi . . ' smce ew 
·devastating effect of a large acacia th , e ~s of~ rapu:U,y deflating tir 
headman told me that the festival h do~ s uruon with my nonradial tire 
.I Would have guessed this since h ~ d een called off, and that he had J 
·.~n any case, be said, he could not :av: c not come with the formal invil 
festival, since this would have bee . ome ~~ tell me that there would 
~'Ven more unlikely than it alread : mausp1c1ous, .and would have rr 
.9Jis·admirable foresight had not :Um:~ ~~~t tbe fest~vaJ could take'pfac 
~e otganized: a long-standing factional ~gs ~ound.1'."e festival co1 
pd; resolved, and the festival be pute m the v11Jage was not. 

• di came yet another casualty f tbi 
·'.: y u~e ate concern, apart from the fact that m . o s <' 
. , 1?g a spare, was that 1 had lost a brilliant o y tire w?5 flat and I , 
~:. ra~ve, and practice, to follow u th pportu":1ty to match 
.f!!Cking industriously over the precPd. e story of a festtvaJ ~hat I hi 
· tru t d hi e mg weeks and month B 

. ., c e s son and assorted relatives to hitch ii. ut as. 
or my long and bum trans up the bullock cart to 
ewildermen•-' Iply port back to town, my disappointment vi 
,. • ior earned that the fi . l . ,J. ~qu.isite detail had not taken pla c esttva on wtuch I had game' 
'11 h d ce ior seven years and th 
l age a any genuine expectation th t . , at no o1 
,Most fieldwork stories can be alle a . it ;ould tak~ pla~e this yes 
.ee, our initial assumptions and cogo~1~~ . We. begm with calm s• nv1c mns still unchecked by th 

w 
0 
-.i. 
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realities and serendipities of the field. We then find ourselves in some disas,.. '.·i .. 
tr01~s predicament, which in unsettling us (and sometimes our informants),. :~j 
enables us to cross the fault line of cultural -;Iifference, to familiarize our• .. ,, 
selves. with the concerns and logics of new social terrains, to achieve new 1 
forms of communion with our anthropological subjects. to attain wisdQm. In ~ 
fact. at. the time 'r was simply seriously annoyed. Nevertheless. I tell my·.story ] 
here to. suggest that althougb I had been aware of the: extent. tQ which, the;~ '.~ 
festivals ofAiyanar gave rise to conflict and dispute at the time, it was only l 
then, and increasingly o_ver the years since. that I changed the way .1 thqught / 

ab~ut ritual. I began lo realize the extent to which this story illustrates the flip 
side..of my concern with how village dtuals reflected and displayed political.. 
authority and political relations •. I had begun thinking about Aiyanar by using 
his-festival to attack Dumont's notion (which he developed. in a number of . 

· places, notably in an important artili:le on the festival of Alyana.r in Tamil :.: 
Nadu)2o that religion and ritual always encompass poJitics and. power. I a_r· :i • 

gued that the festival. far from revealing the transcendence of a religious dQ- _' 
main and the uncontested supremacy ofBrahmanic persons and principlest. :: 
was. in large -part: about the intersections of power and social relations in. the: ·'." 
village, locality. and king,dom. The royal symbolism of Aiyanar, the· ritual: ;'.· · 
centrality of kingship, and the local power of the headmen were-all confirmed: -~ 
and displayed by the ritual process. But having es.tablished the political char•j 
acter. and refere11ts of the festival. l still found it difficult to come 10 tenns ,~ 
with the facts .that these festi11als were al.ways sites for struggle and contests~ : 
tion, that speech about the festivals reflected concerns about ritual orderiijid / 
auspiciousness that were part 9f a another ritual order, different from that of"~ 
the ritual event itself.· and: that even' when the ritual event did not happen, it ";, 
was as significant as when it did. l came to realize that the nonevent of the. ~~ 
called-off ritual was not, in fact. a nonevent. after all. ~'" 

During the rest of my fieldwork, I learned that many of the other great ·:~ 
evenrs of ritual calendars were similar nonevents. The festivals of Aiyamu:·,1~ 
did not happen almost as often as they did. Moreover, when they happened,.!:· 

· they did not always include everyone in the village, or result in the village.f ~ 
communal hannony that I had previously assumed; indeed. this communal:.~ 
hannony was. disturbed not only along the so-called traditional lines of cast~<· 
or faction but along de:velopiog class. lines as w~ll. I also learned .that while at~'" 
one :level, the festival was about the reestablishment of control overdiso.rde{ 
of a threatening nature,. it was also about the rru:ige of possibilities that existed 
precisely .at the moment of maximal contact between· order and disorder; But. 
it is now time to backtrack to the festival itself, before we allow it, as it di1f. 
that night for me, to deconstruct itself. · ··' 

111 Pudukkottai, Aiyanar was often the principal village deity, though sooi 
villages include temples of Aiyanar in which the village deity was saicl. to· .. 
a .goddess. According to most of my informants. the most significant feat 
of Aiyanar was his role as the protector. He was more specifically called 111 •.. 
•. otecl .eity,. · rote(. f bol ' ·'es, a '·~ e zH':. ... Lj "ljff~.-·u 4-·- :~ ------------· . 
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~ho took refuge with him. Aiyanar's shrines were always l~ted . ~ 
~phery t>f the village, in order best to protect the villag,e from outs?! : 
tion. a.s well~ from the forces· ?f ~ger that lurked in the forests and :. 
lan~ JUst ou_ts1de the zone of v1Uage civilization. The kutirai etuppu fest 
.(the mstallaUon oft.he ceramic horses) began a month before the main fest 
:day. '!he head of the potters (Velars), the community tbat made the tcJTD-c 

offenngs and. ~ften acted as principal priests for Aiyanar, would lake a ha 
. fulofclay (pitinuuz) from the village tank. The pitiman was placed in b 
_plate an~ hande~ .to the vi~lage amp.alam. who then retumed it to the ~e:, 
alon~ w_ith the n~al d~es. The an:1palam had to make this gift. signifyin · .· 

. pemuss1~u for tlie festival to begm, to entitle the Velars to proceed wi~; 
.... prepamuon of the offerings. The gift was made in part in the fonn of . u ·a. I 
. bl~~ return of a.gift that was firs.t offered t!l the superior being. ·n! ~e~tJ 

.. , poSJt10~ of th~ .ampala~ was thus enu_!l,ciated and displayed at. the moment 
.the fesuv11l's mauguratton. . · . · 

~ ~ Throughout the festi~al itseJf, though each one varied in details, the roie 
1 ~ th~ ampalam ~as particularly conspicuous, and as impottant as that of tt 

.. deity. The ,~est1val began and ended at his house, the central locus of all · 
. lage gathei;ings. There, the first ritual action of the festival' had1ak.en pl,:: 
1 month.e~ber, when the ~palam returned the pitiman to the bead of the Ve 
~}: lars. Sumlarly, the first otual· action of the festival day was often the .PU·. 
·. · perfonned to the ampalmn'-s family deity. with the gift adorned with th U• 
it;. ble~ that represented and encapsulated the family's heritage. Granted :ye~ 
·:· Ra.ta, and. passed from generation to generation within the family th 
.~.emblems now ~ymbolized that this fostival was ~ponsored by the ~m:S: 
. ampal~, a :esti:val at once.personal ·and public, the private puja of tJie. a!
.. palam s fanu)y an? the public performance of the entire vm~e. · · 
:.,: The central act.10n of .the festival was a procession from th~ ampalam's· 
.• house to. ~e temple of Ai}'Wlar on the outst?rts of town. Crowds of vilJageis 

•· ~ompamed the terra~otta horses that were to be installed betiore· th lui. 
f Ai A th · · es ne· 

· 
0 

• yiuiar. . t · e . temple .a '.OS~skritic•• 11aivedya (offering) was rupde to 
:,A1r~nar, at the cooclus1on. of which a goat was sacrificed tQ the subsidiary 
. deities K~p~ar and Mum. Much has been made· ofthe fact that when the 
. goat ~acrifice 1s conducted, .a cur.tain 'is drawn before the shrine of Ai 

-~. who.1s veg~ta(ian ~d to ~protected from the sight of bloodshed. Tue;::;: 

d
fi: ts cam~d .out urunediately in front or .the shrine, though ostensibly to a · 

;. luerent deity altogether. • · · .· · 

? ln'Dwnont':s weU .. ~~wn analy~is of thi.s festival, he places too much im- · 
~~rtance. on ~e.oppos1U9n of punty and impurity (deducing from diet that 
'.A1yanar ~s prmc_ipally mode!ed on the Brahman, even though in beha . . and 
lege~d Aiyanar is .far more like the king) and on his contention that A-:ar's · 
relatm~ t_o other v1lla_ge deities reflects the encompassment ofthe ponral J1v . 
~he rehgmus. The ki~gly. ;:gpcts M",;tie dC.:.;. _Jnd •· g liti~ ... -~ 
'!.llliiir µ-e-_.1p1 ..... -•- .. - • 
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festival is part of his larger refusal to grant thata king can, in cer.tain contexts, ·· 
encompass and incorporate the divine, the Bralunanic, as well as the social · 
and political constituents of caste so!idacity .and warrior strength. Jn .the vil-. 
lage, where. the king was represented by the ampalam, the festival at once 
elevated the ampalam and his political authority; displayed the ampaJam'.s, 
relation to the king, effected.an identity hetweeq the latter and the· vilJage. and 
produced, through the celebratio11 of a festival on .. behalf of a god who so : 
dramatically e.xemplified the royal function, the conditions under which the · · 
village .could bevictorious against the forces obvil and danger. 

But this is not .the whole story. It is preeisely the political. permeability of: · 
.ritual that makes possible ·a su~cession of contested performances, readings, 
and tellings. In India.. kingship had been the dominant trope for the political, 
but far. fi:om the only" one. As I stated at the beginning, the festival of Aiyanar 
fre~)uently did not. ~appen, or occasioned everything from violent dispute to · · 
multiple celebration, as in one vilJl!ge where three .Separate. village festivals · 
took place wider the leadershlp of three rival castes and their f!lctional af-· 
Jiliates. ' 

For example, in the early 1920s in Tuuvappur, a village close to Pudukkot- .:' 
tai town and made. up mostly ofKallars, weavers~ and service castes, the Ve· ··'.' 
Jars petitioned that they were under no compunction to receive the pitiman ·.::· 
from the village headman. They insisted that since the headman's inam. (ben- · .; 

. efice) lands did not .carcy the stipulation .that he should give the pitiman, there ?: 
was. no other authoriti~tive basis for the claim that the pitiman could be given :~ 
only by the headman. The headman in tum petitioned the government lliat the. ;: 
performance of the festival without his permission, granted through the piti.:.' ::1 

man, was an infringement of his hetedita:ry right, as. proved by the fact that.:·. 
his family had been granted inam lands wi~: th.e specific injunction ll.1. con;-·~. 
duct the ordinacy P.Ujas and other festivals in the temples of Aiyanar in\ 
Tuuvappw: :Both petitions employed the same colonial bureauccatic logic{::!. 
giving inams (and the authority of local hf;admen,) a rational legal basis thc:y:' .. 
had not had in precolonial times. · . · ::'.·:;· 

For the Diwan's assistant, the Diwan Peishkar, the resolution of the case:: 
rested first on the proper interpretatibn of the significance of the grant ofpitl~: 
man. His inquiries~ in line with my own more recent ones, led him to decia~· 
quite correctly.that the grant ofpitiinan signified far more than the intend'. 
cooperation of the nattars (elders): ·t•lf it signifies mere cooperation. without 
the slightest tlnge or authority oridea ofspefial privilege· the villagers wou@. 
not have' objected to. the continuance of the system.· On the other hand.. tQ. 
grant of pitirnan is considered to be a grant of.permission by .the miuars:·~· 
conduct the kutirai etuppu. Both the nauars ·and the artisans view it in. . ... 
light and itis why the fonner are unwilling to lose the privilege and. the l ·'" 
awdou,s to discontinue the system ... He then had to d~cide whether this· p.g_y 
lege could 'be susi:ained under the bureaucratic tenns of service implied by,i 

. wocding of the inam grant, which was vague enough to accommodate: 
the intepretation put forw~d in the petition and the one in the countei]J~t . 

·:·.;.,,!: 
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tion. ~eDlwan Pe.ishkar investigated customs in other temples qf Aiyanar to 
deternune precedent,,, only to. find that each case differed, hanUy the stuff of 
precedent. Tu further complicate matte.cs, the Diwan Peishkar felnhat he had 

. , ·to determine whether t,be dispute concerned the hereditary':prlvileg~ of the 
headmen as traditional caste headman or, in a deliberately' alienati~g bureau-
cratic move, as state functionaries. · · · .. 

The Brahmawc~lDiwan .Pe.ishkar was also troubled by his.l:>elief that reli
gion W8$ an individual concern, and that all devotees should be able to' com,. 
missfon the Velars to make horses for them without the intervention of the 
Nattar. Such contro.1 over the individual vows of others seemed to him "re
volting to a devotee's seµse of'honour and reason." The Diwan Peishkar rec,. 
ommended' ~at the:Nattars be .allowed to commission the installation of clay 
hor.:es ~~ their ?wn behaU"~ but not on the behalf o.f others. The. separation of 

· the mdlVld~al nghts of Nattars from their right to com1nission day horses on 
behalf of the entire vill!Jge only made. sense, however, in 'terms of a newly 
fonnulated bureaucratic conception of religion, since the individual. vows. of 
devotees· would have been encompassed. by the social fact that the festi.val 

. even when, contested, was ·a village: festival. The Diwan Peishkar's recom~ 
• .mendation struck at the core of the headman's objections, since he saw his 

privi~ege as ~n enac1?1ent of his authori~tive p~sitio~ in the village temple 
and, mdeed, m the village .at large. But m the mvenhon of an: autonomous 
domain and logic of religion, the underlying. social issues were'i.gnoreq. The 
struggle between llie service.and dominant groups wrui a strugBle over author

.ity, and thus hl!,!:1 ·its most visible and. important expression in. the Aiyanar 
ritual, which itself resisted bureaucratic appcopriation by the new ·Brahman
Britlsh religious s.ensibili~y (though it s1,1ccumbed. to the bureaucratic defini-
.tion ofthe·inam). " · . · 

As jt turned out, the Diwan was less zealous than the Diwan Peishkar .to 
· upset the local structure of' authoritative reJatio11s in Tmivapput. }Ie recom-· 
: mended that the Nattars·contiriue to be v.ested. with the right to give: the piti- · 
: man: 1;Ie· did; howev~r'. insis! than~e Nattars had ~Q signify their penniSsion 
. by gtymg. back the p1Uman muned1ately and routinely, thus: heading. off the 
.. mischievous possibility that they might abuse their right, a sacred trust "Au- · 
. thority" was.defended in name, but was undermined by the attempts of the 

bureaucratic establishment to make religion an individual, and private rather 
· thaR a social and public affair. Although this did not allay all the concerns of 
. ,fhe. petitioners, Uley had at 1CH$t been able tp use t!Je language of bureaucratic 

.. control to make an important fon:nal complaint. . · · 
::.. Indeed, TlCUvappur had been the scene of many similar disputes at least as 
~. earJy as 1885. At one IJOint, the 1ocal'Paraiyars ("untouchables~) had ~erted 
•";themselves against the .ampalam l:!y. refusing to beat drums o-.tside the tem
~ pie. In anothednstan~,' the_ Vel~ had resisted the authoritative claims ~e 
:~~~ar headman, denrmg his pnvilege to carry the scythe used for the r&l 
:AfaiJg~tec and present it to the Velars, who actually did the cutting. Onm\e 

..·:oc~as1on they had even refused, in their role as pdests, to offer vracatam (the 
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transubstantiated offering) from Aiyanru: to the ampalam. Like his 1920s · ~
1 

· 

counterpart, the Diwan had upheld the ri~hts of the ampalams. at the same 
trying to rationalize the exercise of these nghts. 

Many similar disputes took place, but only a few ~f t~etn leaked into offi
cial yjew, usually because the _disputes were dealt Wlth m summary (and no 
doubtbrutal) fashion by the dominant groups. So although these files alerted 
me to a record of contention, it was only in tow~s close to the co~rt. and also 
· bi ger towns and temples, such as those studied by Appadurru and Breck
m g · · h" · l d "d 11 that ritual was a clearly contentious affair m the 1stonca recor . eon ge, . . . . . 
Many of these disputes ~oncemed. the distnb~tmn of hono~s and pracat_am m 
t les and locked a dominant lineage and its headman m fervent dispute 
~: ea~h other; otherwise, the disputes were usually buried by the dom~nandt 

P (
which bad to seek no higher authority). Thus, when: Appadura1 an 

grou · · · · · I d ft" tn :Breckenridge proposed that ntual m south India mvo ve. con 1c~, ey pr.o-
. d a radically new sense of the kinds of resources over which conflict 

pose · · f fl' I th developed, but referred for the :trtost part to factional forms o con 1ct. n e 
Indian context, however, factional dispute .has ~een the only acceptable fo1:111 
of social conflict. l am arguing here that conflict took p_lac~ between social 
groups at all levels of the social hier~hy, an~ th~t confhct 1s always present 
· . th basic suuctures of Indian social orgaruzatmn. Indeed, as I suggested 
Jnb. e 1 nly realized the range (and subtlety) of dispute and contestation 
a ove, o . · 1- · · 
through a combination of ethnograph~c acc~dent .and histonca mvest1gation. 

There were many other instances m which ntual tu~ed out to .be a core 
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site for appropriation as well as for struggle. The headman of the darkened 
quiet village had appropriated the interpretive function of a ritual that he al~ 
ways knew would not take place; the absence of any actual event was an 
embarrassment only when !·pressed my curiosity and showed up without the 
pr,oper invitation; The Brahman administrators of Pudukkottai appropriated 
the dispute for their own purposes, of undermining the religious al)thority of 
rural Kallar elites and implementing new colonial standards for the evalua
tion of religious activity· and the establishment of religion within a newly 
created domain of civil sodety. Anthre>pologists have appropriated ritual to 
advocate the religious dimensions, character, and force of the social. which in 
the case of Dumont's transformation ofDurkheim,·is located in a world of 
religjously validated hierarchy. These appropriati~ns .are all examples of the 
way ritual bas become central to the field of power relations in southern India.· 
But these same appropriations .. have never fully succeeded in containing the 
power of ritual, as they have always been checked by the profoundly subver
sive character of traditional ri~al practice (at least as r observed, and didn't 
observe, it in southern India)~for no(' only did ritual discourse and ritual· 
practice operate at angles to each,.other, both discourse and practice were 
open to a multiplicity of contesting and resisting agencies, even when these 

· agencies were themselves constituted by (or. in relation to} the concealed 
agencies.of colonial hege?lony. · 

POSSESSION AND DANGER a for resistance, particularly for groups, such as· art1sa1;1s and 'untouch- .'; 
::s," who could resist by simplJ'. withholding their s_ervices. The close:'t J 
thing to a municipal strike in the history of Pudukkottai to:-vn _took place m ; I have so far completely ignored one .of the most important but also complex 

th l 193
0s when the untouchables protested the establishment of a mu- ·. sources of agency and action in the festiv.al of Aiyanar. I do not mean the 

eeary , . ~ allth. . nicipal crematorium by withholding their ritual.:uneral services 1rom etr :;~ symbolism surroU.nding the lord Aiyanar himself, but rather his iilcarnation in 
patron groups. The municipality ba~ked down m short order because of ~e · ~ : : the form of the camiyatis, the people in the village who during the course of 

t mati
'on of one high-caste famdy after another, who felt they were dis,. t~ . U1e·festival were routinely po~sessed by the lord Aiyanar. Possession was an 

cons e · th b ak ·• · · ·h · their dead. And Kathleen Gough has vividly documented e re - ·,:i: ; absolutely critical part of this and other village. festivals in the south, and 
ononng · h bl · fired · ;i; · "d f I · · · down of village ritual in rural Tanjavur, where untouc a .e grou?s, . . m ~ .. ns1 e rom t le goat sacnfice and the feast. it was the most char.ged eventin 
art b the' growth of a local communist movement, have mcreasmgly with- ';~ :, village ritual practice. 

~eld ~eir ritual !;ervices from village festivals.22 But Gough's assertion that ~ ; In one fairly typical festival that took place in a village near Pudukkotlai 
"lla ... ri"tuals would not recover from the effects of recent change and grow- .J ~' town, all but one of the people who were to be possessed by Aiyanar were 

Vt go · • d b h . f th 1 t ';I- ' ing class consciousness has. not been sustame ! t e expenen~ o e as ;j : members of the dominant Kallar caste. Though the ampalam was the cencraJ 
thirty years. I? f~ct, v~Uage rit~als continue to .be important precisely because ·1 ~- character, as the festival unfolded attention was increa~ingly focused on the 
of their assocJatlOn with conflict. . : camiyatis. Initially chosen for poss~ing special spiritual powers. the' fiye 

Although village rituals were clearly-sites for struggle between elite groups.{ · Kallars were the hereclitary camiyatis who participated in the festival each 
and their factions over who was in charge, this, too, w:is on~y P~ of the: ~eat. They walked i~me?iateJy behind the drum-beating Paraiyars. Not yet 
story. Rituals were generalizable sites for struggle of .all ~nds, mc~.ucling-as ·:,,. m full trance, the carmyaus began to show_ signs of possession as they walked 
my earlier story sugg~.ts:-the struggle between d1s~ourse and e~ent, ?e--~ o~ to the beat of the drums, their b~dies sporadically quivering at the touch of W 
tween what could be said and what could be done. Ritual was a discursive; .Aiyanar, who was shortly to enter mto them. Tue procession walked straight O 
_.,.A pract;, .. ,1 field ;" '""i:? :i o:re::i.t de11l wns.~t s.tnkf';~~d 11 P-rP.~t-de11l w:_s_~lL- _j'~~o<~0 __ ... ~all ~-~~'.·e to ~.:··-~nar, :··L'-~1, lik-· _: •• othe., ls or - bord __.. 
~-bs'P9_he-=:_:ct-..£.~mzK ial·gr.;. :irg·p th..-.:.,am he--1---·leW-Jd'P?F 1thppz !ssp a ill-•·•:.,~~ . ..._ 
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and the cantlyatis, then worshiped the subsidiary deities, Karuppar and Muni. 
The camiyatis then picked up bags of ash and began walking back to the 
village, accompanied by the Paraiyars. As they walked through the village, · ' 
the.women of'each house came towards .them and _poured water over. their feet 
to cool-them. ·Tbecamiyatis blessed tlie. women with the .. ash_ they carried. We 
walked through.the Kallar section of town by way of the ampalam.'s house. to 
the Velar settlement on the easti;:m side. of the villag~. There, the procession 
was welcomed by the playing ·of festival music by the pipers of a nearby 
temple: and the ·explosions of firecrackers. The; five Kalh1r camiyatis stood 
before the newly decor~ terra-cotta horses, soon to be installed in front of 
the Aiyanar shrine. 

A Paraiyar from a nearby village came forward and carefully dressed ·the 
camiyatis in special clothes. The Paraiyar wore a garland made of silver balls, 
his h~ was. wrapped with 1;1 red cloth, his chest was draped with multicol
ored strands of cloth, a new .towel was tied around his waist, and garlands of ·' 
bells- were wrapped around him. His face was painted with vermilion and 
sandalwood paste. This Paraiyar was called the munnoti, the leader, the one . 
who ·went first. In a few minutes he became possessed on his own, to the :: 
music of the drums and horn (nadaswaram). He began to jump wildly when:~ 
the incense and camphor smoke was shown to him. and he stared fiXedly at > 
the sky. He suddenly leapt into the crowc1, snatched the ampalam;s spear, and;·: 
began ·to beaUhe ground with it. He was jumping_ and running around and:: 
through the crowd, all the while circumanibulating the six figures. The .. am- ;.{, 
palam then came up to him, garlanded him, and smeared sacred ash on his / 
forehead, aftet which the ampalam was finally able to retrieve his spear. After ;Y~ 
this;. the munnoti led the other carniyatis into states of possession. Someone!;. 
whispered in .µiy .ear that the-munnoti was the burning lamp that lights other'::'
lamps. Full posses.sion was achieved when the munnoti held the camphor up 
to the other camiyatis, one by one. · · !/ 

Now that all the catniyatis were fully possessed, the procession was ready'. 
to commence. The Paraiyars went first. followed at some distance by the pip-~ 
e.rs, and then by the ml1Jlnoti and the five Kallar camiyatis; next came thcr 
terra-cqtta offerings sponsored by the village. followed by the smaller offe.r~. 

. ings of individual villag_!ei-s. Behind them walked the ampalam, surrQunded;, 
by mWly of his kinsmen. As the procession moved around the village, .on its·· 
way back to tlie, temple of Aiyanar~ viUage;rs came up to the camiyatis to · 
blessed. often asking questions· about the futl,U"e. The carniyatis frequentl 
:stopped to make prophetic statements either in response to specific questio 
or ~bout ,general problems afflicting the village. When we~cbed the tempi ·: 
the eyes of the te.rra-cotta ~gures were opened.with the blood ofa cock, sa ::. 
ficed by the munnoti (who was then given the cock). The terra..cotta anim~' 
were then installed in front of the temple. A gi:and puja was held to Aiyan~ 
The Velar priests offered'·tamarind rice, broke coconuts, and then held up :·. 
flame in an act of worship, after which. they offered the sacred ash to' .. 
wo~shipers. Then the priests left Aiyanar's shrine, pulling its curtains clQs~ 

.· ' :·.:,: 
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. ·;::_ Shortly tber_eafter, a go!lt w~ ~ac~ficed by· pne of the camiyatis to Katuppar, 
/ and a~er .this,_ tbe ~palam_d~stributed the_ pracatam from both puja$ to the 

-r~· con~Utuent .~ups m the village. One by one, the carniyatis. drifted! away, 
l eac~ .to be rehev~d of the e~tr~ordinary privil~ge and i:;xhausUon oftbe pos:.. 

~Ston: The fest1yal ended with much. feastmg, and an all-n{ght dramatic. 
performance. . . · ±. 

. It is clear_ that possession was a central part of the ritual drama. But what 
was possess10n all about-what did possession signify? Most ofthe literature 

-

on possession dea~ with the. nasty kind, when it is the devil rather than the · 
l~~who h~ taken up residence within a mortal. But the rnunnoti is ~e e~or· " 

::;~sr:~~~~e--aan r1'd:muans wf ?tosBe st~~ and p~wer is precisely to induce posses,. ~ 
. •· o 1. u uus, too, is an extraordinary fonn of power, ~ 

. ·and one that has many dangers. It is significant that for this role an "untouch-
.. able" is choseµ; while all the regular camiyatis are of the dominant Kallar 

·::wte, the one person whq makes their possession possible could never be 
=' invited into their houses or be allowed to dine with them. And his pow.er was 

~; . .not completely contained by hierarchy, for there. were moments of real fear 
'~J whe~ he seized the ampalam's spear and began dancing wildly about; the.fear 
" of_Ajranar w~ «learly enhanced by his choice: of this unruly Paraiyar as his 
·: . pnnc1pal ~ehicle 8?d agent. And the Paraiyarappeared to ·contain.not only the 
:i. full fer~1ty of Aiyanar~ but also the contradictions of Aiyal1ar•s ·multiple 
; sy~bolism and the. ~estival's ·ritual connotations. For when· the "Pitnliyar 
.t< seized_ the. spear, he sunultaneously signaled' its potential appropriation and \t 
;::confianed (and perhaps enhanced) the spear's (and the ampalam".s) centrality ~ 
£ andpower. . . 

f When, a few days after the festival, 1 went to visit the Paraiyar in his 
:~nearby hamlet, the contrast was difficult to fathom. It was midiiftemoon and 
:i the Pllraiyar was sleeping off the effects of a morning spent .consumjng a huge; 
·.:amount of arrack. ~e P~yar combined in his person an exaggerated defer
. _ence and a smoldermg bitterness~ On the: one hand, he acted· as though he 

.. ;.were deeply honored that I should visit him; that he failed to recognize tne for 
'·:~momentortwo ~eemed due more to drink than to any.difficulty remember
". mg my presence m the festival through the daze of his .own possession: On 
~.the ~ther hand, Qe took great pleasure in puncturing my illusions. about the 
;f~tival. He told. me that there was. a rival festival in the-village hosted: by 
·:l{onar:; (spepherds), and as he spoke, he almost laughed at the hollow claiins 
of'~e Iullar heii.dmen, who, could no longer .contro.I- .an inferior castepvup. 

. us the very man ~ho· played such acr!tical ritualrole in the festival clearly 
~-.a goQd measure· .of contempt for ht& pattoos. And his patrons W-cre no 
Jl!nger ,masters of the.only game in town. . , · 

}:. ~s per~aps we can appreciate rather more the level of danger encoded in 
,thentual seizure by ~e Paraiyarof the ampalam'sspear; the subtextual pres.~ 
.Mee of contest .and dtsord~r~ And·the seizure was not: the only moment of 
~?er, no~ the only reason why containment was a live issue throughout theW 
~rt1val. Aiyanar was clearly ltard to handle, and those possessed by him hadg 
.~· 



I 

CD 
Ol 
I 

498. 

tQ negotiate a delicate balance between playacting· and overacting. l was. re- . ;· 
peatedly told Uiat the possession wa& real, that ir took people many years to 
learn ~ow to accept the :visitation of the lbrd, that it. tequired the supei;visi9n 
of a man. of special powers both to .learn and to do, and that ~ter a ;spell of 
possession, itwould take qays and sometimes weeks for tlie ~ossessed person 
to retum fully to normal. exhausted and.shaken by the expenence. And· I was 
tald thatif a.camiyati turned out pot t6 be really possessed, merely playact
ing, he would be ridiculed and excluded ~~reafter from the: ~estival and ~ts. 
proceedings. After all, the festival: was cntical to. th~ well-bemg of the ~11-
lage.· .and if Aiyanar was .. misrepresented by an imposter, then the' fes~val 
might fail. and certainly the advice b~nded dow~ by the lor~ to the anxious 
and enquiring. villagers would be spun~us. :nere were also tunes when pos
session could prove too much; the cillll1yat1 was called the vessel, and when 
this. v~el could not contain the .concentrated power of the lord~ it mighf . 
Clfl~k. In· such instances, .the. camiyllti would not recover from possession, .. :, 
he would stay derang_ed and disturbed, and the!1 thete would. be need of an. ·: 

- ~ 

exorcist . . . 
lt is possible to account for all of this with a .traditional view of ritual: Van 

Gennep was .k~nly ~ware of th~ ~.g~ ~d ?isorder ~t was part ofi:tua;; 
and ·built this mto bis explanat1bn- of liminality and ntual transfoJ]Ilat1on. .= 

,, ~ut bis theory has a tendency to contain danger too read!ly, too automati- :: 
a; .· y .• and .. to "1SsUine th.at disorder is ulllin~ely ~piph~nomenal. I would. pro- ., 

pose here that possession was a. form.of ntual practice that ~as ... genumely . 
. dangerous and always al.ready sub~ers1v.e. J:>art of the .. subv~~1~eness ha~ to _ 
· do with. whal·we .have ab;.eady considered, the constant possibility of conflict,. -. 

fission, paralysis, and hetmeneutic,}f h?~ agonistic, explo~ion. But 1!1e sµb
versiveness had also to d() with the politics of revresentallon and. mJsrepre- . 

. sention.. as did the. implosions ofpowei:, inherent.In .both the role of the head~· ; 
man and that ofthe.-camiyatis. · 'r 

The festiital was a powerful spect.!lcle in large.part because ·of the dramatic 
role 9 ( the possessed camiyatis. Tue festival seemed to me at times, particu .. ~· 
lady sbtce I attended many. different fes~\tals ~n ~ifferent ~:l~ages, like· t~ea.:. ".: 
for. Victor Turner has already absented this, usmg the term ritual drama, by 
which be meant that ritual. could. be analyzed as though it were an unfolding :; 

drama, with the .P~i~ipants as ~ctors ~ho ~n~aged. in the ~~seen ~orces of ·. 
life thr,ough the v1canous agencies of ntualisuc enactmenL But if what .I.·: 
witnessed was theater to the participants, it was very diff ei:entfrom what has: . 
come to be accepted .as th~ter in. the WesL .t\s Stephen G~eenblatt gotc:S, · 
... [l']he theatre. elicits from us comtJJicity rather than belief • .,zs But. in rural .. 
southern India, there were elements of both complicity and.belief; there were ·. 
roles. and masquerades depended on far more than skillful artifice and conceit..' 
Further, there was the possibility that something could go wrong, and this:: 
provided art urgency and unpredictability to th~ ru:ama that makes. Turner's;:: 
~~phra§~ID b~~ ~o dram~~c an'!_".':aguely sacnlegi?~· One of_~~~nes~~-; 

w_-b-...nlJia_ ..the" ,.a.__clfi._)e.._.,t _~o-- •·,;, 
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be inauthentic, was. that all agency and all representation:-authority itself..._ 
in the ritual was at risk as well Identity was most fragile at the· moment of its 
transformation and·multiplereference. And the risk-that tlie possessed might 
be faking it no doubt raisecl1he possibility that the headman, whose authority 
and connections willi the king were both celebrated and renewed in the festi
val, might also be faking iL After all, everyone knew, .even though I had not 
yet been told, that:·the headman claimed a sovereignty over, the ent•re village 
that was not granted by the rival shepherds. It was the compell~ng •. contesta
ble, and danger9us components of the ritual-drama that also nrls.ed ·the stakes. . . 
The spectators did not simply gaze; they vied with one anotherto partici;pate 
more actively and more centrally in the festival, to interlocute the camiyatis, 
·to see· the. cutting of the goat. and to collect and consume the·.prasada,...-4he . 
transubstantiated rbturn-ofthe lord. · 

I have given ju~t a few illustrations to suggest what I might mean by the 
su~versive natqre of ritual practice and discourse; l will close with i;me last 
observation. Each ritual. event is pattenied activity, to be sure, but it is' als9 
invented anew as it happens. When I witnessed. one festival, ·there was. fre

. quent.confusion aboutwhat was to be done. At one·poinlt a participant in the 
. festival leaned. over toward· me, realizing that I had seen many simil11r festi
. vals~ and asked me what I thought they should do next. At the· time .• !,thought 

: that I was already intruding too much on the authenticity of the riblal event, 
· and ·that to offer an opinion~dl did ilave one-would be to cross the frag-
. jle:threshold o.f legitimate ·participation implied in the oxymoronic ·motto Qf 
" antbropology: p~cipant observation~ But J: was wrong, forthe authenticity 

·f" of the event was inscrlbed'in 'its performance, ·not ;in some time- and custom- . 
"'t' ·sanctioned version:ofthe ritual; And the authenticity of Aiyanat's fdtival,=in · 

· particular, was ins~ribed in its uncertainty· and· i!-8 contesfability-even when 
.' itclidn't actually take pb.1.ce. 

·~... '~ 

ANTHROPOLOGY AND AJYANAR 

i. I have argued "that the festival of Aiyanar is about (and provides opportunities . 
'cfor) tesistance p~isely'because it is also about the display· and achi~vement 

'. of power. My reading of the ritual challenges 'both general antbrOpological 
. assumptions about ritual ancl •. more specifically, Louis Dumoot~s Sense o( 
1 itlyanar's confo~ance to Ws more. general theocy· about caste and the ideol• 
.. ~gy .of hierarchy. fyty read.in& also challenges a mQre .political interpretation 
· .of the festival by Christopher Fuller in:his tightly ariued essay, "Th~ Hindu 
'· J~~theon and the kgitimation ofHiepu:chy.''26'Fuller finds, c~ntra}y to. the 
~ . .C~pectation that h~gb.fonns of religion filight beSt.legitimate existins social 
· hie~hies, that "south Indian Hinduism's substantialist repre.sentaticin of 

-·: Sanskritic ~e~ties·d~ ~~t legitimate.relationships?~ ine~~alit~ at all."27.l9J 
.~- fact, the religious sens1b1hty surroundmg the Sanskriuc deities simply dent® 

·ii i!rn Jie~-:cn·n J.- 7 Jo~ • .!u;;,:;-71i;;;1Y ;;;-r ~ 



----- ... - .. - - -

I 
co 
".J 

. 500 •· N I C R ,_Q l. .+. $. 6. D I It. X. S . 

to social hierarchy. However, Fuller extends Dumont's argument aboutAiya
nar, suggesting that the .. burden of legitimating caste hierarchy is instead left . 
to village deities ... za While Fuller ru:gues that village deities resist "the ideal 
world ofBrabmanical superiprity through absolute independence," they do so 
"relationally in the. idiom of hierarchy." Indeed, village deities symbolize the 
.. continued inferiority and.dependence" of the low castes~29 

Fuller bases his. argument on the structural relations of symbolic transac
tions in village rituals. specifically, on the relational definition of village dei
ties and the clearlymarlced distinction between vegetarian fonns of puja and 
animal fonns of sacrifice~ .He sees high ruid low forms of local deities .sym-. 
bolically correlated with high and low fonns of worship, forms associated no~ 
only with diet but also with procedures of w~ship. He then assumes that·. . 
these high and low fo.nns, which ritually and symbolically seem. mutually . 
interdependent, correlate with high and low' fonns of caste, thus legitimating. . 
the caste structure through ritual practice. · -·~· 

Fuller is not unaware, of the possibility, that popular religion can embody 
political resistance, ·and c.arefully .contrasts his. interp~tation of .A.iyan~ with 
Genovese's reconstruction of the role of resistance m the relig10us hfe of 
American slaves. Whereas Americah slaves could transform "Christianity 
from a religion which. in the eyes of white slaveholders, legitimated slavery 
into a fount of resistance to it"30 through identifying Jesus with Moses, Fuller 
can imagine no .similar possibility of transformation. or resis~~mce in s.outh 
Indian village religion. Not only does Fuller imagine the caste system to be. 
fundamentally immutable~ he writes .as though the symbolic .correlations be .. 
tween )ligb. and. low deities, on the. one hand and high and low castes on .the 
other presupposed an acceptance of the structure Qf hierarchy. His. inteqn:eta
tion is possible not only because he leaves the problematic relationship be
tween king and Brahman in the person ofAiyanar aside but also because he. :: 
accepts Dumont's account of the ritual ,performance, dev~id of any _contradic- : 
tion, disorder, or contest. .· · . . . 

I would suggest thatFµller's reading is partial not only because he uncntt
cally aceepts a Dumontian inte.rpretatiort of caste but also because he employs · · 
a notion of ritual predieated on certain fixed assumptions about order and 
power. This is true despite an admirable atten:ip~ to consider the so~ial in;ipli
cations of ritual practice, for he. corr~ctly sees ntual as.embedde\} m societal 
relations and social meanings. However, the social categories that appear 
to be inscribed in the ritual. o.t;der of thing,s do not entail an acceptance of 

. ~ ~ 

hierarchy. 
In fact. th<;, curious relatfonsbip of Brahman and king in the· figure of Aiya\ : 

nar, and the . precarious 'balance between "high" and "low" forms-village .;./! 
and forest, p~wer and possession, nonviolence and violence, vegetarian and )t 
nonvegetarian, among· others-would suggest a very different reading of the ·:: 
ritual and its social meanings. To the extent that the categories of "high" and . 
"low" ·are constructed anew in any given ritual setting, we must be attentive ~ 
as well to t11e contests over authority and power that take place around and /tl. 

-- - - - - -··- -~-
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through ritual means and idioms. We need not inake Genevese•s case that 
. rituafis a, fount of. outright resis.tance in order to find struggle, disorder, and 
appropriations from below taking place through, and within, ritual practice. 
Certainly, in the south Indian case, the relations between Bralunans and .Kal
lars (members of the royal caste in Pudukkottai) or between Kallars and 
Paraiyars (remember the munnoti's expertise and precedence in divine pos
session} are not.nearly as unproblematic as assumed in Fuller's, not to men
tion l)umont's., analysis. Not only are caste, identities and relations deeply 
politicized, they are contested throughout the field of ritual practice; all sym
bolic correiations within the -ritual domain and. between it and. the social are 
opened to doubt, question, contest, and. appropriation. Because of the open 
and disorderly character of the ritual process, ritual is one of the primary are-
nas in which politics takes place. · 

RITUAL DISORDHR AND ORDER 

As we increasingly, .and from differing_,perspectives, ex.amine o,rdinary life, 
the futures, of ordinariness thus give way _to fractures, and we see that strug.., 
gle is everJwhere, even where .it is least dramatic, and least \l;isibJe.31 ,Evqi,.i,n 
the h~ o( anthropology, ritual now seems to be as much abo.ut contest and· 

'struggle as. about power and order. Struggle becomes visible where previ-
ously we could•not see it, a trope for a critical vision of the world. Consensus 
is no, longer assumed unless proven otherwise; even more unsettling for o~r 
social science, rebellion and· resistance can no longer be identified through 
traditional indices of the extraordinary. The ordinary and the extraordinary 
trade places. 

We should reflect briefly on the potential epistemological implications ·of 
finding resistance, rebellion, or disorder, everywhere~ In most of oi1r social 
scientific thinking, order is presented as a universal human need, an expies-· 
sion of reason and the basis of the social. Order thus becc>n1es naturali7.ed, 
while all that.,produces and is produced 'by disorder becom~ margin~zed ill> 
extraordi:Qacy and. unnatural. When natuCflliZC~ order is an. ideological· tool, 
which works to suppress or contain disorder and subversion. ' 

:Ironically, many curre~t understandings of disclll'Sive domination (follow
ing .Foucault) or· hegemony (following Gramsci) are .at least: in: part informed 

by notions of order that seem antipathetic to the posture of critique,, for ouc 
notions Qfpower appear'both totalizing and a priori. ''Power" ~s virtuiilly syn-

. onomous with order, even though as m~ed currently, the tenn implies a critical 
stance on ·order •. 'Thus in denaturalizing order, we must also denaturalize 
power, attending to its own"fissures and dispersals. In tum~ we .should no~.see 
resistance as a pure counteipart to powea:, for-there are dangers in reifying our 
concepts of struggle. But if order can be seen as an effect of power rather th~ 
i~ condition, then resistance, too, can be freed from the (teleological) requi~ 
ment .that it establish a new order in order to be recogni~ed as significant. 
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Power need not be seen as either a cause or a first principle. Power is, rather, 
a relation, or, ·more precisely. an endless series ofrelations, characterized
we now emphasize-by struggle. Although struggle may always, as Foucault 
suggests, be interior to power, it (as our current preoccupation) can seriously 
.subvert our normal assumptions, .about both power and ordeh32 

The festival of Aiyanar is about power and disorder, about order and resis
tance. for at the. same ti1J1e that the power of the deity and the headman are 
displayed, this power is distributed to others and opened to potential ~ontes- . 
tation. At the same time that the ritual order of precedence among w.:oups in 
the village iSo rehearsed and inscribed in the· structures of worship, the resis
tance of subordinate or t:actional groups, and the resistance of multiple inter
pretations, can be effectively· deployed. At the same time that representation, 
in Q.i$course or event, makes ritual, claims about order, representation itself 
beco~es the object of struggle. At the same time that worship t.rilnsforms 
disorder into order, disorder becomes available for the. spirits of the .dead and 
the spirit of unrest. Ritual now appears not only as a powerful way to produce 
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