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* CHAPTER FIFTEEN o

Ritual and Resistance:
Subversion as a Social Fact

/

NICHOLAS B. DIRKS

There is subversion, no end of subversion,

only not for us.

-

ANTHROPOLOGY AND HISTORY .

. The social history of modern India has developed side by side with anthrepol-
ogy. In-anthropology, as in social science more generally, “order” has typi-
cauy been the chief ordering principle of discourse. When anthropology puts
parucular emphasis on order, it sanctifies it with the adjective “ritual.” Ritual
% not nly principally about order, it is often the domain in which our socio-
i logical conception of society is properly realized. In this view, social rela-
ttions. are displayed and renewed and the hierarchical forms underlying social
elations confirmed and strengthened by ritual.
‘While social historians of areas outside of South Asia (or other third world
as in anthropologyland) have worked in greater autonomy fros anthropol-
gy« they have recently turned to anthropology to enable them to understand
finény aspects "of socia] life that had not been addressed by political or intel-
Eo\cctual history, and later proved equally intractable to the quantitative meth-
ods of early social history. In both cases, social historians have consumed
qnthropological theories and rubrics too uncritically, little realizing that inter-
c’hscxphnaxy collaboration should leave neither of the constituent disciplines
touched. In this paper, I focus bn everyday forms of resistance, critiquing
both anthirepological assumptions about ritual and historical reifications of
ieSe- assumptions. In taking “ritual” as my subject, I also argue that too often
,E ‘combination of the key terms. “everyday” and “resistance” leads us to
pok for new arenas where resistance takes place, rather than also realizing
th nmany more “traditional” arenas are also brimming with resistance, Fx-
illy, T seek to suggest that our old theories of either “ritual” or “resistance’
e 4iot 4l that are at risk in this enterprise; also at risk are the underlyiy
iigsuppositions of order that undcrgxrd and normahzc most hxstoncal o:@
il scientific writine_. -
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" logical interpretation of.social action. and meaning. Nonetheless, even calls

. for practice-oriented anthropologies from such. theorists as Bourdieu confirm
the residual centrality of the: cultural: in Bourdieu’s theoretical proposals,
scapital” is:now modified by the adjective “symbolic.™® =~ '

"In recent years, as social history has become increasingly anthropologized,
historians have appropriated ritual as a subject and employed anthropological
-~ perspectives on ritual. William Sewell invoked a Geertzian conception of rit-

ual to demonstrate that ritual performances—in his particular story, rituals
that employed old regime forms in postrevolutionary contexts—were used to
symbolically mark and socially solidify the emerging communities of labor
in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century France.” More commonly,

“Fumier, Van Gennep, and Gluckman, rather than Geertz, have been cited
- 'When historians have attempted to analyze ritual, (Geertz has: been used by
historians principally for his semiotic theory of culture, not forhis gentle cri-
tique of functionalist analyses of ritual.)® Following these anthropological au-
thors, historians. have typically been.interested in such rituals as the camnival
or the charivari, in rites of inversion or status reversal. Some historians have
" accepted the functionalist undergirding -of anthropological writing about
these rituals, concurring at least to: some extent that rituals, in Gluckman’s
terms, “obviously include a protest against the established order”™ but “are
sintended to preserve and strengthen the established order.”” As Natalie Davis
uts it, rituals “‘are ultimately sources of order and stability in a hierarchical
ciety. They can claﬁfy the structure by the process of reversing it. They-can
-provide an expression of, and a safety valve for, conflicts. within the system.
They can correct and relieve. the system when it has become. authoritarian.
ut; 50 it is argued, they do not question the basic order of the society itself,
.They can renew the system, but they cannot change it."’® From a textual per-
spective, Stephen Greenblatt has recognized that the anxiety about foyal au-
thority induced by Shakespeare in such. plays as Richard II and Henry V
serves only to enhance the power of authority; as he says, “actions that should’
have the effect of radically undermining authority turn out to be the props of
that authority."! ) SR ‘
%, Nevertheless, many historians have recognized in the ritual ‘of carnival

fomething more than this, seizing on the prepolitical elements of‘class strug- °
gle.and contestation, concentrating on the unsettling and disorderly aspects of
the periodic inversion. In so doing, they-usually have had to suspend the tele-
glogical framing they might have preferred to record as critics of the social.
order; rituals rarely became highly politicized, and often did lapse back into
-ige' sogial orders that produced them, whether or not that social order was
inforced or slightly shaken as a tesuit. Subversion was either contained or

sformed into order. .
N literary studies, which since the translation of Bakhtin’s extraordinary
k on Rabelais in 1968 have become even more carnivalesque than social
story, ‘the relation between periodic disorder and subversion on thédthe
nd.and order and containment on the other has been widely debated. '

RiTUAL As A Social FACT

“Rijtual” is a term that sanctifies and marks off a space e'md a time of slfec:a{ .
significance. Ritual may be part of everyday life, .b.ut it is funflan(xien'ta azv pa )
d to “the everyday.” Anthropologists have typically 1dennt:1e ritual as a
lx)x;);;ent and an arena in which meaning is cathected and ctys@;gd, in which
social experience is dictilled and displayed. As summarized by Geertz,

indivi ; jal structure of a group is -

ial ties, between individuals. ... [T]he: social stx . oup
S-“tx:;l tlt::ned and perpetuated through the ritualistic or J‘mythxc symbolization
. fE th:eg underlying social values upon which it rests.™ Ruuals" are thus sec:_jn as
Zmbodying the essence of culture, “as dramatizing the basic myths and v

rests.”? This is not to say that anthropo}ogists bave always trea}e@ g:;a;za:
static. In her important book on ritual in N.epal, E)rtner.iisho;val:i -assum 1
sy it e e s U e
o (‘)f faa}m:lvé»lt‘t:::r:‘z?lztfgfumnd;rnental’ assumptions’ are actuall){ co
e o e g;ls;tmcted "and their fundamentality reestablished, in t?x.
smmted,f Dthre lxpr*‘i;’tcuals themsélv:as."’* Nonetheless, as her more recent-work indi
z::::; ?his earlier clarification reflected a particular moment in anthropology,’

uated but left basically unchallenged. P?itual might have: ~b(:.ienhwi1;§:]veds édial
process that was profoundly integratsd‘tm’t:) t:“;, Z;mslgi?:h aenpr?ndpalgme_ al
) i ubjects, but ritual w | ! f
gﬁ?ﬁﬁffﬁ:&ﬁ?ﬁf l::il Sﬁz study of culture was fundamentally abq_q
sharee mczzlrls‘glzt::é;girlsxrll‘;le:;izingtheoretical developments in anthr ;
' lsomt:ifxce the si);tics, Ortner® noted that ritual hafd. been shifted fl‘_QI.Il Ct%tu
o ng; ew concems in anthropology with practice and everyday hfef.' is;
o a)l(l-I:d ractice has been part of a general move away from .tl:adltlon
bior fh as kinship and ritual, or at least away from tradmc__mal api
e su'these subjects. Rituals were often seen as oppose.d to the evety;
day chatactér of experience, even thoug? it has beefl mc:re‘.amhn.gi-yl lc}:::;:ect;i
that everyday life is. highly ritualized. Pierre Bo;_xrdxt:u,. ‘t‘he :d x;; theorst
advocate of practice as a new focus fo.r fmthrogolqu, crmqud ‘; ’Itl.cou]d
characterof most social theory, in which meaning is zmalyzed asrl i cor )
abstracted from the everyday contexts of Pro_duchon, repro ucz1 'xon,m 4
tegic manipulation. Bourdieu arg‘ue_d.th'at it was only by 'f\tten mmf od wé’
tual practice of rituals, such as gift gl.w.ng——the: c_orgte‘xts_ 1:;1 w Cueilcinu‘ ;
given, the muitiple interests behind giving and receiving, 1c sequet ; j“ép
tirﬁing of gifts and countergifts, as well as the differential nature o P
given—that it would be possible to brca_k away from lh.e standarq an ! Jpo

i
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Eagleton‘is one of many critics of Bakhtin who think that Bakhtin's cclebrgf

1 -..southern Africa and who (like Ortner) was clearly deeply jnﬂﬁenced by the
tion of the political potential and meaning of the carnival is misgnided: "

. practice theory of Bourdien. Comaroff has written about the repressed and

+ tppressed tensions of the violently established and violently maintained he-
¥ .gemony in South Africa. She found that

Indeed carnival is so vivaciously celebrated that the necessary po'litica.L tfriticism
is almost too obvious to make. Carnival, after all, is a licensed affair in eve.ry
sense, a permissable rupture of hegemony, a contained popular blow-off as dls- .
turbing and relatively ineffectual as a‘rev.olutionary work o'k; art. As Shake.—yh
speare'sOlivia remarks, there is no slander in an allowed fool.

while awareness of éppression obviously runs deep, reaction may appear erratic,
.diffuse, and difficult to characterize. It is here that we must look beyond the con-

. wentionally explicit domains of “political action™ aud “‘consciousness™; for, when
expressions of dissent are: prevented fiom sttaining the level of open discourse, a
subtle but systematic breach of authoritative cultural, codes might make a state-
:ment-of protest which, by virtue-of ‘being rooted in-a shared stiuctural predica-
ment and experience of dispossession, conveys an unambiguous message."”

Be that as it may, it is striking how fr'equently‘ violent social clgs_hes zppan-
ently coincided with carnival. And, whilfa c.amlval_ was always 1.1cense\ , 0
all that happened during carnival was §m_nlarly licensed. Carx:jlyal wastfs:;
‘cially dangerous, semiotically demys_tlfymg, and cul.turally . 1.«";1'_ce_spflcv.llis
even though it often confirmed au{hor:;y, rgnewed social relaupn,s, an
' i iticized or progressive. . .
m;}yalelut?lzgf gtlt)l:t‘es the ql;es%;ion of whether ritual can occasion, or.sc;lve ai
the occasion for, resistance is read in terms of ‘one-specific fcrrm of l&:u han 2
one particular kind of resistance. We hear onl).( abou.t the cacnival or | Z] c ?hnat
vari, about rituals that involve reversal and inversion, not about r(litu s tha
are about power and authority of both sc_ecu]m: and sacred km_ds. An 'ﬂ]wffgcks
uate the politics of ritual only iI} terms of a dlsgourse,_on resxsltance 1: secky' o
out contestatory and confronlatlona! upsurges by the lower ¢ asses;r pive *
haps no accident that Natalie Davis' was lt?ss affected by I:.h.ese iscusive,
blinkers than many of her contemporaries Smce her meost critical d-lS.CﬂS_SIO.
of the carmival concems the status of women who co'uld not parnclpate;g:;
public and politicized moments of .cor.lf’rontanon, cousigned as they v:in:rt;.j o,%-
the private, the domestic, and the part_lcfulqr. Thus a concerm w!-th gen :r_ ats-= :
Jed some writers to a critique of the virile assumpthns.underlymg most writsz
. . 14 . .
mgéit:ﬁi;::;ebn everyday resistance has moved. away from .concer'n‘r:_mngﬁ i
oiily on clearly “political” moments and movemnients, bu.t the deﬁnqtlonf 5
everyday experience typically excludes such activities as ritual. F:;r exta::p; L%
" James Scott, whe has made an important and eloquen_t l-)l.ea for e 8 ]u ydnlnd
everyday forms of peasant resistance, 1gnores l;he p0551b1}1ty. that n;u: cl;)
constitute an important site of resistance.'¥ This is p.artly bt‘:c.aus.e’,of is a] asln
economistic preoccupations and partly becau_se he is suspicious :1 mfu ;;:tu' !
hié‘ Jong and rich book, he makes only two bnc.zf rf:fereqces to rlt\} s of stat
reversal, otherwise referring to ritual as consntunv? of _co.mmumty. Scott e
emplifies the way that many writers concer'ned with re':mstal‘lce 'accep_t with
litile modification the Durkheimian 'founda.tlons of social scientific concefy
tions of ritual. Alf Ludtke, who has exemplified the concerns of a nufnbe;,e ;
German historians in relation to me.r_ecove.x:y of the everyday éxp:lr:gncg of
the working class, bas also ignored the pOS.SlblB 1mporta:§ce of ritu L ‘
. Meanwhile, anthropologists have C(Tnt:ll.'ll.led to -be interested in ..x?ma g
though anly carelv in its resistance possibilities. An important exception

;. Comaroff goes on specifically to argue that ritual constitutes one of these
nconventional domains, suggesting that “ritual provides an appropriate me-
" dium through which the values and structures of a contradictory world may
5+ be-addressed and manipulated.” Comaroff thus sees the syncretistic ritual and
. religious movements. that have accompanied. capitalist penetration into the
third world as “purposive attempt(s] to defy the. authority of the hegemonic
order.” Indeed, she argues that “such exercises do more than just express re-
olt; they are also more than mere acts of self-representation. Rathe, they are
=at onice both expressive and pragmatic, for they aim to change the real world
:by inducing transformations in the world of symbol and rite.”*® It is this mode
f situating ritual practice, belief, and symbolism in a political world of hege-
1otiy and struggle—a world in which representation itself is one of the mosi
contested resources—which I follow in this paper. \ .
ut I also seek to go further, starting with a: more basic premise. I will not
evaluate ritual practice on the basis of ‘whether or not it aims to change the
teal world,”™ however much. it may lack self-consciousness. Rather, I will
ok at traditional village rituals. in India that appear to have the effect of
testoring social relations and upholding relations of authority, both within the
age and between it and the larger political unit of the kingdom or state. I
1 seek to determine if the way in which order and disorder have been narra-
--tivized as basic components of these rituals enables us to recognize and un-
;derstand the multiple foci and forms. of disorder as I encountered them—fox
s thtopologists have viewed ritual not merely as a sociological mechanism
ot the production of order, but also as a cosmological and symbolic site for
B (lie containment of chaos and the tegeneration of the world (as we, or they,
owit), . o ~ T
% Elsewhere 1 have argued that current anthropological writing on ritual un-
(deiplays, both at the level of kingdoms or large political units and at the level
f'village rituals and festivals, the social fact that ritual constitutes a tremen-
usly important arena for the cultural construction of authority and the dra-
tic display of the social lineaments of power.'” Although I preggnied ex-
ples of copfliet ] saw eonflict Y=roely g- ~ =rodu~* j“f‘] the “—-Ldow~ ~*
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“who took refuge with him, Aiyan
riphery of the village, in order best

realities and serendipities of the field. We then find ourselves in some disas-
trous predicament, which in tnsettling us (and. sometimes ofur‘ x?formax::g:
enables us to cross the fault line of cultural 5hf:ference,. to fami iarize |
selves with the concerns and logics of new socml. terrains, to ach'le;'e neI\:
forms of communion with our anthropological subjects, to v_atta;n );&;15. omto &
fact, at.the time T was simply seriously’annoyed. Nevertheless, 1 te. Tny ; ﬂz ;
here to. suggest that although I had ‘b.eeﬂ aware of the extent to.tw c. (;ml‘ -
festivals of '_Aiyanar. gave rise 0 conﬂlf:t and dispute at the time, it ;vt;;s. gh);
then, and increasingly over the years since, th:fnt 1 c?anged t.he way I t}?uﬂ' £
abbu'i ritual. I began to realize the extent to which thiis story _{ll_ustrat;s 1;_' ‘;ﬁ !
ide.of my concern with how village rituals r,e_ﬂ-er.:te;d and dls;.rlaye -political,
Zluth.;)riiy‘énd political relations. I ha}d.beguq thinking about Afyanar bybusu;i
his festival to attack Dumont’s notion (which he d'eve,lop‘edi.m a mfmTer « '1'
" places, notably in an important article on the festxval_qtt Alyanar in :::;
Nadﬁ)z"' that religion and ritual always encompass politics afgd. p(l).w.crl.]s X
ued that the festival, far from revealing ;the 'tmnscfendcnce 0.-. are 1g.1,0 5 o
i and the uncontested supremacy of Brahmanic persons and principles,
:v]:lsnin large part about the intersections of power .and soc1gl relations in ﬂlt:
ﬁllége,, ,lodality, and kingdom. ‘The royal symibolism of Alyam}xl', the(‘ix:;lu; o
Cenirality of kingship, and the local power of' the:headfnendw:tea ]ict:ic:; med
and displayed by the ritual process. Bu.t having gs,tal?hshe the po cal char -
ter and referents of the festival, T still £ound. it difficult to come: to ferm.
ac'tahlth facts that these festivals were always sites for stmggl?‘ and contesta--
K;n ‘th:t speech aﬁout the festivals reflected concerns about rtual order .and

day. The head of the potters (Velars),
" offerings-and often acied as
ful of clay (pitiman).from the vi
"plate.and handed to the: village ampalam,
along with the ritual dues. The ampalam h
permission for the festival to begin,
. preparation of the offerings.
" blessed retum of a gift that
" position of the ampalam w
' the festival’s inauguration. :

‘Throughout the festival itself, thou
the ampalam was particularly consp
. deity. The festival began and ended
- lage gatherings. There, the first ritua
. mouth earlier, when the ampalam ret
lars. Similarly, the ficst ritual action of
erformed to the ampalam’s Tamily deit
lems that represented and encapsulated th

emblems now symbolized that this festi
“ampalasm, a festival at once personal ‘and public,,
- palam’s family and the public performance of the
+  Ther central action of the festival was a pro

itual i ‘and that even’ when the ritual event did not happen, it
f:ll:sr:gz:gz;?:;t:iﬂ;;::nﬁ:t did. I came to realiz::;'l that the nonevent of the
l i in fact, a nonevent, after all.
calgt?r-i(:lﬁrtlt::arle‘:ta:: ?rt;yn;ield:lork,_l learned that many ot: the other. great':1
events o? ritual calendars were similar nonevents. The f;suv;]ls oifaAl)é:ne? A
did not happen almost as often as they.dxd. Moreover, w enn i?thepfma X
- they' did not always include everyone in the vﬂlagtf, '01('1 rezu tin the village
communal harmony that I had previously assumed; indeed, {fn o sk
harmony was disturbed not only along the so-called traditional lines ohﬂas_ a'
or faction but along developing class lines gs.wgll. 1 also leamed ;hag (\iav :j at
one level, the festival was about the reestgbhshment of c?n.tr.o.l over: xsc.o (
f a threatening nature, it was also about the range of possibilities .that ms
o isely at the moment of maximal contact between: order-and dx_sorde::. By g
ar;qnoj time:to backtrack o the. festival itself, before we allow it, as it did;

accompanied the terra-cotta horses that were to
of Aiyamar. At the temple a “Sanskritic”
 Alyanar, at the conclusion of which a poa
deities: Karuppar and Muni. Much has.
- goat sacrifice is conducted, a curtain is.
. who is vegetatiam and to be protected fro
fice is carried out immediately in fron
different deity altogether. :

_ " 4 iortanCe- on the opposition of purity and impurity (deducing from diet that
ight for construct itself. - “Al is principally modeled on the Brahma though in behavigy and
that night for me, to deconstruc L ) . ; tyanar 1s principally m N, even though in behavigy
In Pudukkottai, Aiyanarf V{Alas Oﬂm} [l]h; g;::cg:lv‘i,;]ligedz;l;}":vtfso:fiﬁ'ig‘g&" legend Aiyanar is far more like the king) and on his contention that Aigahar
villages include izfil:lplt: (r)n ost):;’nmy informants, the most significant featur .tr:iatrx;r: t; :;h?Il“ 1:“1:5;& ]c;:::ses retge::_s:: eni?mpa:sment o{l the poljitehil »
af Z?yd::sa; ?v:‘;otﬁs rcgale as the protector. He was more specifically called th g ,w Bl
7 otect  zity, = rotec  fbot * vesa '

eonc g ne gl
e “—A

ar’s shrines were always located on thy
to protect the village from outgide pr |

principal priests for Aiyanar, would take aha

llage tank. The pitiman was placed inatr
who then returned it to the Vel
ad to make this gift, signifying :
to entitle the Velars to proceed with |
The gift was made in part in the form of puja, 1
was first offered to the Superior being. The cent
as thus enunciated and displayed at the moment.

gh each one varied in details, the rofe
icuous, and as: important as that of it
at his house, the central locus of all vi.
I action of the festival had 1aken place
urned the pitiman to the head of the Ve
the festival day was. often the puji
, with the gift adorned with the eny
e family’s. heritage. Granted by the
d der. different front that of - . Raja, and passed from generation to generation within the family, these
auspiciousness that weze part of a another ritual order, differ SR val was sponsored by the village
the private puja of the am-
entire village. '
cession from the ampalam’s:
: house ta the temple of Aiyanar on the outskirts of town, Crowds of villagers
\ be installed before the shrine.
naivedya, (offering) was made to:
t was sacrificed to the subsidiary
been made of the fact that when the-
drawn before the shrine of Aiyanar,
m the sight of bloodshed. The sacri-
t of the shrine, though ostensibly to a
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.efice) lands did not carxy the stipulation that he should give the pitiman, there

" * only by the headman. The headman in turn petitioned the government that the

wording of the inam grant, which was vague enough to accommodate: bot
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festival is part of his larger refusal to grant that a king can, in certain contexts, *
encompass and incorporate the divine, the Brahmanic, as well as the social -
and political constituents of caste solidarity and warrior strengﬂ?. In the vil- .
lage, where. the king ‘was represented by the ampalam, the festival at once . -
clevated the ampalam and his political authority, displayed the ampalam’s:
relation to the king, effected an identity between the latter and the: village, and
| produced, through the celebration of a festival on-behalf of a god who so
dramaticaily exemplified the royal function, the conditions under which the -
village could be victorious against the forces of evil and danger. o

But this is not the whole story. It is precisely the political permeability of
ritual that makes'possible a succession of -contested performances, reac.lipgs,__:
and tellings. In India, kingship had been the dominant trope f?r'the- po!mcal,
but far. f:bm the only one. As I stated at the beginning, the fcs?nval of; Aiyanar -
fre‘q'uently did not happen, or occasioned everything from vxo}ent dxspu'te- to ‘
multiple celebration, as in ene village where three. separate v.ulage _festlva]s )
took place under the leadership of three rival castes and their factional af-- By
fliates. ~ . ‘ .

For example, in the early 1920s in Tiruvappur, a village c-lose to Pudukkot- r
tai town and made. up mostly of Kallars, weavers, and service castes, the Ve- 7 &%
lars petitioned that they were under no compunction to receive tl.xe pitiman
from the village headman. They insisted that since the headman’s inam (ben-

was, no other authoritiative basis for the claim that the pitiman could be given

performance of the festival without his permission, granted through the piti-‘:
vman, was an infringement of his heteditary right, as, proved.by ﬂ:lc' fact that.
his family had been granted inam lands with the specific inJuncuo.n to con:
duct the ordinary pujas and other festivals in the tl?mples of Al)fanax‘ i

Tiruvappur. Both petitions employed. the same coloma.xl bureaucratxc_ ](.)g1‘ -
giving inams (and the authority of local headmen) a rational legal basis they:
had not had in precolonial times. ’

-For the Diwan’s assistant, the Diwan Peishkar, the resolution of the case
tested first on the proper interpretation of the significance Of\t_hg ;.;.rant,'of pits
man. His inquiries, in line with my own more recent ones, led him to dec [
quite correctly ‘that the grant of pititnan signified far more than t!:e mtf:nd ed.
cooperation of the nattars (elders): “If it signifies mere cooperation without;
the vsvlightest tinge of authority or idea of special pnvx{gg_,e‘ the villagers would
not have objected to the continuance of the system. On the other hz_md,' e:2
grant of pitiman is considered to be a grant of permission by Afhve. nattaes. oz
conduct the kutirai etuppu. Both the nattars and the artis::ms view it in.thiss
light and it is why the former are unwilling to lose the privilege and tl.le lattery
anxious to-discontinue the system.” He then had to decide whether f_th' privj
lege could'be sustained under the bureaucratic terms of service implied by:th

the intepretation put forward in the petition and the one in the couhtex?’qfi
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tion. The Diwan Peishkar investigated customs in other temples of Aiyanar to
determine precedent, only to find that each case differed, hardly the stuff of
precedent. To further complicate mattecs, the Diwan Peishkar felt' that he had

. to determine whether the dispute concerned the hereditary -privileges of the
" headmen as traditional caste headman o, in a deliberately alienating bureau-

cratic move, as state functionaries. _ _ , :
The Brahmanical Diwan Peishkar was also troubled by his belief that reli-
gion was an individual concern, and that all devotees should be able to com-
mission the Velars to make horses for them without the intervention of the
Nattar. Such control over the individual vows of others seemed to him "re-
volting to'a devotee’s seuse of honour and reason.” The Diwan Peishkar rec-
ommended that the Nattars be allowed to commission the installation of clay
horses on their own behalf, but not on the behalf of athers. The, separation of"

" - the individual rights of Nattars from their right to commission clay horses on

behalf of the entire village only made sense, however, in terms of a newly
formulated bureaucratic conception of religion, since the individual vows, of
devotees would have been encompassed. by the social fact that the festival,

A . 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

privilege as an enactment of his authoritative position in the village temple.
and, indeed, in the village at large. But in the invention of an: autonotmous
domain and logic of religion, the underlying social issues were'ignored. The
struggle between the service.and dominant groups was a struggle over author-

" .ity, and thus had its most visible and important expression in, the Aiyanar

ritual, which itself resisted bureaucratic appropriation by the new Brahman-
British religious sensibility (though it succumbed to the bureaucratic defini-
tion of the inam). T T ,

As it tumed out, the Diwan was less zealous than the Diwan Peishkar to

- upset the local structure of authoritative relations in Tinivapput. He recom-
. mended that the Nattars continue to be vested with the right to give: the piti- -

man. He did, however, insist that'thcf',Nattars had to signify their permission
Y giving back the pitiman immediately 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 undenmined by the: attempts of the
ureaucratic establishment to make religion an individual and private rather
than.a social and public affair. Although this did not allay all the concems of
the petitioners, they had at least been able to use the language of bureaucratic
ontrol to make an important formal complaint. O
.Indeed, Tiruvappur had been the scene of many similar disputes at ledst as

“early as 1885. At one point, the local Paraiyars (“untouchables”) had asserted

themselves against the ampalam by refusing to beat drums outside the tem-
Ple. In another instance, the Velars had resisted the authoritative claims of the

Kallar headman, denying his privilege to carry the scythe used far the rifoul

slaughter and present it to the Velars, who actually did the cutting. On e
'bcqasion they had even refused, in their role as priests, to offer pracatam (the
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transubstantiated offering) from Ajyanar to the ampalam. Like his 1920s
counterpart, the Diwan had uphel;i t:]he rlg_hktls( of the ampalams, at the same

vi jonali xercise of these rights.
U’Y;}Eﬂ? :fﬁgﬂéispTg took place, but only a few Cff tt{em leaked into offi-
cial view, usually because the disputes were dealt with in summary (and n;
doubt brutal) fashion by the dominant groups. So although these files alertlc :
me to a record of conlention, it was only In towr_ls close to the corlrt. :rll;d a ::o
in bigger towns and temples, such as those:. studied by Appad.ural an re,cd_
enridge,! that ritual was a clearly contentious .affaxr in the historical record.

* Many of these disputes concerhed the distnbu.tmn of honors and prac:‘ait.am in
temples and locked a dominant lineage and its headman in ferven(;. 1§putt:
with each other; otherwise, the disputes were usually buried by the domgnand
group {which had to seek no bighe_r authorxty?‘ '.I'hus, when Appa lL:rax an :
Breckenridge proposed that ritual in south India involved conﬂxc-t, they %r;ot

osed a radically new sense of the kinds of resources over Whlcl:l conflic
geveloped, but referred for the most part to factional forms of conflict. In the
Indian con.iext, however, factional dispute has. l?een the only acceptable for.:ll
of social conflict. I am arguing here that conflict took p.lac.e between soci t
s at all levels of the social hierarchy, and that conflict is always presen
'gmup basic structures of Indian social organization. Indeed, as I sugges.ted
J%:r: I only realized the range (and subtlety) of dispuu? anfl con%estzftxon
?hrougzh a combination of ethnographic accid,ent.and historical investigation.
There were many other instances in which ritual tum_ed» out to .be a Cotrf
areha for resistance, particularly for groups, s'uch as: artisans and ‘unt;mc —t
ables,” who could resist by simpl){ withholding their services. Tl;e. ;: oses
thmg to a muicipal strike in the history of Pudukkottai town too pf»ace in
the early 1930s, when the untouchables protested the establlxshnlgnt ofa m!.}-
ic ematorium by withholding their ritual funeral services from all their ;

' mcﬁ?‘:ll crroups The municipality backed down in short order because of t.he :
g::s(:erﬁatioh ;)f one. high-casté family after‘anqth.er, who felt they were t:
‘honoring their dead. And Kathleen Gough has vividly documented meﬁlz:(ai k-
down of village ritual in rural “Tanjavur, where untouchab!e groups, fired d;:
part by th,c‘growm ofa localvcommunist IT]OVCI;];H(,, have mfreasmg]'y wtxh - ]
held their ritual services from village festivals. »,But Gough’s assert;on a
village rituals would not recover from the e.ffects of recent clfange a;x thgrcl):vs;
ing cldss consciousness has not been s‘ustamed by the experience lo . e 4
thirty years. In fact, village rituals continue to be important precisely because %

i jation with conflict. ,
o i‘;;:;sgsz (3;;;::; rituals were clearly sites for struggle between elite groups
and their factions over who was in charge, this, too, was on!y par? of the
tory. Rituals were generalizable sites for struggle of 'al_l }clnds, including—as.
e Jier story suggests—the struggle between discourse and event, pe-
;Ige::r v:hat could be said and what could be done. Ritual was a discursive’

. . : > > | was up .
o pract"“" field in which a oreat deal was at stake and a sreat dea P B

SIS P bs S _homen” o S e "

9id

he i T 'c a4 W

e RITUAL AND RESISTANCE

495

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-

embarrassment only when I-pressed my curiosity and showed up without the
proper invitation. The Brahman administrators of Pudukkottai appropriated
the dispute for their own purposes, of undermining the religious authority 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 society. Anthropologists have appropriated ritual to

- advocate the religious dimensions, character, and force of the social, which in

the case of Dumont’s transformation of Durkheim, is located in a world of
religiously validated hierarchy, These appropriations are all examples of the

But these same appropriations have never fully succeeded in containing the

power of ritual, as they have always been checked by the profoundly subvey—
sive character of traditional ritual practice (at least as I observed, and didn’t

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 hegemony. , :

POSSESSION AND DANGER

I have so far completely ignored one of the most impdrtaut but also complex

sources of agency and action in the festival of Aiyanar. I do not mean the

_symbolism surrounding the lord Aiyanar himself, but rather his incarnation in
- the form of the camiyaris, the people in the village who during the course of

the festival were routinely possessed by the lord Aiyanar. Possession was an

'~ absolutely critical part of this and other village. festivals in the south, and

, aside from the goat sacrifice and the feast, it was the most charged event in
. village ritual practice. :

observe, it in southern India)—for not only did ritual discourse and ritual
practice operate at angles to each other, both discourse and practice were -

- ways knew would not take place; the absence of any actual event was an - *

way ritual has become central to the field of power relations in southém India.

In one fairly typical festival that took place in a village near Pudukkottai

town, all but one of the people who were to be possessed by Aiyanar were
members of the dominant Kallar caste. Though the ampalam was the central
' character, as the festival unfolded attention was increasingly focused on the
camiyatis. Initially chosen for possessing special spiritual powers, the ‘five
Kallars were thé hereditary camiyatis who participated in the festival each
1 year. They walked immediately behind the drum-beating Paraiyars. Not yet
' in full trance, the camiyalis began to show signs of possession as they walked
on to the beat of the drums, their bodies sporadically quivering at the touch of

Aiyanar, who was shortly to enter into them. The procession walked straight
3. 10, the emial] r=~~le {g-4 - "~nar, ~ ", lik~. " -othe
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| ‘whispered in my ear that themunnoti was the burning lamp that lights other ;

ings of individual villagers. Behind them walked the ampalam, surrounded.

‘stopped to make prophetic statements either in response to specific question:
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- Shortly thereafter, a goat was sacrificed by one of the camiyatis to Karuppar,
. and after this, the ampalam’ distributed the pracatam from both pujas to the
constituent groups in the village. One by one, the camiyatjs drifted away,
each to be relieved of the extraordinary privilege and exhaustion of the pos-
session. "The festival ended’ with much feasting, and an all-night dramatic
performance. . ’ : i
Itis clear that possession was a central part of the ritual drama. But what -
. ‘was possession all about—what did possession signify? Most of the literature
‘- on possession deals with the nasty kind, when it is the devil rather than the:
. lord'who has taken filp residence within a mortal. But the runnoti is the exor-
. cist’s opposite—a ‘tan whose skill and power is precisely to induce posses-
. sion rather than rid us of it. But this, too, is an extraordinary fopm of ‘power,
: -and one that has many dangers. It is significant that for this role an “untouch-
; able” is chosen; while all the regular camiyatis are of the dominant Kallar
caste, the one person who makes their possession possible could never be
§ - invited into their houses or be allowed to dine with them. And his:power was
3. not completely contained by hierarchy, for there were moments. of real fear
- when he seized the ampalam’s spear and began dancing wildly about; the fear
2.~ of Alyanar was clearly enhanced by his choice of this unruly Paraiyar as his
. principal vehicle and agent. And the Paraiyar appeared to contain not only the
full ferocity of Aiyanar, ‘but also the contradictions of Aiyanar’s ‘multiple
‘symbolism and the. festival’s ‘titual connotations. For when ‘the: ‘Paraiyar
| seized the spear, he simultaneously signaled its potential appropriation and
confirmed (and perhaps enhanced) the spear’s (and the ampalam’s) centrality
and power. , : [
. When, a few days after the festival, I went to visit the Paraiyar in.his
-nearby hamlet, the contrast was difficult to fathom. It was midafternoon, -and
; the Paraiyar was sleeping off the effects of a morning spent.consuming a huge:
.amount of arrack. The Paraiyar combined in his person an exaggerated defer-
-ence and a smoldering bitterness. On the: one hand, he acted- as though he
.were deeply honored that I should visit him; that he failed to recognize me for
“amoment or two seemed due:more to drink than to any difficulty remember-
ing my presence in the festival through the daze of his own possession. On
e other hand, he took great pleasure in puncturing my illusions about the
festival. He told me that there was a rival festival in the village hosted: by
(onars (shepherds), and as he spoke, he almost laughed at the hollow claims
R of”the. Kailar headmen, who could no longer control an jnferior caste-group.
Thus the very man who played such a critical ritual role jn the festival clearly
had a good measure of contempt for his patrons. And his patrons were no

and the camiyatis, then worshiped the subsidiary dgities, Kan{p.par 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 v1'llage,
the women of each house came towards them and poured water.over tk{elr feet
to coglthem. The camiyatis blessed the women with the ash they (':arned._ We
walked through the Kallar section of town by way of the ampalam's housef to
the Velar settlement on the eastern side of the village. Thefe. the: procession
was -welcoined; by the playing of festival music by the pipers .t_)f a nearby-‘
temple and the explosions of firecrackers. The five Kal{ar camiyatis stood
before the newly decoraied terra-cotta horses, soon to bg installed in front of
iyanar shrine. ' - = _

thiﬁgra:iyﬁ from a nearby village came forward and carefully d.ressed the
camiyatis»‘in special clothes. The Paraiyar wore a garland made oi"‘ silver b.alls, |
his head was. wrapped with a red cloth, his chest was dra-ped with multicol- .
ored strands of cloth, a-new towel was. tied around !ns_wms.t, and g_a'rl.ands of

bells: were wrapped around him. His face was pamted‘wﬁh vermilion and i
sandalwood paste. This Paraiyar was called the munnoti, the l'eader,, the one ;
whe -went first. In a few minutes he became possessed on hls o.wn. to the
music of the drums and born (nadaswaram). He began to jump w1ldly when -
the incense and camphor smoke was shown to him, and he star?d fixedly a :
the sky. He suddenly leapt into the crowd, snatched the ampalfim s spear, and
began: to beat the ground with it. He was jumpi.ng, and r._unmng argund' and
through the crowd, all the while circumambulating the six figures. The_am !
palam then came up to him, garlanded him, and smearefi sacrfad ash on his. 3
forehead, after which the ampalam was finally able to retrieve h{s spear. After
this, the munnoti led the other camiyatis into states of possession. Someone

'
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lamps. Full possession was achieved when the munnoti held the camphor u
to the other camiyatis, one by one. . . ’
Now that all the camiyatis were fully possessed, the procession was rea-dy‘
to commence. The Paraiyars went first, followed at some d1§mnce by-the pip- &
eré, and then ‘by the munnoti and the five Kallar camiyatis; next came the:§
teﬁa—cotta offerings sponsored by the village, followed by the smaller offer-

by many of his kinsmen. As the procession moved around the vil.lage:, oni
way back to the. temple of Aiyanar, villagers came up to the: camiyatis to
blessed, often asking questions’ about: the future. The camiyatis frequently’

longer masters. of the only game in town. — ;

7 Thus perhaps we.can appreciate rather more the level of danger encoded in
the ritual seizure by the Paraiyar of the ampalam’s spear; the subtextual pres-
énce of contest and disorder. And the seizure was not the only moment of

or about general problerms afflicting the village. When we reached the temple
the eyes of the terra-cotta figures were opened - with the blood of a cock, sacii
ficed by the munnoti (who was then given the cock). ".I’-he:terra,—cptta ammals
were then installed in front of the temple. A grand puja was held to Aiyanar;
The Velar priests offered tamarind rice, broke coconuts, and then held up thes
flame in an act of worship, after which they offered the sacred ash to th

hipers. Then the priests left Aiyanar’s shrine, pulling its curtains. clo tival. Alyanar was clearly hard to handle, and those possessed by him had =)
worshipers. _ ‘ ) '

2 - - - - -

danger, not the only reason why containment was a live issue throughout the® -
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to negotiate a delicate balance between playacting and overacting. I was re-
peatedly told that the possession: was real, that it'took people many years to -

learn how to accept the visitation of the lord, that it tequired the supervision

of a man, of special powers both to learn and to do, and that after a spell of . ¢

possession, it'would take days and soinetiimes weeks for thie poésessed person
to-return fully to normal, exhausted and.shaken by the experience. And ]l was
told that if a camiyati tumed out not td be really possessed, merely playact-
‘ ing, he would be ridiculed and excluded thereafter from the: f.estival and us
proceedings. After all, the festival was critical to the well-being of the vil-
lage, and if Aiyanar was. inisrepresented by an imposter, then the festival
might fail, and certainly the advice baided down by the lord to the anxious

and enquiring villagers would be spurious. There were also times when pos-

session could prove too much; the camiyati was called the vessel, and when

this vessel could not contain the concentrated power of the lord, it might-
craék-. In-such instances, the. camiyati would not recover from possession, -

he would stay deranged and disturbed, and then there would. be need of an.
exorcist. : '

It is possible to account for all of this with a traditional view of ritual. Van p
Gennep wis keenly aware of the danger and disorder that was part of xitual, '3

and built this into his explanation: of liminality and ritual transformation.™
:Ig But his theory has a tendency to contain danger too readily, too automati-

8id

" do-with what-we have already considered, the constant ’possi.bility-‘ of conflict,
fission, paralysis, and hermeneutic, if hot agonistic, explogon. But tpe- sub-
versiveness had also to do with the politics of representation and misrepre-
. seqtion, as did the implosions of ‘power, inherent in both the role _gf;_the head-
man and that of the.camiyatis. ’ o .

“The festival was a powerful spectacle in large part because of the dramatic

role of the possessed camiyatis. The festival scemed to me at times, particu» -

farly since I attended many. different festivals in different villages, like thea-

ter. Victor Turner has already observed this, using the term “ritual drama,".by 1
which e meant that ritual could be analyzed as though it were an unfolding :
dratna, with the participants as actors who engaged in the unseen forces of -

Jife through the vicarious agencies of ritualistic enactment.?* But if what I
witnessed was theater to the participants, it was very different from what has

come to be accepted as theater in the West: As Stephen Gr_»eenblait' notes, i
“[The. theatre. elicits from us complicity rather than belief.”® But. in rural

southern India, thére wete elements of both complicity and.belief; there weie
roles and masquerades depended on fai more than skillful artifice and conceit.

ly, and to assuiné that disorder is ultimately epiphenomenal. I would pro- ,
pose here that possession was a form of ritual ‘practice that was genuinely
dangerous and always already subversive. Past of the subversiveness had to .

.
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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 multiple reference. And the risk that the possessed might
be faking it no dbubt'raiseﬂ:the:possibilily that the headman, whose authority
and connections with the king were both celebrated and renewed in the festi-
val, might also be faking it. After all, everyone knew, even though I ‘had not
yet been told, that:the headman claimed a sovereignty over the entire village
that was not.granted by the rival shepherds. It:-was the compelling, contesta-

" ble, and dangerous.components of the ritual drama that also raised the stakes. .

The spectators did not simply gaze; they vied with one anotherto participate
more actively and more centraily in the festival, to interlocute the camiyatis,
“to see the cutting ofthe goat, and to collect and consume the-prasada—ithe .
transubstantiated return—of the lord. s R

- Thave given just a few illustrations to suggest what I might mean by the
subversive nature of ritual practice and discourse. I will close with one last
observation. Each ritual event is patterned activity, to be sure, but it is also
invented anew as it happens. When 1 witnessed one festival, there was. fre-
quent confusion about what was to be done. At one’point,a participant in.the

X festival leaned. over toward me, realizing that I had seen many similar festi-
7 vals, and asked me what I thought they should do next. At the time, T'thought

that T'was already intruding too much on the authenticity of the ritual event,

" and that to offer-an opinion—and I did have one——would be to cross the frag-

ile threshold of legitimate participation implied in the oxymoronic-motto of

%~ anthropology: participant observation. But I'was wrong, for-the authenticity
=" of the event was inscribed in its petformance, not in some time- and custom- . _
“sanctioned version of"the ritual; And the authenticity of Aiyanar’s festival,:in

particular, was inscribed in its uncertainty and its contestability—even when
it didn’t actually take place. - :

ANTHROPOLOGY AND ATYANAR

{ I'have argued that the festival of Aiyanar is about (and provides opportunities ‘
- for) resistance precisely ‘because it is also about the display and achievement

of power. My reading of the ritual challenges Both general anthropological

. assumptions about ritual and, more specifically, Louis Dumont’s sense of,
» Alyanar’s conformance to his more general theory about caste and the ideol-
_ogy of hierarchy. My reading also challenges a more political interpretation
;- of the festival by Christopher Fuller in his tightly argued essay, “The Hindu
. Pantheon and the Legitimation of Hierarchy.”?*Fuller finds, contrary to. the.

expectation that high forms of religion might best legitimate existing social
hierarchies, that “south Indian Hinduism’s substantialist representation of
Sanskritic deities does not legitimate relationships of inequality at all.”? Jn

. fact, the religious sensibility surrounding the Sanskritic deities simply denig® .
al hert ress’ j;% Jor £ prs, 7T T plidiT Ty rg[""‘"’;e* T

Further, there was the possibility that something could go: wrong, and this 3
provided ad urgency and unpredictability to the drama that makes Turner’s, "
- phrase seem both too dramatic and vaguely sacrilegious. One of the inescapa-
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to social hierarchy. However, Fuller extends Dumont’s argument about Aiya- g
nar, suggesting that the “burden of legitimating caste hierarchy is instead Jeft -

to village deities.”? While Fuller argues that village deities resist “the ideal
world of Brahmanical superiority 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,?

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 clearly marked distinction between vegetarian formus of puja and
animal forms of sacrifice. He sees high and low forms of local deities sym-.

bolically correlated with high and low forms of worship, forms associated not

only with diet but also with procedures of worship. He then assumes that-
these high and Jow forms, which ritually and symbolically seem mutually
interdependent, correlate with high and low: forms 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 carefully contrasts his interpretation of Aiyanar with
Genovese's recorstruction of the role of resistance in the religious life 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"*® through identifying Jesus with Moses, Fuller
can imagine no similar possibility of transformation or resistance in south
Indian village religion. Not only does Fuller imagine the caste system to be,

fundamentally immutable, he writes as though the symbolic correlations be~ -

tween high and low deities. on the one hand and high and low castes on the
other presupposed an acceptance of the structure of hierarchy. His interpreta-
tion is pdssib]e not only because he leaves the problematic relationship be-

tween king and Brahman in the _.person' of Aiyanar aside but also because he. :

accepts Dumont’s account of the ritual performance, devoid of any contradic-
tion, disorder, or contest. p :

I would suggest that Fuller’s reading is partial not only because he uncriti- E
cally accepts-a Dumontian interpretatiort of caste but also because he-employs

a notion of ritual predicated on certain fixed assumptions about order and
power. This is true despite an admirable attempt to consider the social impli-
cations of ritual practice, for he correctly sees ritual as.embedded in societal
relations and: social meanings. However, the social categories that appear

to be inscribed in. the ritual order of things do not entail an acceptance of

hierarchy. . A ,

In fact, the curious relationship of Brahman and king in the figure of Adiya»
nar, and. the precarious balance between “high” and “low™ forms—villag
and forest, power and possession, nonviolence and violence, vegetarian and

- nomvegetarian, 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 the contests over authority and power that take place around and .7
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through ritual means and idioms. We need not make Genevese's case that

ritual'is a fount of outright resistance 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 Pudukkottal) 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 Dumont's, analysis. Not only are. caste: identities and. relations deeply
politicized, they are contested throughout the field of ritual practice; all sym-
bolic correlations 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. '

.-

RiTUuAL DiSORDER AND ORDER

As we intreasingly, and from differing perspectives, examine ordinary life,
the fixtures: of ordinariness thus give way to fractures, and we see that strug-
gle is everywhere, even where it is least dramatic, and least visible.?’ Evenin
the heart of anthropology, ritual now seems to be as much about contest and’

‘struggle as -about power and ordér. Struggle becomes visible where previ-

ously we could'not see it, a trope fora critical vision of the world. Consensus
is no  longer assumed unless proven otherwise; even more unsettling for our
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 poteatial epistemological implications ‘of

" finding resistance, rebellion, or disorder, everywhere. In most of our social

scientific thinking, order is presented as a universal human need, an expres--
sion of reason and the basis of the social, Order thus becomes naturalized,
while all that.produces and is produced by disorder becomes marginalized as
extraordipary and unnatural. When naturalized, order is an ideological tool,
which works to suppress or contain disorder and subversion.. ‘
Ironically, many current understandings of discursive 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.our
notions of power appear-both totalizing and a priori. “Power” is virtually syn-

-onomous with order, even though as used currently, the term implies a critical

stance on order. ‘Thus in denaturalizing order, we must also denaturalize
power, attending to its own fissures and dispersals. In turn, we should not see
resistance as a pure counterpart to power, forthere are dangers in reifying our
concepts of struggle. But if order can be seen as an effect of power rather th

its condition, then resistance, too, can be freed from the (teleological) requirgs}
ment that it establish a new order in order to-be recognized as significant.
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Power need not be seen as. eitlier a cause or a first principle. Power is, rather,
a relation, or, “more precisely, an endless series of relations, cha;acterized——-
we now emphasize—Dby struggle. Alttiough struggle may alyvays, as Fogcau]t
suggests, be interior to power, it (as our current preoccupatmr;g «can seriously
subvert our normal assundptions, about both power and order.

The festival of Aiyanar is about power and disorder, about order and resis-

tance. For at the same time that the power of the deity and ‘the headman are ‘
djspla);ed, this power is distributed to others and opened to potential contes-

tation. At the same time that the ritual order of precedence dmong groups in

the village is rehearsed and inscribed in '.the'structur.es of wor;);ip, .the fesis-
tance of subordinate or factional groups, and: the resxs}ange of multiple m.terj
pretations, can be effectively- deployed. At the same time that repres'enla.non,
in discourse or event, makes ritual claims abm.n order, representation itself
. becomes tiie object of struggle. At the same time: _that .w‘orshlp transforms
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
the Teality effect of the natural, but also.as a way to contest and even appro-
priate that reality itself. For ritual—like the anthropological concept of cul-
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