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Note on Transliteration 

1. Long vowels are distinguished from short ones by a 
dash over the appropriate roman letter substitute of 
the corresponding Tamil character. 

Vowels 

Short 

a 

u 
e 
0 

Long 

a 
i 
u 
e 
6 

Approximately as in 

up; ask (Brit. Eng.) 
in; eat 
put; boot 
egg; ale 
solaire (Fr.); poke 

Most Tamil vowels are pure, with no diphthongs. 
2. Long, or stressed, consonants are differentiated from 

short, or unstressed, consonants by a doubling of the 
roman letter representing the appropriate sound. For 
example, 

Stressed Unstressed 

mullai ("grassland") mulai ("corner") 



XIV Note on Transliteration 

3. Retroflexes are indexed by the placing of a dot beneath 
the letter. These occur only in the following forms: t, n, 
I, and r. The retroflexes are to be phonetically dis
tinguished from the dentals, t, n, l, and r, which 
roughly correspond to the sounds of the italicized 
letters in the English words panther or father, cunning, 
cal/, and in the Scottish roll. 

4. The voiced sounds like b, d, j, and g are not repre
sented as such but are represented by p, t, cc, and k. 
Whether a sound is to be voiced or not is determined 
by its position. The above consonants are voiced after 
nasals; p, t, and t are voiced between vowels; k is 
pronounced as an h or a g. The sound of sis repre
sented by c. 

5. Where s or s occur, they indicate Sanskrit words or 
words in Tamil whose Sanskritic origins are still 
"fresh," so to speak. 

6. The tch sound in the word catch is rendered by a 
double c, as in paccai ("green"). 

7. Names of persons and places have been spelled in the 
text without any diacritical marks, to conform to the 
manner in which these names have come to be written 
in English in India. Diacritical marks are provided for 
the names of deities, jiitis, and the pseudonym of the 
village where this research was carried out, Kalappur. 

1 
Introduction 

An Overview 

If one were to seek out the principal theme that binds 
most sociocultural studies of two generations of South 
Asian anthropologists, the one that is bound to surface over 
and over again is caste. I do not intend to review in any way 
this literature on caste, except to allude to its somewhat 
paradoxical nature. By focusing on the caste system, schol
ars who consider it a uniquely Indian institution (Bougie 
1971; Dumont 1970) and those who see it as an extreme 
manifestation of its rudimentary or vestigial counterparts 
found in other cultures (Berreman 1960; Watson 1963) have 
both in their own ways subscribed to the creed that to 
understand caste is to understand India. Caste studies, by 
becoming autonomous, closed systems of inquiry-ends in 
themselves-have prevented scholarly inquiry from escap
ing its confines and taking into account symbolic constructs 
more pervasive and regnant than caste, and more natural to 
the cultural matrix of South Asia than the "naturalized" one 
of caste. 

This is not to deny that several principles have been 
identified as underlying or generating the caste system, the 
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most popular being that of purity versus pollution (Bougie 
1971; Dumont 1970; Dumont and Pocock 1959; Moffatt 
1979). Unfortunately, these present but half the truth, in
asmuch as they are chosen from within an artificially en
closed analytic system called caste. The inability to go be
yond or beneath caste arose from the failure to see that jati, 
meaning "genus" (the source concept of the ill-translated 
"caste") is not applied to human beings only, but to ani
mals, plants, and even inorganic material, such as metals 
and minerals, as well. What is more, jati itself is a develop
ment from a generative system of thought that deals with 
units at both the suprapersonal as well as the infrapersonal 
levels. There is no better term than substance to describe the 
general nature of these variously ranked cultural units. In 
other words, differentially valued and ranked substances 
underlie the system known as the caste system, which is 
but one of many surface manifestations of this system of 
ranked substances. 1 

Having said this much, I must hasten to say that the 
ranking of substances itself is among the least of my con
cerns in this book. Steve Barnett has written two com
mendable essays using ethnographic data gathered in 
Tamil Nadu which deal directly with the issue of rank and 
substance2 (1976, and with Fruzzetti and Ostor, 1982). My 

1The first notable exception to the traditional approach described above came in 
working papers written around 1969-1970 by Ronald Jnden and Ralph Nicholas 
on Bengali kinship (published in 1977). Somewhat later, between 1970 and 1972, 
Inden's Ph.D. dissertation at the University of Chicago on marriage and rank in 
Bengali culture and Marriott and lnden's joint essay on caste systems were 
written (published in 1976 and 1974, respectively). Susan Wadley's study of 
Karimpur religion (1975) as well as Kenneth David's dissertation on bound and 
unbound castes (]972) also point to inadequacies in the "purity-pollution" para
digm, and so does the excellent essay "From Varna to Caste through Mixed 
Unions" by S. J. Tambiah (1973). 

2ln this regard, Barnett's insistence on the difference of his use of "substance" 
--derived from, and faithful to, Schneider's analytic terms (biogenetic substance 
and code for conduct)-from the more culture specific usage in this and other 
recent studies (Marriott and Inden 1974, 1977; Inden and Nicholas 1977) is hereby 
recognized. (See Ostiir, Fruzzetti, and Barnett 1982: 228.) 
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interest focuses on certain other properties of substances, .J 
namely, their ability to mix and separate, to transform and . 
be transformed, to establish intersubstantial relationships 1 
of compatibility and incompatibility, to be in states of equi-/ 
librium and disequilibrium, and to possess variable degrees/ 
of fluidity and combinability. __ _ 

I intend to trace these properties of substance3 not 
through studying some esoter-ic form of ethnochemistry but 
by looking at certain phenomena in the cultural world of the 
Tamil villager, phenomena that are part of daily, ordinary, 
routine life. These phenomena are a Tamil's attempt to cope 
with the substance of his village, or iir, his house, or vztu, 
his sexual partner, and his own body under conditions of 
sickness and health, and finally, to search for the substance 
from which all these various substances derive. 

The last-mentioned quest for the one undifferentiated, 
primordial substance of perfect equilibrium may be an 
extraordinary one, but the awareness of such a substance is 
neither extraordinary nor esoteric. This is made clear by the 
following creation myth, told to me by an elderly villager in 
the presence of a number of other villagers who threw in 
their own versions, corrections, and modifications as the 
narrative unfolded. The myth is intended to serve the func
tion of a prolegomenon to the thesis developed in this 
study. 

God (Ka~avuD was everything. In Him were the five 
elements of fire, water, earth, and ether [akasam ], and wind. 
These five elements were uniformly spread throughout [the 
three humors] phlegm [kapam], bile [pittam], and wind 
[vayu]. They were so evenly distributed that even to say that 
there were phlegm, bile, and wind would be wrong. Let us 
say that they were in such a way that one could not tell the 

3My use of the singular substance as well as the plural substances somewhat 
interchangeably is intended. It is in keeping with the Hindu 
world view (to be discussed later) that the various substances are but 
manifestations or permutations of a unitary, primordial substance. 
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difference between them. Let us say they were nonexistent. 
Similarly, the three primordial qualities, or dispositions 
(kw.zams), or rajas, satvikam, and ttimatam, neither existed or 
did not exist. That is why we still call God KU1pitftan [He 
who transcends all qualities]. Even the question as to their 
existence did not arise. Then something happened. The five 
elements started to move around as if they were not satis
fied, as if they were disturbed. Now, as to who disturbed 
these elements or why they were disturbed, no one knows. 

At this point, a second villager interrupted the narrator to 
suggest that the one who caused this mysterious distur
bance was Kamam, the god of lust. The narrator found his 
suggestion unacceptable, because Kama had not even come 
into existence at that time. But his friend insisted that Kama 
himself was distributed throughout Siva's body, as are the 
humors, the elements, and the kuDams. After considerable 
debate, it was agreed that it did not make sense to speak of 
Kamam existing when he was as evenly distributed 
throughout Katavut's body as floating atoms (a~ws). Then 
the narrator continued. 

Let us say that what disturbed them was their talai eruttu 
[codes for action or literally, "head writing"]. 4 When the 
elements started moving around, the humors started sepa
rating from one another and recombining in new propor
tions [afavuka!J. These new combinations resulted in the 
three ku~ams. Now the ku~ams and humors and elements 
all started to move hither and thither. 

Then came the separation, as in an explosion, and all the 
jatis of the world-male jatis, female jatis, vegetable jatis, 
tree jatis, animal jatis, Ve!)a!a jatis, Para jatis-were 

4 Tamils believe that at the time of birth Ka\avu! writes a script on every 
individual's head and that the course that each individual's life takes, to the 
very last dl'tail, is determined by this script. This script, or writing of God 
on one's head, is known as talai eruttu. In the present narration, my 
informant ascribes "head writing" even to the particles that constituted the 
primordial being (Katavu!). 

Introduction 

formed, and they started meeting and mating and procreat
ing. This is how the world came into being. 

5 

I then asked him, "What happened to KatavuL then, in this 
explosion?" He replied: 

Oh, He is still here. Not as before, but He is still there, 
more perfect than any of us. He has more equilibrium 
[amaitinilai] than any of us. In Him the humors are more 
perfectly and uniformly [camanilaiyiika] distributed. That is 
why He does not fall ill, as we do. Our humors keep 
moving, running from here to there and there to here, all 
over our bodies and out of our bodies and into our bod
ies .... But even in Him the elements, the humors, and the 
kuDams move around, try as He might to keep them in 
equilibrium [otiimal iitiimal]. That is why He is unable to do 
the same kind of thing for too long. If He meditates for more 
than a certain number of years, the amount of satvikam 
begins to increase. So then Kamam comes and disturbs 
Him, and then He goes after Sakti5 or Asuras. 6 This results 
in an increase in His rajasa kuDam. When rajasa kuDam 
increases beyond a certain limit, He must return to medi
tating. But most of the time, He is involved in lila. 7 All our 
ups and downs are due to His lilas. But that is the only way 
He can maintain a balance [camanilai pa[uttaliim]. 

This creation myth, in drawing on the world view of the 
villager, reveals several central cultural beliefs. 

1. All differentiated, manifest substantial forms evolved 
or devolved from a single, unmanifest, equilibriated 
substance. 

5That is, seeking the goddess Sakti to indulge in sexual pleasure. 
6He goes after the Asuras ("demons") to make war. 
7Ula may be translated as the play or the sport of the gods. One villager 

translated Ilia by the phrase "doing something for the heck of it" (vera vela 
illatatala cumma irukka mu\iyataUila ceivatu). 
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2. What triggered the "first"8 movement (action, or kar
mam) of the generative process is an unknown, hence 
presumably inner property, such as the codes of ~n.d 
for action that are "written" into all substances. This IS 

like the "dissatisfaction" of the five elements that one 
informant equated with desire, which replicates at a 
higher level of organization the inception of other 
disequilibriated entities. 

3. Different entities in the manifest world have different 
degrees of substantial equilibrium. Katavurs ~odily 
substance is in a more equilibriated state than IS the 
bodily substance of human beings. 

4. As a result of disequilibriation, men and even gods 
must continue to strive to restore equilibrium to their 
bodily substance. This equilibriated state within the 
body is the key to health and well-being. 

Seen in the light of the above myth, much of a villager's 
activities takes on a new meaning and a new purpose. 
These activities, including the most ordinary and routine 
ones, are aimed at restoring lost equilibrium. The restora
tion of equilibrium among the multitude of qualitatively 
different substances (or rather, qualitatively different sub
stance complexes, compound substances, or composite 
substances) in the phenomenal universe is not easily ac
complished. The process is invariably complex. At times, 
certain substances attain equilibrium with respect to other 
substances only when they are qualitatively different; at 
other times, qualitative similarity is required for bringing 
about equilibrium; yet again, there are times when two 
substances are able to achieve equilibrium between them
selves only if one is higher in some respect than is the ot~er, 
and not vice versa. Thus a balanced (equilibriated) meal m a 
South Indian home must consist of all six different flavors, 

sstrictly speaking, given that Hindu ontology is based on cyclical time, there is 
no absolute first event. The choice of an event as "first" is an arbitrary one, one of 
convenience. For a similar myth obtained in rural Bengal, see Davis (1976). 
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whereas a marriage will be harmonious (in a state of equilib
rium) only if the partners in marriage belong to similar, if 
not identical, jatis; however, the male in any marriage must 
be older than the female (i.e., rank higher with respect to 
age) if healthy (equilibriated) sexuality is to be achieved, 
and so on. Clearly, these are but a few of many more 
possible ways in which states of intersubstantial equilib
rium are attained. 

While I hope that someone will undertake the compelling 
task of enumerating and delineating precisely the various 
types and dimensions of possible modes and means for 
achieving intersubstantial equilibriums, in this study I do 
not intend to embark upon such an enterprise. Part I and 
Part II are divided according to two broadly differentiatable 
types of action. In Part II, action will be directed toward 
bringing about (or restoring) a state of ultimate, perfect, and 
unlimited equilibrium of substance. Orthodox Hindu con
cerns with salvation as release from saY(lsiira, the cycle of 
births and deaths, the merging of the individual soul 
(iitman) with the universal soul (brahman), are all closely 
related to the ethnography of Part II. In Part I, by contrast 
we shall encounter people's actions aimed at restoring sub
stantial equilibrium between substances in domains or con
texts that are limited by time, space, and place, among other 
thing~. The concerns of Part I implicate equilibrated states 
of a lower, less inclusive, marked order, whereas those of 
Part II implicate an equilibrium of the highest, unmarked, 
and most inclusive order. Stated differently, concerns with 
intersubstantial equilibrium in limited, lower-order, and 
less inclusive contexts stand in a metonymic relationship to 
the all-encompassing equilibrium attained in salvation
salvation being not unlike the equilibrated state described 
to us as having existed in the primordial being at the be
ginning of time in the creation myth above. From the more 
inclusive perspective, then, context-specific, equilibrium
directed actions are mere rudiments or facsimiles of actions 
aimed at achieving the ultimate equilibrated order that 
transcends all contexts. 
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More specifically, insofar as the above-mentioned lower
order, less inclusive states of intersubstantial equilibrium 
are concerned, I focus on a particular expression of this 
equilibrium, that of intersubstantial "compatibility." The 
preoccupation with limited equilibrated states is evidenced 
in almost all of a Tamil's daily activities. Such preoccupa
tions are most often expressed in terms of compatibility. For 
example, be it with respect to the food one chooses to eat or 
not to eat or the way one chooses to build one's house or not 
to build it or the kind of partner one opts to marry or not to 
marry or the day and time of the year one selects to perform 
a certain ritual or not to perform it, concern with equilib
riums or equilibrated states is expressed in terms of com
patibility. "Will this food be compatible with my body?" 
one asks. "Will this house, if built in such and such a way in 
such and such a place, be compatible with my horoscope?" 
"Will the time of the day that I set out on a given business 
venture be compatible with my mental state at that time or 
not?" The Tamil word most often employed in such in
stances, which I have translated as "compatible," is ottu
vanlfal which also connotes fitness or appropriateness. This 
concern with compatibility of substances is complemented 
by specialists' as well as laymen's knowledge of numerous 
fine distinctions made of the phenomenal universe, distinc
tions characterized by differentially ranked and valued sub
stances, be they Brahmin and Parayan, male and female, 
bitter earth and sweet earth, bile and phlegm, or consonant 
and vowel. Disequilibrated or incompatibly conjoined sub
stances are "ill," or "imperfect." This knowledge I have 
referred to operates at every level of existence and aims at 
restoring intersubstantial compatibility, if not ultimate 
equilibri urn. 

The knowledge required for the attainment of ultimate 
and perfect equilibrium is of a special kind. In contradistinc
tion to the knowledge that is at the service of states of 
limited equilibrium, this knowledge blurs all categorical 
distinctions until the very distinction between self and 

Introduction 9 

other is transcended. The process of this transcendence will 
be illustrated in Part II, whereas the four chapters of Part I 
that follow this Introduction will be concerned with rela
!ionships of compatibility and incompatibility between and 
among substances encountered in everyday life. 

Apart from this broad organizing principle, the arrange
ment of the chapters of Part I and Part II was basically 
motivated by a whim, a certain pretension to some measure 
of architectural finesse. It is not new. Brenda Beck has 
already written an ethnography on South India, which is 
basically a replicate of the Chinese box principle (1972). 
Mine was intended to portray a series of enclosures, con
cealing the "person" at its core, where I wanted ultimately 
to arrive. The organization of these chapters in this manner 
was not intended to be a simulacrum of any cultural reality.· 
Almost fortuitously, however, this organization facilitated· 
understanding of the fluidity of enclosures in Tamil con- , 
ceptual thought, whether the boundaries of a village, the , 
walls of a house, the skin of a person, or the sign vehicle of a ' 
sign. Another related benefit was my ability to appreciate 
the cultural reality of the non individual person. Or to put it in 
terms that anticipate the next chapter, one begins to know a 
person by knowing the "personality" of the soil on which 
he lives. So to the question, Wasn't the person at the core 
the real person? the answer is like "the exhortation of the 
Majorca storytellers: Aixo er y no era (it was and it was not)" 
(Ricoeur 1977: 224). 

Chapter 2 concerns a person's compatibility with terri
torial substance (ur). The territory that affects a person's 
bodily substance is the village in which he is born and, to a 
lesser extent, the village or town or country he chooses to 
live in. These effects are manifest in significant events as 
varied as the ups and downs of personal fortune, happi
ness, state of health, or anxiety about the afterlife. We shall 
also see that village is too flabby a term to render a culturally, 
though cryptotypically, crucial distinction between an ur 
and a kiriimam, the former denoting the quality or disposi-
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tion of a territorial unit, especially with regard to its effect on 
and effect by its inhabitants, and the latter denoting a terri
torial unit, usually a village, which has clear demarcating 
boundaries. Kiramam would lend itself with ease to distinc
tive feature analysis, whereas ur calls for a pragmatic analy
sis (a Ia Silverstein 1976) in order to unpack its meaning. 

In chapter 3 I close further in on the core person by 
attempting to understand, in cultural terms, the nature of 
the relationship between houses and those who own or 
build them. Once again it will become evident that this 
relationship, as in the case of villager and village, is under
stood in substantial terms. The inhabitants of a house or an 
ur are concerned as to whether they are compatible with 
that house or that ur; furthermore, there is sufficient evi
dence that this compatibility is expressed in the idiom of 
compatibility of substance. 

Chapter 4 will sketch the way in which a male and a 
female exchange substances in sexual intercourse as well as 
sketch the formation of the nature of the fetus that results 
from the combination of these sexual-fluid substances. A 
healthy child is the result of a mixing of compatible sub
stances, not only those of male and female but also of other 
substances, such as the gaze of auspiciously positioned 
planets at the moment of birth. Furthermore, it will be 
shown that not only is the health of the child determined by 
the compatibility of the sexual fluids but the health of the 
sexual partners is likewise determined. In the final chapter 
of Part I, we will focus our attention not on interpersonal 
exchange of substances but on certain very essential intra
personal substances whose equilibrated state is quintessen
tial for the well-being of a person. In this chapter we will 
learn how action, or karmam, itself operating as a sub
stance, mixes with a person's prior kul)am9 substance and 
qualitatively alters the balance of kul)ams for better or for 
worse. This intrapersonal flow of substances will be ex-

9 Provisionally defined here as "quality" or "disposition." 
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plored through the analysis of a popular rite of divination. 
In Part II, the knowledge of diversity is replaced by the 

knowledge of unity, and the quest becomes one for perfect 
equilibrium and conjunction through a transcendental ex
perience of the undifferentiated tranquillity of inner unity. 
A pilgrimage of villagers in which the anthropologist par
took becomes the ritual means to effect this experience. For 
most pilgrims this experience proves to be only a moment's 
revelation; for some, it leads to a permanent release from 
the differentiated, manifest world and a total immersion in 
one's essence, which is the universal essence, the undif
ferentiated primordial substance. From previewing the 
organization of the text and outlining its main argument, I 
would like to move on to consider the theoretical matrix in 
which the text is embedded. 

This book was not born with a great title but had to 
struggle through several intolerable ones before settling on 
the present one. The last abandoned title read, Kalappiir: 
From Person to Place Through Mixed Substance. The Semeiosis of 
a Culture. The trouble with that title, apart from its pon
derousness, was that it failed to include some of the other 

' 
even more interesting, topics discussed in the book, such as 
houses and boundaries, disputes and color symbolism, 
marriage and compatibility, sex and divination, sickness 
and health, food and flavors, ghee and semen, and much 
more. While all the key terms in that abandoned title spelled 
out the major abstractions that have helped frame the book, 
the omitted details-some large, some small-are the ones 
that have given the volume life. Hence the present com
promise, a title that neither says too much nor too little, 
constructed with the hope that even the reader who fails to 
see the whole point of the exercise in abstractions will, after 
having read this book, feel adequately acquainted with life 
and living in a tiny Tamil village in South India and will be 
able to partake in the imagination of its people and the 
genius of its culture. Before we steep ourselves in the 
ethnographic description that perfuses the main text, it is 
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only proper to delineate some of the major theoretical terms 
and assumptions that constitute the discursive context of 
the text. The reader may, however, choose to skip over the 
rest of this introductory chapter save the last section, en
titled" About This Research," continue to read from chapter 
2 through the end, and then return to these unread pages 
and read them as postface. 

The Culture Concept Revisited 

The first concept to be considered is "culture." Weber 
understood culture as "the finite segment of meaningless 
infinity of the world-process, a segment on which human 
beings confer meaning and significance" (Weber 1949: 81). 
There are at least two anthropological theories of culture 
that influence this study: the first comes from the writings 
of David Schneider, and the second comes from those of 
Clifford Geertz, both, of course, belonging broadly to the 
Weberian tradition filtered through Talcott Parsons. I fol
low Geertz and Schneider, as well as Ward Goodenough, in 
understanding culture not to be an adaptive mechanism 
accounted for in behavioral terms. "Culture" is to be clearly 
distinguished from its use by those whom Keesing has 
characterized as adaptationists (Keesing 1974). "Culture," 
as it is employed in this study, also needs to be distin
guished from its understanding in what has come to be 
known as cognitive anthropology, which found its earliest 
formulations in the writings of Conklin (1955), Good
enough (1956, 1964, and 1965), Frake (1961 and 1962), and 
Wallace and Atkins (1960). For the cognitivists, culture is 
not unlike the semantico-referential grammar of a language 
(see Silverstein 1976), Chomsky's "competence" or de 
Saussure's "langue," a set of codes to be learned and lived 
by. The cultural domain of the cognitivists corresponds to 
Schneider's "norms," which are like patterns and tem
plates in that they are "more or less complete, detailed, 
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[with] specific instructions for how the culturally significant 
parts of the act are to be performed, as well as the contexts 
in which they are proper" (Schneider 1976: 200). To be sure, 
the present study, as any cultural study ought to, will have 
a great deal to say about norms and rules of and for be
havior. This is not to be equated with culture, however. 

Culture, or more precisely, a culture, is understood here
in to be constituted of those webs of relatively regnant and 
generative signs of habit, spun in the communicative act 
engaged in by the anthropologist and his or her informants, 
in which the anthropologist strives to defer to the creativity 
of his informants and self-consciously reflects upon the 
differance inherent in this creative product of deference. This 
definition requires parsing, and to this task I now turn. 

The notion that culture is a web of significance we owe, 
once again, to Max Weber, whom Geertz paraphrases in his 
semeiotic definition of culture when he says that "man is an 
animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has 
spun" (1973: 5). I emphasize the communicative act in order 
to underscore the proposition that culture is public. This is, 
however, not to say that it may not exist in someone's head 
as well, a posture that Geertz seems to take in his dissent 
with the positions of Goodenough, Levi-Strauss, and 
Schneider, when he says, "Culture ... does not exist 
in someone's head" (1973: 10). Schneider's rhetorical re
sponse, "For if culture is not internalized by actors, where 
can it be, except in the heads of observers?" (1976: 206), is 
equally one-sided. Jnsof~ras-cultw:e's m!lnife.stationis..to be 
£ou.lld.in..the.mmmunicative .ii!Ct, verbal or otherwise, it is a . .. 

function of "private" semeiotic structures to open up, to 
engage with other "private" structures, in public. The mo
ment of cultural creation is one in which the private and the 
public, the internal and the external, become mutually im
manent. I shall postpone my discussion of the anthropolo
gist's part in the communicative act of culture making until I 
have explicated my use of signs for the usual symbols that 
occur in most definitions of culture. 
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Signs in Culture 

At the very outset it behooves me to explain why [have 
substituted signs in place of the customary symbols that 
cultural anthropologists prefer to employ in their defini
tions of culture. In the preparation of this book, I have 
sought to use as systematic and analytically coherent a 
semeiotic terminology as I possibly could. The semeiotic 
terminologies employed by symbolic anthropologists have 
proved to be either inadequate or riddled with needless 
inconsistencies. The writings of David Schneider (1968 and 
1976), Clifford Geertz (1973), and Victor Turner (1967 and 
1978) represent the former, while Leach (1976) is an ex
ample of the latter. Fortunately, we have in the writings of 
Charles Sanders Peirce, the father of modern semeiotics, 
the most thorough, coherent, and comprehensive classifi
cation of signs available to date. As will become evident, I 
shall use but a very select portion of his semeiotics in the 
present work. In my opinion, even this limited use of a 
systematically developed semeiotics is preferable to the use 
of an unsystematic one. 

In Peirce's scheme, a symbol is but a kind of sign, the icon 
and the index being among the better known of his other 
sign types. Before we explore further Peirce's more detailed 
classification of signs, Piowever, let us examine the semeio
tic sign in general, as Peirce defined it for us: "A sign, or 
representamen, is something which stands to somebody for 
something in some respect or capacity. It addresses some
body, that is, creates in the mind of that person an equiva
lent sign, or perhaps a more developed sign. The sign 
which it creates I call the interpretant of the first sign. The 
sign stands for something, its object" (2.228). 10 

The most obvious feature of the semeiotic sign is its 
triadic structure. When it is juxtaposed with de Saussure's 

10 All references to Peirce's Collected Papers (vols. 1-6, edited by C. Hartshorne 
and P. Weiss, 1932; vols. 7-8, edited by Arthur Burks, 1958) will appear in the text 
accompanied by the conventional volume and paragraph number. 
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dyadic sign, the difference becomes even clearer. De Saus
sure understood the sign to be a dyadic relation between a 
signifier and a signified, a concept and a sound image (de 
Saussure 1959: pt. 1, chap. 1). Milton Singer (1978) has 
analyzed in some detail the distinction between what he 
calls the semiological (de Saussurian) tradition and the 
semeiotic (Peircean) tradition in the study of signs, sym
bols, and culture. He makes the point that by adopting the 
semeiotic perspective of the sign, we are, thankfully, pre
cluded from executing a cultural analysis that neglects the 
empirical subject as well as the empirical object. 

More significant, the symbol, used in its non-Peircean, 
dyadic, de Saussurian sense, yields a view of culture as a 
hermetically sealed, "autonomous entity of internal depen
dencies" (Ricoeur 1978: 110). This phrase of Ricoeur, which 
was used to characterize structuralism's view of language, 
is even more devastatingly appropriate when applied to 
semiological studies of culture. The semeiotic sign, includ
ing the symbol, defies any such closure. We shall have more 
to say about the openness of the semeiotic process. Let us 
turn now to consider the semeiotic constitution of reality. 

Tlze Semeiotic Constitution of Reality 

In the definition of the sign by Peirce which we have 
already presented, it is clear that the sign is one correlate in 
an indivisible triad: sign, object, and interpretant. "Nothing is 
an object which is not signifiable; nothing is a sign which is 
not interpretable as signifying some object; and nothing is 
an interpretant that does not interpret something as signify
ing an object" (T. L. Short 1982: 285). Apart from establish
ing the indecomposability of the triadic sign, this view of 
the sign contains within it elements that are likely to disturb 
the idealist as well as the materialist. This is good: At best, 
such a disturbance should be enlightening, at worst, sober
ing. This disturbance is thrown into clear relief in another, 
somewhat later formulation of the definition of the sign: "A 
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Sign, or Rcpresentamen, is a First which stands in such a 
genuine triadic relation to a Second, called its Object, as to be 
capable of determining a Third, called its Interpretant, to 
assume the same triadic relation to its Object in which it 
stands itself to the same Object" (2.274). From this defini
tion it becomes clear that the representamen-the artifact, 
sign vehicle, or event, which we commonly identify as the 
sign-is the First, and the object is not the First. This is what 
makes Peirce's realism a semeiotic realism, the only kind of 
realism, in my opinion, that is capable of preventing an
thropology from falling victim to either behavioristic posi
tivism or to ungrounded idealism. For the best synthesis 
and explication of Peirce's complex and at times confusing 
thesis, I refer the reader to the study of Peirce's scholastic 
realism by John F. Boler (1963). 11 For the purposes of the 
present study I shall content myself by quoting from Boler 
and Peirce on Peirce's position. Boler claims that Peirce's 
realism is in fact a synthesis of epistemological realism on 
the one hand and epistemological idealism on the other. 
Epistemological realism maintains that "we cannot think 
whatever we want: something forces our opinion and is, at 
least to that extent, independent of our minds" (p. 10). "We 
find our opinions are constrained; there is something, 
therefore, which influences our thoughts, and is not created 
by them" (Peirce 8.12). This is "the real," the thing inde
pendent of how we think it (Boler 1963: 14). As for his 
epistemological idealism, we find Peirce maintaining that 
"since an idea can resemble or represent only another idea, 
reality itself must be 'thoughtlike' or of the nature of an 
idea" (Boler 1963: 11; see also Peirce 6.158, 5.310, and 8.151). 
Peirce eventually comes to define reality as what will be 
thought in the ultimate opinion of the community (Boler 
1963: 15; see also Peirce 5.311 and 5.430). Thus, in his 

11More recent, splendidly lucid, and critical evaluations of Peirce's realism are 
to be found in the following: Robert Almeder (1980), Bruce Altshuler (1982), 
Karl-Otto Ape! (1981), and Thomas Olshewsky (1983). 
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definition of reality, Peirce's epistemological realism is 
present in the insistence that an individual's thinking must 
con:ply ~ith something other than itself; his epistemologi
cal 1deahsm is likewise maintained in the notion that the 
"other" is the ultimate thought of the community (7.336, 
5.316, and 5.408). 

It must be made clear from the outset that Peirce's com
munity is a community of inquirers-not any defined 
~om~unity of inquirers but an indefinite community of 
mqmrers. Furthermore, this notion of the community is 
inextricably linked with his concept of truth and the in
crease of knowledge. Since he was a scientist himself, this 
community of inquirers, for Peirce, was for the most part a 
co_mmunity of truthfully, faithfully, charitably, and open
mmdedly communicating scientists. I say, "for the most 
part" because there are passages in Peirce's writings where 
he formulates his vision of a community in such a fashion 
that it transcends all manner of anthropocentrism, includ
ing that of human scientific inquiry. The following passage 
is a striking example. 

The catholic consent which constitutes the truth is by no 
means to be limited to men in this earthly life or to the 
human race, but extends to the whole communion of minds 
to which we belong, including some probably whose senses 
are very different from ours, so that in that consent no 
predication of a sensible quality can enter, except as an 
admission that so certain sorts of senses are affected. (8.13) 

For the cultural anthropologist whose primary interest is in 
understanding the culture wherein he or she carries out 
field research, the community of inquirers or believers is a 
far more limited community, a historical community. The 
:'community's thought," in Peirce's language, is a partial 
Isomorph of the anthropological concept of culture. 

The fusion of epistemological realism and epistemologi
cal idealism of a Peircean sort may also be found in Marshall 
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Sahlins's discussion of value in the context of his critique of 
historical materialism. Sahlins writes, 

No cultural value can ever be read from a set of "material 
forces," as if the cultural were the dependent variables of an 
inescapable practical logic. The positivist explanation .of 
given cultural practices as necessary effects of some matenal 
circumstance ... [is] false. This does not imply that we are 
forced to adopt some idealist alternative, conceiving culture 
as walking about on the thin air of symbols. It is not that 
material forces and constraints are left out of account, or 
that they have no real effects on cultural order. It is that the 
nature of the effects cannot be read from the nature of the 
forces, for the material effects depend on their cultural 
encompassment. The very form of social existence of mate
rial force is determined by its integration in the cultural 
system. The force may then be significant-bu~ signif~
cance, precisely, is a symbolic quality. At the same ~Ime, this 
symbolic scheme is not itself the mode of expressi~n. of an 
instrumental logic, for in fact there is no other logiC m the 
sense of a meaningful order save that imposed by culture on 
the instrumental process. (p. 206) 

In the triadic structure of the sign, the object is a Second. 
The object, though empirical, need not b~ a material th~ng. 
Peirce uses the term in its Latin Scholastic sense, meanmg, 
that which is "thrown before" the mind, that toward which 
one's attention is directed. 

The interpretant, as already implied, is the third co~relate 
of the sign. More precisely, it is a correlate of one s~gn .to 
which the represented object is addressed and by whi.ch Its 
representation is interpreted. In general terms: the ~nte:
pretant is the locus of interpretation, ~ha~ ~y ':hich a sign Is 
contextualized, that which makes s1gmflcahon part of a 
connected web and not an isolated entity. 

Without an interpretant, the First and the Second, the 
rcprescntamen and the object, will fo~ever rem~in uncon
nected, existing apart from any meamngful reahty. Eq~ally 
true is that without an object and representamen, there will be 

l. 
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nothing to connect and ergo no interpretant. In other 
words, for a sign to function as a sign, there must be present 
in it all three correlative functicms. Objects may exist in the 
universe as individual empiricities or existent facts, but they 
do not become real until and unless they are represented by 
a sign, which representation is interpreted as such by an 
interpretant. This process of signification is as real in nature 
as it is in culture. 

The Texturing of Culture 

Another theoretical implication of the triadic structure of 
the sign and its role and place in culture concerns texture. 
What I do have to state with regard to cultural texture will, 
by necessity, be a brief prolegomenon, intended as a seed 
for future research. Let us for this purpose invoke that 
familiar image of culture as constituted of signs, held to
gether as in a web. Admittedly, such an image remains 
inadequate for capturing the dynamic and processual 
aspect of culture. At best it is a representation of a captured 
instant in the cultural process. While in this captured, or 
arrested, state, if we were to take a semeiotically primed 
analytic microscope to one of these web's most elementary 
and irreducible units, it would look something like figure 1. 

-< 
Three correlates 

(a triad) 

Figure 1 

Terrence Deacon (1978), from whom I have adapted this 
schematization, uses it to illustrate the three correlates of a 
sign that make it a single triad. When four or five correlates 
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are entailed in the sign relationship, they may be sche
matized as in figure 2, constituting a relationship of two or 
three triads. When five or more correlates are entailed, the 
complex of triadic structures may take more than one form, 
not unlike those of chemical isomers or polymers. This is 

illustrated in figure 3. 

Four correlates 
(two triads) 

Figure 2 

or 

Figure 3 

Five correlates 
(three triads) 

Two points emerge from this: one, that all complex forms 
can be decomposed into a triad, which is the irreducible 
structure of the sign, and two, that even when as many as 
five correlates are involved in a sign relationship, their 
interdetermination need not be of the same configuration
which is another way of saying their overall significant 
effect can be quite different. The textural complexity of / 
semeiotic relationships is something that semeioticians and 
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cultural anthropologists have not even begun to systemati
cally explore. A large portion of such an exploration must, 
by the n~ture of things, go beyond semantics, even beyond 
pragmatJcs, and must implicate and include the aesthetic 
d~mension of culture. The extremities represented in the 
diagram as endpoints are, in fact, heuristic fictions. For no 
polyadic relation has reachable end points. For this reason 
every semeio~ic. ~tudy of however small a cultural aspec~ 
m~st, by defmihon, remain open and incomplete. This 
bnngs us to the next theoretical point that may be ab
stracted from the triadic structure of the sign. 

Tlzc Dialogic Sign 

~h~ .sign, or repr~sentamen, addresses somebody. In the 
defm~t10n already cited, we saw Peirce elaborating on this 
o~enmg statement by saying that the sign "creates in the 
mmd of that.person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more 
developed sign. The sign that it creates" he called "the 
~nfe1J~retant of the first sign. The sign stands for something, 
I~s o~~cct" (2.289). The phrase "or perhaps a more developed 
sign ought to have been rendered, "or perhaps a more or 
less developed sign." Signification does not derive exclu
sively fr~m the represe~tation of the object in the sign and 
th~ mediate repres~ntat10n of the object in the interpretant 
bemg the same. Neither does signification become a reality 
only when the representation in the interpretant is "more 
d~vel?ped" t~an. :he representation in the sign. The only 
cntenon for sigmfiCance to come into effect is that there be 
something shared between the interpretant and the sign or 
representamen. Having this in mind, we may rewrite the 
second definition of the sign already cited (2.274) with the 
following .pare~thetical modification: "A Sign, or Reprc
senta.mcn, IS a First which stands in such a genuine triadic 
relaho~ t? a Seco~d, called its Object, as to be capable of 
determmmg a Third, called its Interprctant, to assume the 
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same [or similar] triadic relation to its Object in which it 
stands itself to the same Object" (2.274). I stress this 
amendment because, as I shall show, a certain measure of 
nonidentity between representamen and interpretant be
comes quintessential if we are to understand culture as a 
creative process enriched by agreement as well as disagree
ment, understanding as well as misunderstanding. Having 
this in mind, we may better appreciate the openness of the 
semeiotic process as presented by Peirce in the following 
definition: "A Sign is anything which is related to a Second 
thing, its Object, ... in such a way as to bring a Third thing, 
its Interpretant, into relation with the same Object, and that 
in such a way as to bring a Fourth into relation with that 
Object in the same form, ad infinitum" (2. 92). 

In these definitions of the sign, we may see laid bare the 
atomic structure of the sign, wherein is embedded the very 
essence of the dialogic of all communication, especially that 
of human communication. In this irreducible structure of 
the sign obtains the most elementary dialogue. In this defi
nition of the sign, we find the sign (or representamen) 
inviting, as it were, the interpretant to "perceive" or 
"understand" the object as it (the sign) "perceives" or 
"understands" the object. Insofar as the interpretant is 
incapable of "perceiving" the object in a manner identical to 
that in which the sign "perceives" it, a dialogue is initiated 
in which other interpretants are welcome to participate, 
every interpretant in itself being capable of acting as a sign 
to further interpretants, and so on. In any dialogue, if there 
is total agreement between two interlocutors, further dia
logue becomes unnecessary, if not impossible. In fact, if 
two people were to be sequestered from everybody else, the 
probability of their dialogue ending in silence is likely to be 
high. It would certainly not be unfair to trace the petrifac
tion of many a marriage into mute numbness to the cessa
tion of dialogue caused by a superfluity of agreement. 
Fortunately, men and women, as social beings, are not 
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confined to a single dialogue but sojourn in and travel 
through polylogues (to steal a term from Kristeva), a pro
cess that helps maintain a certain measure of anisomor
phism between sign and interpretant. There must remain 
some measure of such an anisomorphism for the dialogic 
process to breed or invite (depending on the point of view 
one takes) further interpretants and further signs to partake 
in the open and ever-expanding semeiotic process. 

In this irreducible structure of the sign, we also have the 
most elementary unit of reasoning, an invitation to reason, 
to converse, to convene. I shall have more to say on convene 
and its cognates covenant and convention when we discuss 
the Peircean symbol below. For the present, I would like to 
expand on what I mean by "reasoning." To phrase it differ
ently, dialogism may be considered to be a special kind of 
reasoning. Peirce's own definition of the term dialogism is 
worthy of note: "A dialogism is an argument which may be 
analyzed into constituent arguments; each of the constitu
ent arguments is characterized by having only 'one premise 
and two alternate conclusions' " (cited in Kevelson 1982: 
161). While syllogisms are characterized by a single conclu
sion contained in its major and minor premise, "the dialog
ism is a process of reasoning which attempts to account for 
the method by which new information is discovered, pro
cessed, and integrated into a continually evolving, open
ended system of reasoning, which parallels the actual 
method of creating human discourse" (Kevelson 1982: 161). 
Furthermore, Kevelson notes that dialogism presents 

a means of breaking up, or dividing, an argument into a 
number of arguments, each of which has only one premiss 
but two, alternative, disjunctive conclusions. Each of the 
conclusions can then become a premiss, or Theme, of sub
sequently evolving arguments. Conceivably, . . . argu
ments based on the structure of the Dialogism may be 
evolved indefinitely until one finds, for the time being, 
some satisfactory conclusion. (Kevelson 1982: 162) 
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The structure of the basic syllogism is: 

All men are animals, and all animals are mortal; 
Therefore, all men are mortal. (Kevelson 1982: 161) 

The structure of Peirce's dialogism is: 

Some men are not mortal; therefore, 
Either some men are not animals, or 

Some animals are not mortal. (Kevelson 1982: 161) 

The reader who is interested in pursuing Peirce's dialog
ism may do so by reading Kevelson's paper ~nd beir:g 
guided by it to the pertinent original papers of Peirce. I will 
close this discussion with a point about the openness of a 
dialogue that finds its elemental structure in the openness 
of the sign itself. Every representamen is a premise that j 

proffers a conclusion, which conclusio~, however, is not 
identical to the one impressed upon the mterpretant. Thus, 
if the elemental triadic sign is arrested, as it were, at any 
given instance in its evolution, two disjunctive conclusions 
may be manifested. Herein lies the openness bot~ of the 
dialogic and of the semeiotic processes, ch~ractenzed by 
indeterminacy, dynamism, and an evolution toward a 
greater refinement of ~ebate. Furthermor~, this very di~
logic attribute of the sign makes the creation of culture m 
the communicative act that is engaged in by the anthropol
ogist and the informant both possible and interesting. I 
shall reserve for later discussion the role of the anthro
pologist in the creation of culture and move ~n to consi?er 
the next unit idea in our definition of culture, signs ofhab1t. 

Signs of Habit 

We have said that the signs that constitute a culture are 
regnant and generative signs of habit. ~ h~ve a~opt,ed the 
concept of habit from Peirce. By appreciating Peirce s c~n
cepts of belief and doubt, we can arrive at an understandmg 
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of his concept of habit. "Man is a bundle of habits" (6.228). 
Belief is habits become conscious (4.53). Becoming con
scious of habits is a distinctively human attribute, making 
reflection, and even critical self-reflection, possible. Doubt 
is what blocks, interrupts or shocks belief. Doubt is the 
privation of habit (5.417 and 5.512). Whereas habit and the 
consciousness thereof (belief) sustain a state of calmness 
and satisfaction, doubt creates quite the opposite. Doubt is 
"an uneasy and dissatisfied state from which we struggle to 
free ourselves" (5.374). 

Signs of habit, therefore, are largely, if not entirely, un- \/ 
conscious. This is not to imply that they are passive modes 
of behavior, however. On the contrary, they are active 
determinants of action. "The feeling of believing is more or 
less a sure indication of there being established in our 
nature some habit which will determine our actions" 
(5.371). 

Peirce's "habit" is very similar to what Pierre Bourdieu 
calls habitus, "the durably installed generative principle of 
regulated improvisations, [which] produces practices 
which tend to reproduce the regularities immanent in the 
objective conditions of the production of their generative 
principle" (1972: 78). Within the dominant epistemological 
framework of Western thought, wherein nature and culture 
are seen as a set of binary opposites, "habits" may be seen 
as natural. Peirce, the monist that he was, did not subscribe 
to this dominant framework. For this reason, he was able to 
consider matter as "not completely dead, but [as] merely 
mind hidebound with habits" (6.158). Or, as Ape! puts it, 
for Peirce, "laws of nature are taken to be petrified habits" 
(1981: 34). Habit taking, for Peirce, is not an instinctual 
process, if instinct is to be construed as a noninferential, 
"natural," process. "Intuition" is another concept attrib
uted to human cognition as if it were the foundation or the 
"natural" basis of all knowledge. Peirce's opposition to the 
doctrine that cognitions are or can be intuitive cuts across 
the rationalist-empiricist divide. Neither logical principles 
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nor sense data are foundational, in the sense of being non
inferred. Rather, all knowledge is mediated, and mediated J 
through signs. (This is neither the place nor the time to 
engage in an elaborate defense of this claim, but the inter
ested reader may refer to William Davis [1972] and Almeder 
[1980] for an elegant undertaking of such a task.) Therefore, 
the process of habit taking is an inferential process, albeit 
one that is tacit or even unconscious, so much so that it is 
equated with such "natural" immediacy as intuition and 
instinct. 

If knowing is a process, then knowing is a process in time. 
Citing Peirce (5.284), Davis observes that "no experience 
whatever is an 'instantaneous affair, but is an event occupy
ing time and coming to pass by a continuous process.' 
Instances are mathematical fictions" (1972: 10). Even some
thing that appears to be so immediate as pain is not intuitive 
but is, rather, the product of a "process of comparison, 
since the mind judges pain, like tone, by the frequency, not 
intensity, of nerve impulses. (But time is required to judge 
the intensity of pure quantity too)" (1972: 10). 

Nerve impulses and other perceptual judgments are 
almost exclusively indexical signs, that is, signs whose sig
nificance is a function of the necessary contiguity of object 
and representamen. Humans, as social beings who make 
their own history, by contrast, are immersed in a life-world 
of symbols, that species of signs that owe their significance 
to convention. Symbolic signs, however, are no less consti
tutive of habit than are indexical signs, and they are equally 
prone to settle into the unconscious grooves of habitual 
dispositions. On this point Bourdieu observes, "the 'un
conscious' is never anything other than the forgetting of 
history which history itself produces by incorporating the 
objective structures it produces in the second nature of 
habitus" (1972: 78-79). 

In our exposition of the structure of the sign, we said that 
the representamental First and the objective Second are 
meaningfully brought together in the interpretational 
Third. In a later chapter we will consider Peirce's phenom-
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enological categories of Firstness, Secondness, and Third
ness in greater detail. For now, it suffices to know that 
whereas Firstness designates that category of pure quality 
or even a pure qualitative possibility considered in abstrac
tion from everything else, and whereas Secondness repre
sents sheer existence, brute fact, or actuality, Thirdness is 
that gentle force that mediates First and Second, bringin~ 
them into significant r.elationship. Habit represents Third
ness almost to perfection (5.538). Habit appeases the irri
tation of doubt and, conversely, makes belief possible. \ 
Commenting on this mediating function of habit, or rather, \ 
habitus, Bourdieu correctly observes that "the habitus is the 
universalizing mediation which causes an individual 
agent's practices, without either explicit reason or signify
ing intent, to be nonetheless 'sensible' and 'reasonable' " 
(1972: 79). 

I must hasten to remind the reader that the "habit" of 
Peirce or the "habitus" of Bourdieu do not pertain to the 
dispositions of any one individual. As has been mentioned 
earlier and as will be seen below, for Peirce, what was of 
significance with respect to his doctrine of truth, knowl
edge, and inquiry, was the community. He spoke not of 
individual opinions but of the final opinion of the commu
nity of inquirers. He spoke not of individual interpreters but 
of a community of interpretants. In a similar vein, Bourdieu 
speaks of a "community of dispositions" (1972: 79). We may 
speak equally well of a "community of habits." 

One of the fundamental effects of the orchestration of 
habitus is the production of a commonsense world en
dowed with the objectivity secured by consensus on the 
meaning (sens) of practices and the world, in other words 
the harmonization of agents' experiences and continuous 
reinforcement that each of them receives from the expres
sion, individual or collective (in festivals for example), 
improvised or programmed (commonplaces, sayings), of 
similar or identical experiences. The homogeneity of 
habitus of what-within the limits of the group of agents 
possessing the schemes (of production and interpretation) 
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implied in their production-causes practices and works to 
be immediately intelligible and foreseeable, and hence 
taken for granted. (1972: 80) 

Signs of habit that are constitutive of a culture are also 
regnant and generative. This means that these signs or 
significant constructs perfuse the cultural life of a people 
and are generative of other, more conscious, ideological 
signs as well. The anthropological method works back
ward, so to speak, from the consciously articulated and 
manifestly acted-out signs to the unconscious repository of 
the signs of habit. 

I hold with Schneider that some signs (his "symbols"), or 
significant constructs, constitute a system of meaning that 
is generative of other signs in the culture in question. That 
is, these other signs bear distinct traces of the parent con
structs or signs of habit, and these regnant signs of habit 
pervade the culture's significant texture. The systematicity 
of these pervasive and generative signs of habit should not, 
however, be exaggerated. I differ with Schneider in his 
assertion that the "culture is a total system; it does not have 
loose ends and unintegrated parts that do not articulate 
with other parts" (1976: 219). Here I must concur with 
Geertz that a "hermetical approach to things ... seems to 
run the danger (and increasingly to have been overtaken by 
it) of locking cultural analysis away from its proper object, 
the informal logic of actual life" (1973: 17). The systematicity 
of a cultural system is relative, even weak, a point best 
illustrated by Geertz's own metaphor of the octopus, in 
which cultural organization 

is neither the spider web nor the pile of sand. It is rather 
more the octopus, whose tentacles are in large part separ
ately integrated, neurally quite poorly connected with one 
another and what in the octopus passes for a brain, and yet 
who nonetheless manages to get around and to preserve 
himself, for a while anyway, as a viable, if somewhat un
gainly entity. (1973: 407-408) 
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The act of postulating signs of habit as the distinguishing 
feature of a culture may lead one to conclude that to sub
scribe to such a view entaib, as a necessary corollary, a 
subscription to the view that culture is a sequestered and 
immunized system of signs, invincibly coherent. Such an 
assumption is unwarranted for several reasons. First, the 
signs of habit that we are concerned with in the life of a 
community of social and historical human beings are pre
dominantly symbols. In a symbolic sign, the representa
men and object are held together by convention and not by 
continguity (as with indexes) or by similarity (as with 
icons). Therefore, regardless of how habit-fraught symbolic 
constructs become, the very fact of the arbitrary and con
vention-dependent bond that holds the three correlates of 
such signs makes them more vulnerable· to destabilization 
and change than are the indexical habits in nature. Second,· 
signs of habit are integraHy linked to and find actualized 
expression in nonhabitual, consciously enacted and articu
lated signs (mainly symbols). They_<lTe .IJ:ot s9fely seques
tered but are vulnerably exposed to the daily traffic.ofsigns. 
Third, the conscious-unconscious divide is not to be under
stood as impermeable. Signs of habit do not lurk in the 
arcane recesses of a domain comparable to the Freudian 
unconscious, nor are they cryptically inscribed onto a 
palimpsest awaiting decoding by a structuralist. Rather, 
they are so much a part of the light of day that they go 
unnoticed and are brought into consciousness only through 
conscious reflection-and even then, most often only when 
an individual is "shocked" into doing so by a stranger, who 
might happen to be an anthropologist. The possibility of 
such a communicative encounter is a fourth point that 
undermines the view of a hermetically sealed set of signs. 
This fourth point also leads us directly into the last portion 
of our definition of culture, the communicative act in which 
the anthropologist and informant(s) engage. Before we 
tease out this part of the definition, however, we must 
return once more to the semeiotic sign and its triadic 
structure. 
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Sign Types and the Multimodality of Signification 

When we temporarily departed from our discussion of 
the sign structure a few pages back, we had already estab
lished the triadic constitution of the sign as made up of 
representamen, object, and interpretant. We are now in a 
position to generate ten logical sign types from the fact of 
these three correlates. 

In unpacking the structure of the sign, Peirce traces a sign 
from its point of logical and ontological deployment to its 
interpretive execution. In order to do this, he divides a sign 
into three subcategories, abstracting and isolating each cor
relate for the purpose of analysis (a method that he calls 
"prescinding"). 12 Thus, he invites the reader to examine 
the representamen as if it existed independently of the 
other two correlates, fraught with the potentiality of signifi
cation and yet freed for the sake of analytic scrutiny from 
the sign relationship. He does the same for each correlate. 
These correlates, thus prescinded, may be represented as in 
table 1. 

First 

Second 

Third 

TABLE 1 

Relationship of Relationship of 
Sign, or 

rcpresen tam en 
(first) 

Qualisign 

Sin sign 

Legisign 

sign to 
ohiect 

(senmd) 

Icon 

Index 

Symbol 

sign to 
in terpretan t 

(third) 

Rheme 

Dicent sign 

Argument 

12"Precision and abstraction are two terms for the same process; and are now 
limited not merely to separation by the mind, but even to a particular kind of 
mental separation, namely, that by attention to one point and neglect of another. 
That which is attended to is said to be prescindcd; and that which is neglected is said 
to be abstracted from" (Peirce 1982: 518). In the same section from which this quote 
has been taken, Peirce goes on to distinguish among Precision, Discrimination, 
and Dissociation. 
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The first column contains three modes of representamen, 
the second, three modes of objects, and the third, three 
n:odes of interpretants. Each column, or subcategory of a 
s1gn, can be further divided horizontally into three modes. 
The first row contains representamen, object, and interpre
tant as relative Firsts, the second row contains them as 
relative Seconds, and the third row as relative Thirds. 

The representamenal First is called a qualisign. It is a sign 
whose representative capacity lies in its quality. Redness, 
for instance, in Tamil Nadu may signify fertility in some 
contexts. But as pure potential or possibility, it remains a 
qualisign. When redness becomes embodied in a sari, it is a 
sinsign, a representamenal Second. But as soon as it is thus 
embodied, it calls forth or invokes a more general order or 
?eneral possibility of representation; a bridal sari thereby 
mvokes a convention. This is a legisign. Elsewhere Peirce 
distinguishes these three modes of signs as tone, token, 
and type. 

Similarly, the object, too, when examined independently 
of the completed sign structure, may be seen to present 
itself as a First, a Second, or a Third. Terrence Deacon (1978) 
explains it like this. If for the moment one can ignore the 
interpretant and examine the manner in which the object 
and representamen are brought together, the kind of rela
tionship these two bring into the sign relationship, then one 
may see three modes of relationships. If an iconic sign is 
examined, it may be noted that some quality of the object is 
~epresented in the icon. The iconic sign and the object must 
m some way resemble each other; they must share some 
quality. Examples of iconic signs range from a piece of the 
cross to diagrams, maps, blueprints, and onomatopoeia. 

An indexical sign, by contrast, is a sign in which resem
blance or shared quality does not define the relationship 
between object and representamen, but, instead, contiguity 
or concurrence defines their significant link. Smoke and 
fire, red litmus and acidity, and deictics in language-all of 
these are examples of indexical signs. Indexical signs are 
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what we call facts. They are "obvious," even more obvious 
than icons to their users. In regards to indexical sign func
tions in language and culture, the reader is referred to 
Michael Silverstein's seminal paper, "Shifters, Linguistic 
Categories, and Cultural Description" (1976), in which he 
not only shows the preponderance of indexical signs in 
language and culture but also demonstrates how an under
standing of the functioning of indexical signs in culture 
emphasizes the indispensability of context in any signifi
cant linguistic or cultural analysis. 

A symbol is not related to its object either by contiguity, 
by shared quality, or by resemblance. Convention al~ne 
links a symbol to its object. Covene and covenant both denve 
their meaning from the Latin convenire. In a symbol the 
conventional sign, object, and representamen are brought 
together within the sign relation by virtue of an agreement 
and not by virtue of any quality intrinsic to either object or 
representamen. Words are of the order of symbols. The 
object to which a word refers is of a general nature; symbols 
are not indicators of any particular occurrence of a thing but 
of a "kind of thing" (Peirce 2: 301). 

This is an appropriate point to interrupt the exegesis of 
Peirce's theory of signs and return to examining the reasons 
for my insistence on the substitution of signs for the cus
tomary symbols in my definition of culture. 

David Schneider, even more so than Geertz, claims to be 
interested in the native's point of view, in native categories. 
In cautioning the field-worker against going to the field 
with a rigidly defined frame of analysis, he says: "The more 
clearly the field worker has in mind what he is after the less 
likely it is that he will discover what the natives' cultural 
categories are; how the natives define them, construct them 
and manipulate them; or what they mean to the natives" 
(1968: 10-11). From the analyst's point of view, a culture 
may be a system of symbols and meanings. But from ~he 
native's point of view, his culture is constituted of indexiCal 
and iconic signs in addition to symbols. Schneider is quick 
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~o respond: "The study of culture symbols (and presumably 
mdexes and icons as well) and the study of culture as a 
s~stem of symbols and meanings are very separate and 
different affairs" (1976: 206). Such a study is, however, 
meta cultural .a~d not .cult~ral. Making the symbolic system 
(I use symb~J/zc mtendmg Its full semeiotic connotation) the 
locus classicus of one's analysis or "cultural account" is 
done at the expense of not appreciating what the cultural 
system, with its rich panoply of iconic indexical and 
sy_mbolic signs, means to the natives the~selves and how 
thi~ cultural system means to them. This is what r 
behev~, di,stinguishes Geertz's cultural interpretation fr~m 
Schneiders cultural account. The difference is not merely a 
matter of prose style; the difference lies in the fact that 
Geert~, ~hough h.e does not systematically develop or expli
~ate his mterprehve method, appreciates the fact that signs 
m c~lture.(he, too,. calls them symbols) are not only symbolic 
but mdexical and Iconic as well, a fact that Schneider finds 
cle~rly ignorable with respect to his cultural account. Look, 
for mstance, at Geertz~s definition of religion. Even though 
~e does not use symbol m the precise Peircean sense but uses 
It as a substitute for the Peircean si'{n, the indexical function 
in religious beliefs is clearly bro~ght out: "Religion is a 
sys~em of symbols ':hich acts to establish powerful, per
vasiVe, a~d long-lastmg moods and motivations in men by 
formulatmg conceptions of a general order of existence and 
clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality 
that the moods and motivations seem uniquel!J realistic;, 
(1973: 90). . 

A second defect or danger built into the Schneiderian 
symbolic a~alysi~ is in t~e .anthropologist being called upon 
to flaunt his d~bwus pnvllege of what Richard Rorty criti
cally called (with respect to epistemological philosophers) 
the role of cultural overseer who knows everyone's com
mon ground, "the Platonic philosopher king who knows 
wh~,t everybody else is really doing whether thc!J know it or 
not (Rorty 1979: 317). An interpretive cultural account, by 
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contrast, sees understanding to be "more like getting 
acquainted with a person than like following a demonstra
tion .... We play back and forth between guesses about 
how to characterize particular statements or other events, 
and guesses about the point of the whole situation, until 
gradually we feel at ease with what was hitherto strange" 
(Rorty 1979: 319). Such an understanding can be attained 
only through an appreciation of the multimodal nature of 
signification in a culture and not by arriving at a unimodal 
(symbolic), privileged, metacultural account. 

Back to Peirce's taxonomy and the third correlate, the 
interpretant, again remembering we are, for the purpose of 
analysis, prescinding the interpretant as interpretant qua 
interpretant. The interpretant is classifiable by the manner 
in which the sign represents itself in the interpretive con
text; as a sign of possibility, a sign of fact, or a sign of reason. 
The first is called a rheme, the second, a dicent sign (or 
dicisign), and the third, an argument. As a sign of possibil
ity, morphemes in language-suffixes, prefixes, infixes
are instances of linguistic rhemes. Deacon (1978) also cites 
the lines or boxes of a diagram or a pointing finger as it is 
involved in a gesture as examples of rhemes. What distin
guishes a rheme as a rheme and not a dicent sign is the 
attribute that one cannot determine the truth or falsity of a 
rheme. A rheme is pure interpretive potentiality whose 
very appropriateness is not determined until it is actualized 
in use, in a context, in an instance, at which time it becomes 
a dicent sign. An appreciation of rhematic signs is crucial for 
an understanding of grammatical process (see, for example, 
Sapir 1921, chap. 4) and is no less important for under
standing cultural processes. In order to be sensitive to 
rhematic signs with all their potentiality and possibility, one 
has to have acquired a keen feeling as to when an allusion, a 
suggestion, the drift of a conversation, the tenor of a dis
course, or the color of a joke are pregnant with meanin&_f\ 
field:wor](er begins to experience the culture in which he 
studies as soon ashe,beginsfo cultivate such a sensitivity: 1 I 

I 
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unde~~.C:Qt~ gperience i:r:t ()!.cf~~-!O..cii?_!~~gu!~]1 it from .. under
stan~!.r:g. __ For instance, I consider Joyce's Ulysses and Fin
negans Wake as works of literary art that come close to being 
truly cultural accounts. What is true of these works is also 
true of culture. Understanding these works is not the point; 
in fact, many devotees of Joyce are honest enough to con
fess that they don't understand him. What is important for 
them (and what ought to be equally true of the anthro
pologist with regard to the culture in which he studies) is 
that they experience the novel. Understanding, when and if 
it does come, is a bonus and worthy of commendation, if 
the one who does understand can also explicate. 

Since a rheme signifies only a possibility, as I have said 
above, its truth or falsity is not even an issue. The most one 
can discern is its appropriateness or inappropriateness in a 
dicent context. As a rheme it promises to convey some 
further information regarding a fact or event. A dicent sign, 
contrastingly, can be understood as either true or false. 
Sentences, propositions, judgments, a diagnosis are all 
dicent signs. But as Deacon states it, "The truth or falsity of 
the dicisign cannot be ascertained without reference to the 
argument context to which it presents itself. Thus, although 
a dicisign is either true or false it can supply no reasons as to 
why this must be so" (1978: 158; see also Peirce 2: 309-310). 

An argument is a sign of inference. It is "a Sign of the 
state of the universe ... in which the premises are taken for 
gra.i.ted" (Peirce and Welby 1977: 34). An argument is con
stituted of three inferential modes, the first two being the 
well known processes of induction and deduction, and the 
third, the lesser known one of abduction outlined for us by 
Peirce (7: 202; see also E. V. Daniel1981). Truth as truth and 
the true nature of belief are established in the argument 
context. The argument provides us the canons upon which 
our view of the world in its most indubitable sense is based. 

Argument, as a significant locus of truth and belief, may 
be illustrated by an example A. J. Ayer (1968) employs to 
clarify quite a different aspect of Peirce's philosophy, which 
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nonetheless suits our purposes equally well. Ayer points 
out the impossibility of a person's taking two sheets of 
paper and writing on one of them all propositions th~t are 
true and on another all those propositions that he firmly 
believes, with the proviso that the two lists be mutually 
exclusive. It is both imaginable and probable that some of 
the propositions our friend firmly believes in are quite false 
and that many propositions he does not believe in are quite 
true. 

He could not say, or rather he could not judge that "Such 
and such propositions, which I firmly believe, are false" or 
"Such and such propositions are true, but I don't believe 
them." In each case it may well be that both components of 
the conjunction are true, that the man does firmly believe 
the proposition which he mentions and they are false, or 
that they are true and he does not believe them. But while 
we can say this about him, he cannot significantly say it 
about himself, or rather, he can say it only retrospectively. 
(Ayer 1968: 15) 

The argument as an interpretant, then, is a sign that makes 
indubitability possible. The argument in fact is the non
arguable basis that makes argument possible. Schneider's 
regnant and generative signs belong precisely here, at least 
insofar as they are used by and are meaningful to those who 
find embedded in these signs their beliefs and their truths. 

Of course we do remember that the separation of the 
three correlates, their prescinding, has been an artifact of 
our analysis. In fact, for a sign to be a sign, it must partake of 
all three correlates, one from each column in table 1. The 
result is that we have ten sign types 13 defined in accordance 
with the particular combination of the three aspects of the 
sign. 

BThese ten divisions of signs are listed below with examples that readers may 
work through. The brief notes that follow the sign type and example are intended 
to explicate the logic underlying each sign type. . 
a. Rhematic iconic qualisign (e.g., a feeling of "red," a sensory quality). 

Introduction 37 

An examination of table 1 and the sign types provided in 
footnote 13 makes it evident that not all combinations of the 
three aspects of the sign are logically possible. Thus, a sign 
that is in itself a qualisign (and not a sinsign or a legisign) 
cannot be an index or a symbol, for an index already pre
supposes a sinsign, and a symbol presupposes a legisign. 

As a qualisign, its representative power rests on its uninstantiated qualitative 
possibility; it is iconic because its eventual signification will depend on its 
having some quality in common with the object it stands for; it is rhematic 
because as pure possibility it would be meaningless to ask of it whether it were 
true or false. Even the question as to its appropriateness or inappropriateness is 
not relevant, since it has not occurred in a dicent context. 
b. Rhematic iconic sinsign (e.g., an individual diagram, mimicry). 

It is a sin sign because it is an existent fact and not a mere possibility. It is an 
icon and a rheme for the same reasons as in (a), except that the iconicity in 
question is a current fact rather than a future possibility. 
c. Rhematic indexical sinsign (e.g., a spontaneous cry in the forest). 

All as in (b) above, except for its being an index, which means that its link 
with the object for which it stands is not by virtue of the quality it shares with 
that object but by virtue of its contiguity or cooccurrence with the object. 
d. DiCI'nl indexical sinsign (e.g., a fever, mercury in a tl1ermometer!. 

All as in (c) above, except that the interpretant is a dicent sign, by which is 
meant that its interpretation is no longer a mere possibility, a guess, but a fact; 
the nature of the link between representamen and object has been established 
by its instantiation. 
e. Rhcmatic iconic legisign (e.g., a typical diagram). 

As a legisign its representamenal quality belongs to a general law or type; as a 
legisign it also embodies a sinsign and a qualisign as well. That is to say, each 
instance of it embodies a definite quality that renders it fit to call up in the mind 
the idea of a like object. Insofar as it has not been deployed in an interpretive 
context, it remains a rheme. 
f. Rhematic indexicallegisign (e.g., deictics in language, a pointing arrow). 

All as in (e) above, except that the occurrence of the representamenal token is 
connected spatiotemporally with a contiguous object that it seeks to represent. 
g. Diem! indexicallegisi,<.;l1 (e.g., a Fahrenheit themwmeter, a clock, a street cry). 

All as in (f) above, except that the interpretive context is, as in (d), an 
established fact. 
h. Rhematic indexical lcgisign (e.g., a common noun). 

The deictic that is a rhematic indexicallegisign, since it directs one's attention 
to a single object rather than draws attention to a general concept. A common 
noun, by contrast, because it is symbolic, does precisely this; it signifies a 
general concept. The rheme and the legisign are as dealt with above. 
i. Diem! symbolic legisign (e.g., a proposition). 

With a common noun, as a rheme, its truth value is not an issue. A propo
sition, as a dicent sign, claims to be really affected by its object. "It is raining" is 
supposedly a proposition claiming to be representative of some real event. It is, 
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Neither can it be interpreted as a dicent sign or as an argu
ment. Likewise, the highest level of interpretant that a 
sinsign could entail is that of a dicent sign. This scheme thus 
yields a maximum possibility of ten sign types. 
~ Let me hasten to assure a reader who is unfamiliar with 
Peircean semeiotics (and impatient with neologisms to 
boot) that he or she is in no way required to recall the 
terminology developed here with respect to the sign types. 
At most, I will invoke the more general triad of signs 
abstracted from this scheme, which are commonly 
referred to by virtue of the kinds of relationships that 
obtain between the representamens (more familiarly iden
tified as signs) and the objects, as icons, indexes, and 
svmbols~working definitions of which will be provided 
b"elow. It suffices to know that not all signs are, from a 
culture's point of view or even from a cultural point of 
view, symbols, characterized by and for the users of these 
signs as defined by their arbitrariness. Peirce's three tri
chotomies just begin, and only begin, to reveal the com
plexity of signification. Even a rudimentary appreciation 
of this fact is bound to enrich any interpretive cultural 
account attempted by an anthropologist. 

Before we leave this necessary digression into the nature 
of the sign and continue with the rest of our definition of 
culture, I would like to abstract the following moral from 
this exercise. 

Bv the rhetorical device of analytical alliteration, I have 
atteinpted to make the point that a sign is irreducibly 
triadic, and so is meaning, whose constituent elements are 

~;{ cZJ~rs~, appropriate to ask whether a proposition is true or false. Truth or 
falsity themselves, however, are matters that can be settled only with respect to 
an argument context, with its entire convention about what is true and how 1t 

can be rationallv established. 
j. Argumml Slfll~bolic legis('\'' (e.g., a syllogism). 

Peirce is clearest on this: "An Argument is a sign whose interpretant repre· 
sents its object as being an ulterior sign through a law, namely, the law that the 
passage from all such premisses to such conclusions tends to the truth" (2.262). 
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signs. A hermetic structure of relationships, abstract and \/ 
free-floating, even if it is called a grammar, is meaningless. 
To be meaningful a grammar must be grounded in the v 
interpretant. The meaning of a message~any message~ is 
not defined by its internal relationships alone. A message L" 

means something only when it means to someone, and this 
transaction often entails a somewhere and a sometime as well. 

I must again hasten to reassure the assiduous reader who 
has taken pains to examine the examples offered in each 
class of signs and has understandably wondered why a 
particular example should not belong or also belong some
where else. Such puzzlement is clearly justified: Most, if not 
all signs are mixed. Signs, including symbols (especially 
symbols), are polysemic. This point, which has become 
almost a truism, was most lucidly made for the first time, to 
my knowledge, by Edward Sapir (1921), and has been put 
to maximum and effective use by Victor Turner (1967, 1969 
and 1974) and by Victor Turner and Edith Turner (1978). 
Turner, however, by his selective attribution of polysemy to 
ritual and religious symbols, implies monosemy to other 
symbols, especially those signs that he calls "signs." Here I 
believe Turner to be wrong. Any mathematician who has 
struggled with the problem of trying to arrive at a univocal 
sign will testify to the impossibility of such a task. A sign, by 
its very nature, is polysemous. Turner is correct, however, 
in that some symbols, especially ritual and religious ones, 
tend to display their polysemic attributes with far greater 
elan than do others. The aspect of the sign that I have tried 
to bring forth is not its polysemy or its multivocality but its 
polychromy or multimodality. Iconic as well as indexical 
aspects may be concealed within the same sign. A sign runs 
in a bundle of cables, so to speak, not in single strands. A 
sign whose significant capacity is effectively determined by 
the copresence of a symbolic and an indexical mode of 
signification has been called a "duplex sign" ( Jakobson 
1957) or a "shifter" (Silverstein 1976). A polychromatic or 
multimodal sign can be likened to a jewel, with as many as 
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ten facets, if not more, each facet having three angles. In the 
experience of human interpretants, often only one facet will 
tilt toward the observer-interpreter, catch light, and throw 
it back; the other facets merely refract light. The reflecting 
facet, then, becomes the dominant mode. This does not, 
however, deny the existence of other modes of significa
tion; modes that are sometimes expressed subjunctively 
and at other times remain potentialities. Different contexts_~ 
help bring to light different aspects or modes of the sign. 

A satisfactory cultural account must evidence a sensi
tivity to the multimodality of the signs in that culture, a 
sensitivity to the significant color that comes to be dominant 
to those who traffic in these signs in their daily lives, and a 
sensitivity to the partially or fully concealed modalities that 
refract the significance emitted by the dominant modal 
facet. I shall pay particular attention to this polychromatic 
attribute of the sign in chapter 4. 

I wish to abstract one other point from this excursion on 
sign types in anticipation of a theme that I shall develop in 
the text and leave as a hypothesis for further examination. I 
will argue that some cultures choose, in general, to display 
one particular sign modality in preference to others. Specif
ically, I will argue that in Hindu India, iconicity is valued 
over symbolization, whereas in the modern West, the quest 
for indexical and symbolic signs is valorized. 

The Sign in Culture and Self 

Culture is the product of human beings' trafficking in 
signs, mainly symbols. It is public. It does not exist in 
peoples' heads as a structure or template to act by or live by. 
This much Geertz has argued quite eloquently (1973, 
chap. 1). The semeiotic position calls for much more. As 
Singer has argued in a recent paper (1980), a semeiotic 
perspective requires one to consider not only the signs of 
self but also the fact that the self is a sign or, if you prefer, a 
web of signification. It is easy for us to accept that the self is 
not an inert physical substance. Given the pervasiveness of 
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Cartesian thinking in our contemporary culture, however, 
it is very difficult for us to admit that the self is not a 
:'permanent Cartesian mental substance with the powers of 
mtrospection, intuition, and universal doubt which is dis
pelled by the unity of the 'I think' " (Singer 1980: 489). In 
other words, our positivist regime demands of us an admis
sion, overt or covert, that pure objectivity is possible, that 
universal and analytic categories are what they claim to be 
(Quine's seminal1960 essay notwithstanding) and that it is 
feasible for or even incumbent upon the anthropologist to 
divest himself of all nonanalytically supported mental bag
gage and approach the object of his study with an open and 
scientifically clean mind. 

Man himself is a sign. As a semeiotic sign or symbol he is 
not a closed, completed entity. He is ready and open to 
connect with, to enter into dialogical relationships with 
other selves and other signs; when he does so connect, he 
significantly reconstitutes himself. As a semeiotic sign he is 
never actual: he is always virtual. The following quotations 
from Peirce will make this point clear: 

We have already seen that every state of consciousness [is] 
an inference; so that life is but a sequence of inferences or a 
train of thought. At any instant then man is a thought, and 
as thought is a species of symbol, the general answer to the 
question what is man? is that he is a symbol. (7.583, quoted 
in Singer 1980: 487) 

Another statement most pertinent to our investigation of 
the cultural concept of the self in Tamil culture is Peirce's 
~xplication _of the dialogical conception of the self, a concep
tion to whiCh Ricoeur (1978) and Habermas (1979) return 
from different angles almost three-quarters of a century 
after Peirce. 

A person is not absolutely an individual. His thoughts are 
what he is II saying to himself, II that is, is saying to that other 
self that is just coming into life in the flow of time. When one 
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reasons, it is that critical self that one is trying to persuade; 
~ and all thought is whatever is a sign, and is mostly of the 

nature of language. The second thing to remember is that 
the man's circle of society (however widely or narrowly this 
phrase may be understood), is a sort of loosely compacted 
person, in some respects of higher rank than the person of 
an individual organism. (5.421) 

Or, as in Spivak's quotation from Proust: 

Tt was not one man only, but the steady advance hour after 
hour of an army in close formation, in which there ap
peared, according to the moment, impassioned men, indif
ferent men, jealous men .... In a composite man, those 
elements may, one by one, without our noticing it, be re
placed by others, which others again eliminate or reinforce, 
until in the end a change has been brought about which it 
would be impossible to conceive if we were a single person. 
(Derrida 1976: x) 

These understandings of the self are in far greater concor
dance with what Marriott finds to be true with respect to the 
concept of the person in India than is the dominant, perma
nantly integrated and bound Cartesian understanding of 
the self. Marriott finds the term individual to be a highly 
misleading one for an adequate understanding of the con
cept of the person. He considers "dividual" a far more apt 
characterization of the Hindu person (1976a). We shall 
return to this point time and again in the main text. 

The Anthropologist, the Informant, the Conversation 

A sign is never at rest; its dialogic structure makes this 
impossible. It is dynamic. The same is true of culture-as a 
web of signification it is one with the process of signification 
itself. Thus, culture ultimately is an open-ended process. 
This point may be best illustrated by Peirce's view on the 
process of reasoning, which for him is a form of semeiosis, a 
trafficking in thoughts, a trafficking in signs. 

Introduction 

Thus every reasoning involves another reasoning, which in 
its turn involves another, and so on ad infinitum. Every 
reasoning connects something that has just been learned 
with knowledge already acquired so that we thereby learn 
what has been unknown. It is thus that the present is so 
welded to what is just past as to render what is just coming 
about inevitable. The consciousness of the present, as the 
boundary between past and future, involves them both. 
Reasoning is a new experience which involves something 
old and something hitherto unknown. (7.536) 
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Reasoning, for the field-worker, entails a conversation 
with informants. This conversation is also the locus of the 
cultural process. Levi-Strauss went so far as to equate the 
craft of anthropology with this conversation: "For anthro
pology, which is a conversation of man with man, every
thing is symbol and sign, when it acts as intermediary 
between two subjects" (1966: 115). For Levi-Strauss, how
ever, this conversation is where the structure of culture, 
which is the structure of the mind writ large, is manifest. 
The preoccupation with the quest for structure is so hege
monical in Levi-Strauss's writings that a monologue and a 
monologic take the place of a truly dialogical conversation, 
except in Tristcs Tropiques (1974), where this quest is slightly 
relaxed and he finds man conversing with man. The sem
eiotic point, however, misses Levi-Strauss. His semeiology 
stops short of involving the interlocutors themselves as 
integral parts of the sign system, as interpretant signs. 

The conversation the anthropologist engages in is a 
special kind of conversation. To begin with, as I have 
already remarked, it is a conversation with informants. As 
Schneider made it clear over a decade ago (1968: 8-9), the 
anthropologist does not interact with respondents as do 
sociologists, or with patients as do psychologists. This 
much is easy for most anthropologists to accept. But many 
anthropologists still believe in "samples," helped along by 
low-level mathematical techniques in probability and statis
tics. Informants do not come in samples; they are largely 
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self-selective. They may not meet the criteria of statistical 
significance. How many Hitlers were there? How many 
Gandhis? Cultural anthropology, from a statistical point of 
view, is partial. It is partial toward those "natives" who 
allow the field-worker access to their web of signification, 
who extend him or her the opportunity to connect with it, 
even though by such generosity they are subjecting their 
web to signification to creative transformation. 

Yet the cultural anthropologist is not completely insensi
tive to the question of how representative an informant is of 
those among whom s/he lives and with whom s/he is most 
frequently involved in culture-making processes. Loquac
ity alone does not make an informant representative. For 
that matter, the conversation we have been referring to in V 
this chapter need not be and is not limited to a conversation 
in verbal signs alone. There are ways in which a sensitive/ 
anthropologist can and does evaluate consensus. 

For instance, the data in chapter 4 on sexuality are not the 
kind of data that can be obtained from the mouth of the 
average villager. As good fortune would have it, my infor
mant was able to self-select himself to draw me into a world 
that remains strictly private for most villagers. There were 
times when our discourse on matters of sexuality involved 
other villagers as well, who, as soon as they understood 
that I was comfortable in the web of signification that my 
main informant was spinning, participated in it, at times at 
a furious pace, throwing in a comment here, a refinement 
there, an objection somewhere else. I on my part would not 
always play the uninformed interrogator but used this 
opportunity to deploy in their midst the Arunta theory of 
procreation or the Trobriand notion of the "unimportance" 
of intercourse. Bemused skepticism and critical objections 
followed. Animated debate ensued. A cultural discourse 
was created. Whether or not the theory of sexuality that 
finally emerged-the "said" that I redeemed from the 
"saying" -was already there in their heads is irrelevant. Of 
interest is the fact that a cultural discourse was created, a 
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discourse in which more than a few interested members in 
the community became entangled-and entangled with 
ease. 
. The. positivist question likely to follow goes something 
hk~ this: Can we not go back and reconstruct a question
naire (a culturally sensitive one, of course, now that the 
discourse has been figured out) that confirms consensus in 
a reliable manner, perhaps along the lines of componential 
analysis or propositional analysis (D' Andrade 1976 has 
provided us with a paradigmatic one)? Apart from the fact 
that sensitive data proffered in informal discourse are often 
not elicitable through formal techniques, there is a more 
serious reservation with respect to such formal techniques, 
a reservation that is dimly prefigured in an early paper by 
David Schneider (1965), in which he gently critiques Good
enough's componential analysis of Yankee kinship. For a 
fu~le_r appreciation of the inadequacies of formal analysis of 
this Ilk, I refer the reader to two studies. One is a short and 
pithy paper by Michael Silverstein (1976) in which he takes 
on the tradition of semantico-referential grammarizing (of 
which cognitive anthropological theory and techniques are 
a part) and points out its inadequacies; the other is a more 
expansive study by Pierre Bourdieu (1972), which deals 
with the same issue in antipositivistic terms. 

In my own work the impotence of cognitive anthro
pological or propositional analytical techniques with re
spect to certain kinds of cultural data was brought to the 
fore with respect to the data of chapter 2. There I deal with 
two lexemic items that in the formal, lexicographical (or in 
Silverstein's terminology, the semantico-referential) mode 
were translated as "village." The two terms were con
sidered equivalent, if not synonymous. Keen observation 
of the context of their use, however, revealed that these two 
terms, iir, on the one hand, and kiriimam, on the other, 
concealed within them two entirely different and distinct 
symbolic systems. No amount of formal, cognitive anthro
pological techniques could have elicited this difference. 
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These terms were somewhat similar to Wharf's cryptotypic 
categories. The analytic point with respect to the positiv
istic penchant for fixing facts or opinions by means of 
formal techniques, such as propositional analysis, may be 
made by restating the essence of Silverstein's argument, 
forwarded in his 1976 paper. Silverstein refers to a seman
tico-referential grammar, which includes the transforma
tional generative grammar in linguistics and the cognitive 
anthropology and structuralism in anthropology. In these 
approaches the meaning of a message or a sign, 0, is taken 
to be a function of a semantico-referential grammar, G. This 
G is formal, its structure determinate and fixed. Silverstein 
shows, with countless and provocative examples, that such 
a theory of meaning is very inadequate. He argues instead 
for expanding meaning so as to make it the equivalent of a 
pragmatic grammar, G'. From a pragmatic point of view, 
0 = f(G') = f(G,x,y,z,l,t ... ), wherexisthespeaker,ythe 
hearer, z the audience, I the location of discourse, t the time 
of discourse, and so on. Clues to the subliminal pervasive
ness of a certain symbolic construct emerge when the 
researcher is willing and able to transcend a limited, seman
tico-referential grammatical perspective and open up to the 
constellation of a greater array of pragmatic variables. Such 
clues more often than not reside not in verbal symbols but 
in shifters or duplex signs (Jakobson 1957; Silverstein 1976) 
that are indexical, or in rhematic iconic qualisigns that may 
be betrayed in a gesture, a joke, or a preference for a sari of a 
certain color or a shirt of a certain material. Unfortunately 
there are rarely systematically or sequentially formulatable 
questions that can lead the investigator to these clues or to 
the underlying significance they rna y pot en tiall y reveal. It is 
a blessing to arrive at such a formulation, as I have done in 
chapter 2 with respect to the distinction between ur and 
kiramam. Even then, the formulation may not have applica
tion beyond the immediate problem and context. More 
often than not, one's second question will be determined by 
the first response. Such is the nature of a conversation; such 
the nature of dialogue. 
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The conversation of the anthropologist is special in yet 
another way. I have said earlier that the positivist believes 
that the researcher can and must divest himself or herself of 
his or her own presuppositions of the order of things, while 
the semeiotician maintains that such a task is impossible. 
Yet the craft of anthropology at its best requires the field
worker to relax his or her own symbolic constructs, to 
subject them to or prepare them for a process of disarticula
tion. In all his writings Victor Turner has shown us time and 
again how within a culture itself, liminal and liminoid 
processes loosen and disarticulate symbolic constructs of 
societies. The same ought to be true of fieldwork. Of course, 
different field-workers succeed to different degrees in this 
attempt at repose, and even the same field-worker is able to 
slacken the hold of his existing web of signification more 
successfully in one context than in another, even when 
among the same people. The hallmark of an anthropologist 
in the field is the willingness to try. Roy Wagner sees the 
whole matter thus: "Whether he knows it or not, and 
whether he intends it or not, his 'safe' act of making the 
strange familiar always makes the familiar a little bit 
strange. And the more familiar the strange becomes, the 
more and more strange the familiar will appear" (1981: 11). 

Culture making: A Creative Art 

If Geertz maintains, for whatever polemical reasons, that 
culture is not in people's heads (1973: 10) and if Schneider 
feels constrained to respond by asking rhetorically, If not in 
people's heads, then where else? (1976: 206), a genuinely 
semeiotic point of view will hold that culture is both inside 
and outside peoples' heads, in their past as well as in their 
present, and has implication for the future. It is to be located 
in the creative act of communicating. Wagner calls it "the 
invention of culture." The anthropologist "invents 'a cul
ture' for people and theyinvent'culture' for him" (1981: 11). 

The anthropologist's invention or creation is the result of 
two, or rather three, simultaneous activities. To begin with, 
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he concedes to the distinction and difference between his 
own culture and their culture. He also concedes to the fact 
that onlv a miniscule part of his cultural repertoire will be 
employ~d to initiate the "conversation" with the "native." 
One is reminded of Sapir's analogy relating language to an 
utterance or sentence, "It is somewhat as though a dynamo 
capable of generating enough power to run an ~levator 
were operated almost exclusively to feed an electnc door
bell" (1921: 14). Perhaps another analogy, another way of 
looking at the same process, will help. It is as if two gaseous 
planets whose veritable molecules were signs were dra:-vn 
together and were only capable of illuminating and be1~g 
illuminated by the sides that were mutually exposed, while 
the other parts, the greater parts, remained eclipsed in 
darkness, in disuse, bracketed away. This separation of the 
exposed from the unexposed, the illuminated from ~he 
hidden, the proffered from the reserved marks the first 
"conversation" -motivated activity. 

The second activity is marked by the deconstruction of 
the proffered, or presented, part. Given that our metaphor 
holds our planets to be gaseous and capable of interpene
tration, we shall also assume that they are capable of sub
stance exchanges and mutual transformations. In our 
semeiotic idiom we may say that there are certain webs of 
signification of the native into which we may sink with ease 
and form easy semeiotic links. Let's return to our planet 
metaphor, however. Insofar as the anthropologist presents 
a segment of his planet of signs, he does so (or ought to do 
so) with the willingness-even the wish-to see its decon
struction, a process that will be facilitated by the third 

activity. . 
This third activity entails the simultaneous presentation 

of the native's planet of signs. In this admixture both bodies 
are obviously going to undergo transformation. The trick, 
however (and this is where the issue of deference comes in), 
is to minimize the transformation of the native's planet and 
maximize that of one's own. The creation or invention that 
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the native presents as culture and the anthropologist inter- ~/ 

prets as a culture is precisely this area of admixture, this 
area of significant intercourse, this area brought together 
into mutual interpenetration in the communicative act, an 
act that is, as I have intimated in my definition of culture, a 
creative one, in which both anthropologist and infor
mant(s) are involved, but in which the creativitv of the 
informant(s) is given preeminence. ~ 

Now imagine our interpenetrating semeiotic planets 
slowly rotating, so that every cubic area of each planet is at 
one time or another commonly shared by both planets. 
This, after all, is something that ought to happen in the best 
of all possible worlds; every possible nook and cranny of the 
anthropologist's world is subjected to creative deconstruc
tion through a genuine communication and communion 
with that of the natives. We do not, however, live in the best 
of all possible worlds, even though there is no harm in 
trying to make our world into one. 

I must hasten to disabuse the reader who sees in this 
scheme "the myth of the chameleon worker, perfectly self
tuned to his exotic surroundings, a walking miracle of 
empathy, tact, patience, and cosmopolitanism" (Geertz 
1976: 222), even though I would not scoff as readily as 
Geertz does at those field-workers who are blessed with 
"more-than-normal capacities for ego effacement and fel
low feeling" (p. 236), provided that they are not mere pre
tensions. The problem with the myth, however, is that the 
chameleon, for all its extraordinary mimetic achievements, 
emerges finally with its identity intact. This feat, from a 
semeiotic standpoint, is an impossibility. 

In essence, what I have attempted to convey by this 
metaphor is the implication and import of that age-old, 
incomparable sine qua non of anthropological field method 
known as participant-observation. In these days of positiv
istic hyperbole, where grant applications provide special 
sections for listing techniques and even apparatus, the 
import of this apparently weatherworn hyphenated con-
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cept recedes to arcane recesses of a plan of study. My 
intention in this book is to restore the concept to its rightful 
place. 

1 intend as well to show that the hyphen that divides 
participation from observation is a stubborn one, an unre
lentingly vigilant sentry forever keeping the two apart. The 
best an anthropologist can hope for is that with every par
ticipatory experience s/he will have enhanced his or her 
observational understanding. 

I am not yet done with the metaphor, nor with the 
chameleon. Beyond experiencing and understanding, the 
anthropologist is called upon to tell his or her story to folks 
back home, to intellectuals and to academics and to those 
who simply enjoy reading anthropology. The story s/he 
tells them is a cultural account. This cultural account (I agree 
with Geertz) is an interpretive one. Now, the problem with 
going all native does not lie so much in this activity's 
pretensions to "more-than-normal capacities for ego efface
ment" or in claims to being a "walking miracle of empathy" 
but rather in that(the more native one becomes, the less of a 

'{ story one has to tell-or for that matter, the less need one 
will have to tell a story. 

Let me illustrate this point semeiotically. Interpretation is 
not unlike metaphor. Stated differently, interpretive possi
bility may be said to inhere in its metaphoric structure. I am 
fully aware-even painfully aware-of the unsettled and 
unsettling debate on what a metaphor is. I am going to have 
to pretend (and have the reader pretend with me) that all 
the controversy and refinement is mere impertinence (in 
every sense of that term) for our purpose at hand and that 
the following basic view of metaphor will suffice. (For the 
reader who insists on my taking a stand, let me say that I am 
broadly on the side of such metaphoricists as Ricoeur 
[1977], Max Black [1962], and Beardsley [1972] and am 
aware of the excellent alternatives that stand in opposition 
to these studies, those by John Searle [1979] and Donald 
Davidson [1978].) 

' 

I 
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Basic both to the structure and to the event of metaphor is 
th_e fa~t that ~n a metaphor two signs are involved. To begin 
With, m their premetaphoric representation they are dis
parate and belong to distinct significant contexts. In meta
phor the two signs are brought together because of some 
quality they share. That is, the two signs are partial icons of 
each other. When they are brought together in a metaphor, 
such as the line from T. S. Eliot's "Love Song of J. Alfred 
Prufrock" "Streets that follow like a tedious argument" or 
the phrase "Love is a red rose," they are icons of each other 
in that qualities are common to my love and a rose or to a 
particu_Iar kind of street and an argument. Complete iso
morphism, however, does not exist between the pairs of 
icons, for if that were the case, they would not be meta
phors. As in a Venn diagram, there is a shared semantic and 
sensory area and an area that is not shared. While the 
isomorphic attempts to create semantic and sensory homo
geneity, the anisomorphic reminds one of the referential 
heterogeneity. Furthermore, this anisomorphism reminds 
one of the icons' symbolic content. This ambiguating mix
ture of sense and representation (in Ricoeur [1978], Ferge's 
opposition between Sinn and Vorstellung), however, directs 
one's attention to it-a mechanism that gives it metaphoric 
force. This attention-directing function is predominantly 
indexical. 

If we move back to our metaphor of the interpenetrating 
planets, there likewise we find iconicity as well as anicon
icity; and it is this duality that makes an anthropological 
account possible, and this anthropological account or inter
pretive product is structurally, as well as in terms of Sinn 
and Vorstellung, metaphoric. 

Nor am I done with the chameleon: Metaphors are iconic 
Thirds in that the convention or symbolic function inherent 
in the metaphor is quite evident. An image or a statue, in 
contrast, is an iconic Second. Its iconicity is more dominant 
than in the case of the metaphor. Its separation from its 
object, however-ergo its contiguity with it (in reality or in 
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the mind)-remains apparent, and hence its indexical func
tion is conspicuous. Enter our chameleon, a splendid ex
ample of an iconic First. In the case of protective col?ration 
in nature, the representation (the color of the ammal or 
plant) blends in so perfectly with the background, its icon
icity reaching a hue of such perfection, that it masks all 
rather than conveys any information (Deacon 1978). The 
case of the field-worker gone all native is no different. A 
cultural account is by definition an interpretive account, 
and as an interpretive account it must be capable of convey
ing information even as a metaphor does. 

Interpretation entails a movement, a movement that 
brings the interpretive subject and the interpretive object 
together into partial coalescence. The movement, however, 
as I have indicated elsewhere (Daniel1983a), can take place 
in two ways. On the one hand, the anthropologist can draw 
the interpretive subject to himself with barely a movement 
on his part. The proverbial armchair anthropologist bel~ngs 
to this kind, and so, I am afraid, do the structurahsts, 
among others. 14 In some instances, we may say with retro
spective wisdom, arrogation of native categories has been 
so extreme and complete that situations of iconic Firstness 
were created with hardly anything left worth calling inter
pretation. On the other hand, the anthropo~ogist ~an c?n
sciously move toward the interpreti:e subject, dives~ng 
himself or herself, in the move, of his or her own native 
symbolic constructs. The latter is clearly t~e prefer_red,_ no~
ethnocentric movement. However, nonmformatlve 1Comc 
Firstness achieved in this direction is not desirable either. I 
believe this is where ethnosociology and interpretive an
thropology part ways. 

1•Notable exceptions are to be found in applications of structuralism by those 
studying aspects of their own culture. In such instances we see a de facto 
incorporation of a cultural interpretant into the analys1s. I thmk here of Rolan~ 
Barthes's Mythologies (1972} and Veena Das's_p_3J:§91gm~.~QLtb..d2hq::::a
ranya Purana and the Grihyasutra in tneir pragmatic contextsS1977). 

Introduction 
53 

. Th~re ha:e been several criticisms of ethnosociology 
smce It was f_Irst formulated in several working papers in the 
early seventies and found its first attempted application in 
~onal~ Inden's Ph. D. dissertation (1972, revised and pub
lished m 1976). The first programmatic statement on ethno
sociology was presented in 1973 at the Ninth International 
Congress of the Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences 
?Y M~Kim Marriott, revised and published in the same year 
m which Ronald Inden's dissertation was published (1976). 
The unsurpassed essay on the caste system by the same 
authors appeared in print in the 1974 edition of the 
Encyclopaedi~ B:itannica, intended, I presume, to be yet 
anoth~r apphcahon of the ethnosociological method. In 
1976~ m a res~onse to a critical letter in the Journal of Asian 
Studies, Marnott, after defending his ethnosociology, 
recommended, "[It] would not be a bad objective for [West
ern social scientists] to make themselves-the knowers
somewhat like those South Asian objects that they would 
make known" (1976b: 195). Marriott, admirably and with 
gallant_r~, has attempted to turn things around. Enough of 
Webenzmg and Durkheimizing Indian ethnological data. 
~ow ~bout Manuizing and Paninizing Western culture, 
mcludmg the culture of science, for a change? 

There have been several critical evaluations of ethno
sociology, T_r_aut111an's (1980) and Good's (1982) being the 
latest. Even though their criticisms make sobering and con
structive contributions, Trautman, implicitly, and Good, 
explicitly, miss the crucial, critical point. The issue is not 
whether one is able to locate the distinctive features of a 
culture via componential analysis or some such formal 
technique, or whether the application of generalized social 
systems theory conforms to the rigors of analyticity, or 
whether ethnosociological theory, by being no less cultur
ally constituted than the classical Hindu lawbook Manu
dharmasiistra, falls short of the exacting standards of a uni
versal model. The issue is rather that anthropology and 
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sociology are part of Western man's concerns and are 
constituted of Westerncuiturai symbols. Regardless of how 
much we may ethnocize anthropological theory, anthro
pology will be part of the Western or westernized intellec
tual's symbolic system. When I was a schoolboy, the school 
was very "British," even though it was in Sri Lanka (then 
Ceylon). As good former British subjects, we were sup
posed to have a thing called a hobby. It was suppose~ to 
help one find a job later in life. We collected butterfl~es, 
stamps, and labels of jam tins imported from S?uth Afnca. 
A boy in my neighborhood who went to a Hmdu scho?l 
collected empty bottles and newspapers. That was his 
hobby, but he did not know it. He sold them and shared the 
money with his mother. He is now the owner of the local 
soda company. As for hobby qua hobby-this has yet to 
take root in Sri Lankan culture; the neighborhood boy's 
activities failed to connect with the web of significations we 
were part of. The same goes for anthropology and sociol
ogy; and I dare say that nuclear physics is fa~ more at home 
in South Asia than is social science. The desire and need to 
study other peoples and to invent other cultures wit~ them 
remains a preoccupation of Western man. Ethnosocwlogy, 
in the full sense intended by Marriott, is an anachronism. 

This leads me to yet another point, that ofunderstanding 
a culture in its own terms. This is a noble goal and must be 
pursued by what I have already characterized as a concerted 
move toward the interpretive subject and by deference to 
the creative input of the native. This goal, however, cannot 
be pursued to its limit. It must stop short o~ iconic ~ir_stness 
if the integrity of anthropology is to be retamed; or If It does 
reach that stage, there must be a way to retreat a bit so as to 
restore metaphoric potentiality and interpretive possibili_ty. 
Thus, to be meaningful, an ethnosociology must defme 
itself paradoxically: as hoping to reach a goal it hopes never 
to reach. 

I for one doubt that the ideal state of iconic Firstness can 
be ~eached~ Traces of one's own symbolic constructs will 
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remain. In chapter 71 have recorded my experience of a 
pilgrimage that I undertook with seven fellow villagers. The 
~xperience was so intense, physically and emotionally try
mg, that I found it increasingly difficult to get out of the 
participating side of the hyphenated concept participant
observation, onto the observational side. At times I thought 
my merger was going to be complete. Even during mo
ments of greatest emotional and physical consummation, 
however, traces of my past remained, so that I was only 
afforded traces of what I was after. ts 

There is one more term in my definition of culture which I 
have yet to deal with. It is the "misspelled" word also 
borrowed from Jacques Derrida, differance. I shall defer its 
analysis until the end of this study, the more appropriate 
context for such an undertaking. 

In dedicating this introduction to those who read intro
ductions, I have attempted to pass on to the reader the 
burden of deciding whether this should be first or after
ward. (Not a very responsible thing to do, I grant you.) In 
fact, I ought to have dedicated this to the two groups of 
readers of the text in its introduction-free, prepublished, 
manuscript version: one group commending me for not 
spoiling the reading experience with an introduction and 
in~tead plunging the reader headfirst into ethnographic 
thickness, the other group urging me, for clarity's sake and 
for the sake of those twice removed from the Chicago jati of 
anthropology, to write such an introduction. Furthermore, 
this section, not unlike most introductions, is a fiction 
insofar as it pretends to have been written prior to the 
writing of the text-when in fact it was written after the 

151 use the term trace in the sense that Jacques Derrida has used it. "Derrida ... 
gives the name 'trace' to the part played by the radically other within the structure 
of difference that is the sign. (I stick to 'trace' ... because it 'looks the same' as 
Derrida's word; the reader must remind himself of at least the track, even the 
spoor, contained within the French word.) Derrida's trace is the mark of the 
absence of a presence, an always already-absent present, of the lack at the origin 
that IS a condition of thought and experience" (from the translator's preface to Of 
Grammatology by Jacques Derrida, 1976: xvii). 
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reading of it (see G. C. Spivak in Derrida 1976: x). Beari~g 
this in mind, for the conscientious reader who has read this 
as an introduction, I leave these words paraphrased from 
Hegel: Don't take me seriously in an int~oducti~n. The re~l 
anthropological work is what I have JUSt wntten, Fluzd 
Signs: Being a Person the Tamil Way. And if! speak to you 
outside of what I have written, these margmal comments 
cannot have the value of the work itself. Don't take intro
ductions seriously. The introduction announces a proj~ct, 
and a project is nothing unless it is realized (from Dernda 
1976: x). For those who have read this after reading the text, 
I would like to leave you with the following: Having read 
the text and then the introduction, you realize that I have 
written sous rature, which Spivak has translated from Der
rida's original as writing "under erasure": "This is to wr~te a 
word cross it out, and then print both word and deletion. 
(Sine~ the word is inaccurate, it is crossed out. Since it is 
necessary, it remains legible.) To [adapt] an example fr~m 
Derrida ... : ' ... the sign)S.-that ill-namedll::tiRg ... which 
escapes the instituting question of [anthropology] ... ' " 
(Derrida 1976: xiv). 

Such is the nature of culture. Such is the nature of 
interpretation. 

About This Research 

The field data on which this study is based was gathered 
between March 1975 and September 1976, when my wife 
and I carried out anthropological field research in the village 
of Kalappur (a pseudonym). Kalappiir means. "place of 
mixed substances." This village with a population of over 
two thousand persons is located in the South Indi~n st~te of 
Tamil Nadu, twenty-three miles northeast of Tiruchirap
palli. Supplementary data were gathered from signific~nt 
informants in Sri Lanka during the three months precedmg 
our stay in India and the two months after we left India. 
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Following customary ethnographic practice, the names of 
informants provided in this book are, in all instances, not 
the actual names. Pseudonyms have been attached to in
formants whose identity I have found it discreet to conceal. 

. Since what follows is an interpretive account, it is only 
fmr to offer the reader some significant biographical data. I 
am a native .Tamil speaker, born in the Sinhalese-speaking 
south of Sn Lanka to a South Indian Tamil father who 
cha~ge? his name from something divine to something 
danng m order to marry my mother, a Sri Lankan Anglican 
whose mother tongue was English. My father's English was 
poor, his Sinhalese ineffective; my mother's Tamil was 
excruciating, her Sinhalese reserved for the servants. (They 
have been married for almost half a century.) For me, at 
least, anthropologizing began early. 



PART I 
Toward 

Compatibility 



2 
An Ur Known 

On a Sunday morning two weeks after my wife and I had 
settled in the village of Kalappiir, the humdrum pace of 
village life was startled by the arrival of a chauffeur-driven 
Mercedes-Benz. From the brilliantly polished limousine 
emerged a conspicuously wealthy and cosmopolitan-look
ing gentleman. Villagers hastened to inform me that this 
gentleman was an Aru Nattu VeHala (henceforth ANV) 
businessman from Malaysia who prided himself on having 
had the distinction of being the first ANV to go to college. I 
was also told that when this gentleman's father first arrived 
in Malaysia at the turn of the century, he did so as a laborer 
looking for work on one of the many rubber plantations of 
that country. A series of successes propelled him from 
poverty to plenty within a decade. 

I was later to learn from the distinguished "visitor" him
self the purpose of his visit. He did come to see his ancestral 
lands. More important, however, he came to make arrange
ments with one of his kinsmen, a distant "cousin" and 
caretaker of his property in Kalappiir, for the proposed 
arrival and six-month stay of his son in the village. I asked 
the gentleman why he felt so strongly that his son must not 
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merely visit the village but live in it for a number of months. 
In response to my question, he recalled his own life. 

He grew up in a traditional family in Kuala Lumpur. His 
father, even though wealthy, never gave up his vc~ti for 
trousers nor did the family eat at a table but sat on a mat and 
ate from banana leaves. 1 "Rich and poor ANYs were in and 
out of our house, reminding me in so many ways that I was 
one of them, an ANY," he recalled. By the time he was 
ready to go to college to England, he had no doubt about 
what it was to be an ANY -or so he thought. However, 
prior to leaving for England, his father insisted that he go to 
his ancestral village (con ta ur) and live on its soil for four 
months. At that time he despised the very idea and had 
heard enough stories about the village to despise it as well. 
Yet he had no choice but to comply with his father's wishes. 
With that air characteristic of men wisened by experience 
and age, the gentleman from Kuala Lumpur told me, "Now 
I know that it was only during those four months in Kalap
pur that I came to know who I am and what it is really to be 
an ANY." When I questioned him as to how exactly he 
acquired this knowledge, he told me that he had done so 
"by bathing at the village well, drinking its water, and 
eating the rice that grows in the fields of Kalappur." Then 
he emphasized, " ... to know who I am, I had to get to 
know the soil of this village (ur) which is, after all, a part of 
me." 

He also maintained that his business acumen became 
suddenly sharpened after he had spent this period in the 
village (fir). 2 He concluded his narrative by saying: "If this 
was so important for me, you can imagine how much more 
important it is for my son. He wears trousers and thinks 

1A ve~ti is a lower garment worn by Tamil men. Trousers are a mark of 
westernization. 

2ANVs as a jMi are believed to excel in business acumen, which is strengthened 
when they reside in the ancestral villages of their jati. This point will be discussed 
in greater detail later. 
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that he is Chinese or some such thing. 3 All that he knows of 
India is Bombay, if you can call that India. He will be a 
miserable failure in life if he does not return to his village 
[ iir]." 

After~ meal of rice harvested from the fields of Kalappur 
and a dnnk of water from the village well, the gentleman 
sped away in his limousine. Even before the dust settled on 
the tracks, I realized that I needed to know much more than 
I already knew about this entity known as the ur. The task 
wa~ ~ot eas~, because of the obstacles placed in the way of 
arnvmg at Its essential, pragmatic meaning (Silverstein 
1976: 11-15), which also happened to be cryptotypic 
(Who~f 1956: 105); a task continually frustrated by the ob
fuscation created by the more readily proffered semantico
referential meaning (Silverstein 1976). What follows is 
essentially a report of my attempt to understand the mean
ing of ur in all its vicissitudes. 

One of the most important relationships to a Tamil is that 
which exists between a person and the soil of his ur. To 
u~derstand this relationship, we must begin with an anal
ysts o~ the meaning of this spatia/territorial concept in both 
Its lexiCal context as well as in its use. At the outset, it must 
be said that the term iir can by no means be easily defined, 
but perhaps the closest approximate definition would be, a 
named territory that is (1) inhabited by human beings who 
are believed to share in the substance of the soil of that 
te~ritory,. and (2) a territory to which a Tamil cognitively 
onents htmself at any given time. 

Let me take up part two of this working definition first. It 
implies a shifting and contextual use of the word ur. For 
example, in the common question, "Are you going to the 
ur?" th~ u~ in question could be the neighboring village, 
town, dtstnct, state, or country. It is the place immediately 

3 
An allusion to the fact that his son keeps the company of westernized Chinese 

and Sri Lankan friends in Malaysia and does not interact extensively with mem
bers of his own caste or even fellow Indian Tamils. 
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relevant to the person in terms of his current travel plans. 
To clarify the context of this usage of ur, let me elaborate 
with an example. 

Jn Tamil Nadu, to ask someone the directly phrased 
question, "Where are you going?" is not only rude but also 
casts a pall of inauspiciousness over the proposed journey. 
The question would be especially ominious as well as rude if 
it were to be asked of an elder, or one "full of mariyatai."4 

The sense or meaning of the question itself is not rude and 
inauspicious. Rather, the syntax is malefic. It has some
thing more than "illocutionary force" (Austin 1962: 145); it 
is the negative counterpart of a good mantra; it is efficacious 
black magic. Since the syntax is criticaC the same question 
may be asked quite inoffensively if rephrased. A common 
alternate and acceptable formulation of the question is, 
II Are you going to the ur?" 

The residents of Kalappur know where a given fellow 
villager or group of fellow villagers is likely to go when 
setting out. Ramasamy makes his weekly visits to the taluk 
headquarters every Wednesday; Kandia goes to the market 
in the district capital every Friday to buy provisions for his 
village shop; the piicari, 5 when dressed in a bleached ve~ti 
and shirt with a shawl across his shoulder, goes to the taluk 
courthouse because he is invariably involved in one litiga
tion or another; Palanisamy and his friends, when dressed 
up in their colored Terri-Cotton shirts and white ve~~is, are 
on their way for an evening at the movies in the neighboring 
town of Maraiyur. So the question "Are you going to the 
ur?" addressed to any one or more villagers whose habits 
are known is quite often a way of confirming what one 

4 Mariyiitai means respect or honor. Not only do human persons as well as 
divine persons possess mariyatai, but in any hierarchical encounter, the lower
ranked person must "give" or "do" mariyatai to the higher-ranking one. Highly 
detailed and pragmatically rich studies of this concept are to be found in Ap
padurai and Breckenridge 1976 and Dirks (forthcoming). 

5A non-Brahmin temple priest. In Kalappur the pucari was a wealthy ANV 
landlord and leader of one of the two main village factions. 
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already suspects. A simple yes as a response helps confirm 
t~e hunch and satisfy curiosity. In such instances the ques
tion may even be only another way of a person's saying 
hello to another or a way of making a courteous comment or 
inviting participation in small talk. 

There are times, however, when the questioner, X, will 
not ha~e a clue where the other, Y, is going because the time 
at which Y happens to be leaving the village is not in 
k~eping with his habits (for example, if Palanisamy and his 
~nends were to wait for the bus in the morning rather than 
m th~ evening) or Y is dressed in a special way or is carrying 
a s_mtcase that he ordinarily does not carry or, like the 
resident anthropologist, Y has erratic travel habits-he 
could be going to Tiruchy Town, the state capital in Madras, 
t~ the neighboring state of Kerala, or merely to the adjacent 
~Illage to attend the twenty-sixth wedding of the season. In 
msta1_1ces such as these, the "ur" contained in the question 
remams unknown and hence the query "Are you going to 
the_ur?" calls for more than a yes response. It becomes only 
polite for Y. to specify his destination, thereby answering 
the underlymg question, "Where are you going?" 
. ~he followi~g d~alogue illustrates the difficulty in trying 
mdirectly to pmpomt the particular referent of the term ur; it 
a~s? highligh~ the idiocentric or the person-centered defi
mtion of i"ir. Ur can and does vary according to any given 
person's changing spatial orientation. 

On this particular occasion I was walking down the street 
toward the bus stand with my red shoulder bag containing 
my tape recorder. I was startled by the question that came 
from behind a shady tree, "Are you going to the ur?" It was 
Sadaya Kavu.r:ttan (henceforth S), a man whose smile I 
would describe as cherublike if it weren't for the red betel
leaf stain on his teeth. 

Anthropol~gist (henceforth A): Yes. [Now ur, given the 
unpr~dictable travel habits of the anthropologist, could 
conceivably refer here to the center of the village 
another village, the town, or to any other place.] ' 
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S: Seems like you are off to Tiruchy? 

A: No. 

Tmuard Compatibility 

S: I don't see the lady [the anthropologist's wife] with you. 

A: She is at home. 

S: So you couldn't be gone for too long. You'll be back 
tonight, won't you? 

A: I think so. 

S: I hear that there is a wedding in VeHa!Ur [a neighboring 
village]. 

A: Is that so? 

S: Are you going to it? 

A: No. 

S: Then it must be some other wedding. 

A: No, I am not going to a wedding. I am jus~ going [c~mma 
p6rcn, a common Tamil expression that IS semantically 
vacuous because of its over inflated polysemy]. 

S: Seems like Sir doesn't want to tell me where you are 
going. You can trust me. 

A: I trust you. What is so bad about telling you where I am 
going? 

S: Then tell me, won't you? 

A: What? 

S: [Laughing] Alright. Go and come. 

A: Goodbye. 

S: Alright. Goodbye. [after I had walk~d a few feet further 
down the road, shouting from behmd me:] The buses 
don't run today. So wherever you are going it will h~ve 
to be within the ur [i.e., within the village of Kalappur]. 
Of course, if you tell me where you wish to.go, I cou~d 
take you on my bicycle to the bus stand m :rarattur 
[another village closer to the main road, three miles from 
Kalappur]. 

An Ur Known 

A: No, J am just going to the center of the village. 

S: That's what I thought. Go and come. They say that the 
bus might come after all. 
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In some contexts, the meaning of ur overlaps with the 
English word !rome. Thus, when a Tamil asks the question 
of a stranger, "What is your ur?" he is really asking, "Where 
is your home?" As in the case of the English word home, the 
contextually determined speech event will determine the 
response. Thus, if a Tamil is asked this question when he is 
in Sri Lanka, he will reply that his ur is India. If he is in 
Kerala, he will reply, "Tamil Nadu," and if in some part of 
Tamil Nadu itself, he will refer to the district, neighboring 
town, or to his particular village. 

Tamils also distinguish between the ur that is merely 
one's current residence or home and the ur that is one's real 
home (conta ur), that is, the place whose soil is most com
patible with oneself and with one's ancestors. Thus, even to 
second-generation Sri Lankan Tamils, the Indian village of 
Kalappur is still their conta ur, since it is the ur most suited 
to their bodily substance. 

One invariably encounters one or more castes in any 
given ur which have lived in that ur for many generations. 
Yet members of those castes maintain that this ur of their 
domicile has soil incompatible with their caste and that is 
only compatible with certain other castes, the dominant 
caste in particular. The ur whose soil is compatible with 
their own caste, that is, their conta ur, they claim to be in 
some other place sometimes so distant in space and time as 
to be more ideal than real; an ur with which no contact 
whatsoever has been made in a great many years and an ur 
in which none of their fellow caste members remain. Such is 
the case with the Brahmins of Kalappur, who view Kalap
pur as the ur of their kinsmen for a number of generations 
but not as their conta ur, which could only be a land with 
"sweet" soil, land preferably given to them by a king or 
wealthy benefactor. 
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In the same caste (jati) there may be further generic 
subdivisions, such as k(Jttiram, vakaiyarii (variously defined 
lineages or clans), that may claim different territories for 

their conta ur. 
While any named territory whose soil proves to be most 

compatible with a given genus of human beings becomes 
their conta ur, the fact that any territory whatsoever that 
may be more or less compatible with one or more human 
generic units qualifies for the st~tu:' of ur makes th~ r~~er
ential possibilities of ur almost limitless. The only _hmihng 
factor that sufficiently narrows the word's referential focus 
to facilitate its meaningful use in speech is the fact that ur, 
an e.xternalspace, is defined person-centrically, in terms of 
its relevance to a given ego rather than in terms of a purely 
semantic category that refers to a bounded territory com
mon to all Tamils at all times and in all places. 

This proclivity to define space person-cent~ically i~ als_o 
evident in the contextual usage of the term natu, whiCh IS 

ordinarily glossed as "country." When a Tamil sp~aks of his 
natu, he may, according to the context, be refernn~ to the 
whole of India, to the state of Tamil Nadu, to the tern tory of 
the ancient Tamil dynasties (e.g., Cola Natu, Cera Natu, 
etc.), to the area that is his immediate locale (e.g., Konku 
Natu-Beck 1972: 19), or even to a handful of ancestral 
vill~ges such as the Aru Natus (six villages), ~hich co~sti
tute the homeland or "country" of the Aru Nattu VeHalars 
(ANVs). In order to determine the referent of natu it is 
necessary, as in the case of ur, to figure out ~hat '~country" 
the speaker is referring to in that context. His spatial as well 
as cognitive orientation-what he at that moment ch?oses 
to call his country-determines the contextual meamng of 

natu. 
Not all Tamil spatial terms are, however, of this person-

centric type. In marked contrast to the terms niitu a~d ii~ a:e 
the terms tecam and kiriimam, which are of Sansknt ongm 
and which refer to nation/country and village, respectively. 
Both terms refer to bounded, standard, universally ac-
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cepted, and constant spatial units. The government deter
mines what is a tecam and a kiramam, and it is the same for 
everyone. There is no contextual variation in the use of 
these terms. 

A Tamil's first encounter with the term tecam (from Skt. 
deslz) most probably is during his first school lesson in 
geography, in which context tecam refers to country or 
nation. This primary geographico-political meaning of 
tecam remains uppermost in his mind throughout life. 
Many of the older villagers I spoke to, in particular the older 
women who had never attended school, never used the 
word tecam, and several of them did not know what the 
word meant. 

The national anthem of India is referred to as the tkikap~ 
piital, and maps are called tecikappatam. South Indians who 
used to listen to the Tamil channel of Radio Ceylon (now the 
Sri Lanka Broadcasting Corporation) have heard the station 
identify itself as "ilankai vanoli tecika [from tecam] oli
parappu." Those who read the newspapers and listen to All 
India Radio encounter the word tecam in connection with 
many of the national programs and plays. 

The word tecam is by and large a political concept, and for 
those who are not interested in national politics (as is the 
case with most villagers in Tamil Nadu), tecam remains 
abstract and affectively distant. As one informant phrased 
it, "tecam belongs to the government, and the government 
is in Delhi" ("tecam aracankatti cerntatu, aracankam tilliyai 
o2rntatu"). 

The word kiramam is similarly abstract and distant. It 
refers to the revenue village and thus to a political unit 
created for the purpose of taxation and the organization of 
local government (panchiiyat ). A kiramam is under the 
jurisdiction of the taluk ("county"), which is governed by 
the district, then by the state, and ultimately by the national 
government. 

The differing concepts underlying the Sanskrit terms 
ti'cam and kiriimam and the Tamil terms niitu and iir can best 
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be clarified by the simple process of asking a Tamil, "What 
is your x?"; where x stands for either tecam or kira~am, 
only one answer is possible for a Tamil. In the c~s~ of tecam, 
the answer will be India, and in the case of klramam, the 
respondent will give you the name of his revenue village. 
When, however, the question is, "What is your natu?" the 
respondent can specify any place that to_ him a~ that 
moment strikes him as his country, whether It be Ind1a as a 
whole or the cluster of villages to one side or the other of the 
river in his village locale. (For example, for ANVs the vil
lages east of the Ayyar River are called Kira Natu [Easte_rn 
Natu], and those to the west of the river are called Mela 
Natu [Western Natu]. This classification is relevant to and 
known only by ANVs.) If x stands for iir, the answer could 
range from a foreign country to the person's own natal 

village. . . 
In short, tecanz and kiriimam are terms whose meanmg IS 

relatively context free, universal, and fixed, w~ereas n~tu 
and iir are person-centric terms that derive their meamng 
from the contextually shifting spatial orientation of the 

person. . . . . 
This person-centric definition of space ISm keepmg w~th 

the person::<::~!ltric: __ Qrien!i:!QQ.~~f._!i~~lture. For_ m
stan'ce, there is no dharma (code for conduct), no umt of 
time no food or soil that is moral or good for all persons. 
Eve~ as moral laws are not universal and vary according to 
jati, stage of life, individual life circun:stances, and so on, so 
there is no universal rule for what kmds of foods are most 
compatible with all people. Minimally transacting castes

6 

6Th is terminology derives from Marriott's (1976) fourfold classification of trans
actional strategies typical of different jatis as well as from persons as observed m 

South Asian culture: 
a Minimal transactors are those who prefer whenever possible to refrain from 

. giving as well as receiving. To the extent that they do transact, they limit 
such transactions to relatively highly integrated substances-money, pre
cious metal, raw food-as opposed to highly particulating substances, such 
as cooked food or water. Vaisyas, goldsmiths, are minimal transactors, for 

example. 
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find "cooling" foods more compatible, whereas maximally 
transacting castes favor "heating" foods. Even within a 
caste, however, there is variation. Thus, a particular Acari 
(minimally transacting caste) may find the traditionally 
cooling diet of his caste incompatible with his particular 
bodily substance. He may, therefore, have to resort to more 
heating foods. Even in the classification of foods as either 
hot or cold there is individual variation. For example, 
Sunther, the son of one of the wealthier ANV landlords of 
Kalappiir, has been unable to drink milk from the age of 
four, probably due to the absence of lactase in his system. 
Consequently, his mother has decided that cow's milk is 
too hot for him, although ordinarily milk is considered to be 
a cold food. 

This person-specific view of reality is, of course, in keep
ing with the Hindu's underlying understanding of sub
stance and the rules for its proper mixing. Because each 
person has a uniquely proportioned composite substance, 
in his search for equilibrium he must observe unique codes 
for determining what substance is compatible with his 
bodily substance. Considerable effort is expended by the 
person in determining just what external combinations will 
suit him best-what time (according to astrology) will be 
most auspicious, for example. The Hindu is, in short, well 
accustomed to a very idiosyncratic definition of what is 
moral, what is compatible, what is relevant, and so on. This 
is not to suggest that there are no universal cultural prem
ises underlying his search for compatible actions and rela
tionships but that as a uniquely constituted, internally com
posite entity, he is vulnerable, as is any other composite 

b. Maximal transactors are those who both give and receive relatively freely. 
Examples are K~atriyas, ANVs. , · 

c. Optimal transactors (Brahmins, for example) give but shy away from 
receiving. 

d. Pessimal transactors, willingly or otherwise, end up receiving far more than 
they give. What they do give, if anyone would receive, is limited to sub
stances of high integrity that do not easily particulate. Untouchables are 
pessimal transactors. 
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substance, to the unique conditions of place, time, and 
other equally vulnerable substances with which he comes in 
contact. For this reason he must find what is suited to him 
and his unique essence at any given moment in time and 
position in space. It is, therefore, not a: al~ o_dd forth~ Tamil 
to readily accept a very person-centnc, IdiOsyncratic, and 
shifting definition of space. Space, like time and dharma, is 
meaningful only in its relationship to particular places and 
at particular times. (See also the person-centric use of the 
term iitm~tta-svajana "one's own people," Inden and 
Nicholas 1977.) 

Another and equally illumining aspect of Tamil spatial 
concepts can be learned from examining the Tamil's percep
tion of boundaries. Freed from context and forced into a 
semantic slot or a lexicographic gloss, ur and kiramam 
may be misleadingly represented by native informants as 
semantically isomorphic and mutually substitutable in use. 
However, the fact that this isomorphism is apparent but 
not real becomes evident when one turns to the task of 
discovering boundaries for urs and kiramams. I was to 
strike upon this significant distinguishing marker by acci
dent at first. Subsequently, however, I was able to devise a 
mini-experiment of sorts in order to systematically tease out 
the differences between ur and kiramam in terms of the 
boundary concept. To begin, let us consider the following 

example. 
If you were to show a villager a map of Kalappur and ask 

him to point to the kirt1rna ellai ("boundary"), he would 
describe with his finger the village boundary line as indi
cated on the map. He would be able to tell you that this 
"line" divides the territory that bears the name Kalappur 
from the territory that does not. If you were to ask the same 
villager at the same time, displaying the same map, to show 
you the (ir ellai, he would most likely be somewhat annoyed 
at your naivete-if not stupidity-and tell you, "Why, the 
kirama ellai and the ur ellai are the same!" 
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Even with no map before us, when I have asked infor
mants whether ur ellai and kirama ellai are the same, they 
have assured me that the answer is obviously yes. Yet I was 
to strike upon the difference between the terms, quite by 
chance, in a conversation with Ponnambalam, an ANY 
landowner of Kalappur. The previous evening we had dis
cussed various subjects related to the ur ellai of Kalappur. 
Our discussion had centered mainly on the guardian deity 
whose pativu ("stone representation") was located on the 
southern edge of the village. Ponnambalam described to me 
in detail the nightly rounds the deity made; the festival and 
sacrifices performed for this deity once in every five or six 
years; the danger of crossing the ur ellai at midnight for fear 
of being attacked by this guardian deity; and so on. That 
night Ponnambalam left my house after I had obtained a 
promise from him to accompany me to the ur ellai some 
time that week. The next morning I met him in the center of 
the village and asked him if he had the time to take me to the 
village boundary. The critical twist to my question was that 
I asked him to show me the kirama ellai and not the ur ellai 
(at that time I had assumed the semantic equivalence of the 
two terms). To my surprise, Ponnambalam begged ignor
ance and told me that I would be wiser to contact the village 
accountant or the government surveyor, who visits the 
village quite often, if I wished to see the kirama ellai. I 
hastened to remind him that only the previous night he had 
told me that he could and would show me the kirama ellai. 
R~call beamed on his face, and he said, "Oh, you mean you 
Wish to see the ur ellai. Why didn't you say so? Come, let us 
go right away." Thus saying, he led me to the southern 
edge of the village to see the pativu of Karuppu Sami, the 
guardian deitv. 

The distinction between ur and kiramam may be arrived 
at in yet another way. During my fieldwork, I often asked 
villagers to draw me the map of the village. Three types of 
maps resulted from the experiment. When asked to draw a 
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kin1mam map, informants frequently responded with hesi
tation and would tell me, "Why, you can get that [i.e., a 
kiriimappatam] from the village accountant or the munsif 
[village policeman]." Those who did agree t? draw one 
invariably began by drawing a linear boundary m the shape 
of a square, rectangle, circle, or other less re?u~arly shap~d 
enclosing form. They then proceeded to fill m the mam 
roads, houses, temples, and so on in the interior of the 
village. They would also occasionally label the villages that 
surround Kalappur. These maps I labeled type-one maps. 

When villagers were asked to draw ur maps, they were 
considerably less hesitant to do so, already hinting at a 
conceptual distinction between the terms iir and kiriimam, 
which are prima facie equivalents. There were no su~ges
tions that such a map could be obtained from more rehable 
sources, such as the surveyor or the munsif. The maps 
drawn in response to this request were of two types. In both 
cases the drawing began not with the periphery of the 
village but at its center, with the noting of the important 
places, such as the temple, the priest's h?use, t.he cross
roads, and so on. Only then did attention shtft to the 
periphery. All the respondents took great care .to mark the 
shrines of the sentinel deities, the points at whiCh roads or 
the village stream enters the village, and the haunted 
tamarind trees that dot the edge of the village. The only 
variation in the maps was that some informants drew a 
linear boundary line around the ur, whereas others did not. 
I labeled the ur maps with boundary lines type two, and the 
ur maps without boundary lines type three. 

In order to (1) tease out the underlying conceptual differ
ences between kiramam and ur through examining the way 
in which contextual reference to the terms affected their 
use, and (2) to discover whether the boundary line is essen
tial to an ur map, and more significant, whether a boundary 
is essential for an ur, I conducted the following experiment. 

I gave map drawers of all three types one of the. f~llowin~ 
two instructions. Instruction (1) was "show the ktrama ella1 

I 
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first, and then the ur ellai." Instruction (2) was, show me 
the ur ellai first, and then the kirama ellai. The following 
results were obtained. 

Type One (Kiramam Maps) 

Those informants who were given instruction number 
one reacted with surprise or irritation when I asked them to 
show me the kirama ellai. A frequent response was, "Why, 
there it is. I've already drawn it." Or they would simply try 
to emphasize the sharply delineated boundary line by 
marking the names of the villages whose territory begins on 
the other side of the line. When asked to show me the ur 
ellai, however, they evidenced no irritation, indicating that 
the question was not, as in the case of the kiramam ellai, 
redundant. Further, instead of pointing to the linear 
boundary or the villages bordering Kalappur, they began to 
mark the important shrines along the border. Most began 
with the shrine to the sentinel deity, Karuppu, who guards 
the southernmost border of the village where the cremation 
and burial grounds are located. They would also draw in the 
points of entry of major roads, the stream, and so on. In 
short, their concern with the boundary of an ur was with the 
vulnerable points along its border and not with the bound
ary line as such and how it legally separated the land 
belonging to Kalappur from the land belonging to the 
neighboring villages. 

When another group of type-one map drawers was 
presented with instruction number two, which asked first 
for the ur ellai instead of the kiramam ellai, the same differ
ence in emphasis was noted. Yet because the boundary line 
was already drawn on these kiramam maps, it was not 
possible to determine whether the shrines and intersecting 
roads were just given as additional information about an ur 
ellai or whether the line itself as a boundary was irrelevant 
for an ur. 
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Type Two (Or Maps with Boundary Lines) 

When these map drawers were given instruction number 
one which called first for a delineation of the kiramam ellai, I 

they did not react with irritation, as had type-one infor
mants. Rather, they would simply run their fingers along 
the boundary line and say, "This is it." When asked to show 
me the ur ellai, they hastened to point to the shrine of 
Karuppu if it happened to be on the map already, or if it had 
not been marked, they hurried to rectify the omission, as if 
it was inexcusable of them to have forgotten such an impor
tant landmark. They would then point to the intersecting 
roads, other shrines, and so on. When instruction number 
two was given to a separate sample of map drawers the 
emphasis in their responses was again the same, indicating 
that whatever the order in which the terms were introduced 
in a discussion, the terms had distinct separate meanings. 
As in the responses of type-one informants, however, it 
was impossible to determine unequivocally whether the 
boundary line was really essential to the ur map. To get at 
this point more directly, I provided the same instructions to 
type-three informants. 

Type Three (Ur Maps Without Boundary Lines) 

When given instruction number one, type-three infor
mants would respond as did type-one and type-two infor
mants. When given instruction number two, though (that 
is, to indicate the ur boundary when no linear boundary 
then existed on the map), only one of the twelve informants 
drew a circumscribing line. All the others pointed to the 
shrines (and so on) along the periphery of the village. The 
person who did draw a boundary line did so, I believe, 
because he had already marked all the relevant points along 
the ur ellai and had discussed them at great length; he 
therefore had no reason to believe that I would ask him a 
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question for which he had already given an answer. Hence, 
he must have assumed that what I wanted him to show me 
was what he had left out, that is, the kiramam ellai, which
again understandably from his point of view-I had merely 
called an iir ellai because of its apparent identity to the 
semantico-referential meaning of the term kiriimam ellai. 

It is clear from this experiment that kiriimam and iir have 
different cultural meanings despite the fact that they can 
both refer to the same territorial unit, the village. Kiramams 
are legally defined spatial units with boundary lines of an 
exact and clearly demarcated nature. The ur, as a village, is a 
s~atial unit with the focus on the center of the village and 
With a vulnerable "frontier" (Embree 1977) or a periphery 
throug~ which foreign substances from beyond the village 
e~~er (m the _form of ghosts from the cremation grounds, 
VISitors and mtruders via the roads, and deities via the 
~tream). 7 The sentinel deities, of which Karuppu is the most 
Important, are stationed along this frontier at these vulner
able points in order to protect villagers from harmful in
v~de~s. Karuppu is said to make an extra-long pause during 
hi~ mghtly rounds along the frontier of the village at the 
pomts where roads enter the village in order to see whether 
strangers are entering the village. Some villagers tell me 
that even Kalappurans crossing these points after midnight 
are open to attack by Karuppu. 

The ~r has a boundary, which was depicted by a line by 
some villagers, but this boundary is not the legislated 
boundary of the kiramam. The boundary line as such was 
not central even to those who drew it (i.e., they never 
pointed to the line but rather to the shrines and so forth 
along the border). The majority of ur map drawers were of 
type three, who drew no boundary line, and the type-two 
m~p drawers ~ere predominantly high school boys who 
evidenced considerable confusion over how to go about 

"Mariamman from Palgha~ in Kerala is believed.;o enter the village annually via 
the stream m the form of a floating lime. 
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drawing an ur map. My guess is that their familiarity with 
maps in atlases through their study of geography tended to 
predispose them to favor beginning with an outline_ or 
boundary line. Quite frequently I found students relabelmg 
my use of the expressions i"ir patam and kiramappatam as 
"maps" in such statements as "I don't draw good maps, 
sir." Or if the one to whom the original request was made 
seemed to hesitate with incomprehension, a second boy 
would translate my request with a clarifying statement, 
such as, "He wants you to draw a map of Kalappur." In 
short, they already had preconceived the notion that what I 
really wanted them to do was to draw a map, such as the 
ones they had encountered in geography class, which were, 
of course, of tecams and kiramams, and not of natus and 
urs. 

Given the contextual confusions introduced by the ex
periment itself, I would suggest that an ur does not h~ve, in 
Tamil cultural terms, a clearly delineated boundary hne, as 
does the kiramam, and that in the correct drawing of an ur 
map, the ur ellai is depicted most accurately by the shri~es 
and intersecting roads that mark the vulnerable pomts 
along the village frontier. 

I believe the discovery that an ur, the culturally more 
significant and indigenous concept of territory, does not 
have a boundary sheds a new beam of light on the continu
ing explorations into the issue of regionalism in India. Over 
a decade ago Bernard S. Cohn (1966) cogently suggested 
that a region may find its defining feature in a "s~mb?l 
pool." His suggestion and insight ~erit comme~dation m 
that the notion of a symbol pool with metaphonc persua
sion as well as empirical promise urged scholars on region
alism to turn away from the notion of boundaries to that of 
the centers of regions. A decade later the search for bound
aries as one of the defining features of regions continues 

' against all signs indicating the futility of such a s~arch. 
Subbarayalu (1973), David Sopher (1977), and Amslee 
Embree (1977) in their own ways have shown that the 
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bound_<1!Y co~~~p~ ~s !:_?t a1_1 indigenous S:Qnceptr even if it is 
a __ ~odern one. EmEree's choice--offrontier to describe a 
regiOn's ed~es _or periphery over the fixed boundary is 
closer to the mdigenous territorial concepts, but he does not 
take up Cohn's suggestion either to direct his search in
ward, away from the boundary-even if it is but a fuzzy one 
and, called ~y another name, that is, frontier. In directing 
~ne s ques_t mward, as I shall do in the case of my study of 
ur, one discovers entities that go even beyond Cohn's 
"symbols." What is discovered is the very "substance" of a 
territory, that is, the soil substance of an ur and further 
how this substance mixes with the bodily substance of th~ 
human inhabitants of the ur. 8 

Or-Person Relationship 

The villager's concern is not only with what substances 
enter the ur and affect its inhabitants but with the effect of 
these alien substances on the substance of the ur itself. 
Concern with the effect on the quality of the soil substance 
of the iir is understandable given Tamil beliefs that the soil 
substance is ultimately mixed with the bodily substance of 
the ur's inhabitants. Such ur-person substance exchanges 
are frequently referred to by villagers in informal conversa
tions, such as the one I had one afternoon with Rangasamy 
PiHai. 

Rangasamy PiHai (henceforth R) had just read in the 
newspapers that ~~ere had been a military coup in Bangla
desh and that MuJibu Rahman and most of his kinsmen had 
been murdered by members of the new regime. 

R (to ant~ropologist): Have you seen this meaninglessness 
[attakacam]? Wouldn't it have been enough to have 

8
See Ronald lnden (1976: 59-61) for another account of the influence of terri

tory on personal substance. 
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murdered one or two persons? He has wiped out the 
whole lot, family, wife, children-all. 

R's wife: It is the food they eat. What do you expect will 
happen to the brain [mu\ai] if all one eats is beef and beef 

fat? 
R: Oh, come off it. After all, the white man, too, eats beef. 

Will he ever commit such a meaningless crime? Tell me? 

Then R went on to relate an incident during the British raj in 
India in which freedom fighters had caused the derailment 
of a passenger train. The saboteurs were caught. All the 
survivors and many of the villagers who were at the site of 
the accident were ready to beat the culprits right then and 
there. But the British authorities arrested and imprisoned 
the offenders until they had a fair trial. This, R thought, was 
the fairness (ni'rmaiyum niyiiyamum) that the British had and 
the Indians lacked, in spite of the fact that the British ate 

beef. He continued. 

R: All this talk about one getting the putti of an elephant 
gone mad by eating beef is so much lies. If you ask me 
why these people commit such meaningless crimes, I 
blame this soil. This natu. This ur. That is, the soil of 
India, Burma, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Pakistan is 
soaked [saturated] with the putti of meaningless tragedy 
and injustice. Not just its putti, its very kw.zam is such. [my 

emphasis] 

lnta matteracci tinratala matiyana putti varumnu col
luratellam poi. Ivan yen inta matiri attakasam pal)
nurannu kettinkanna inta mai)I)U tan karal)am. Inta 
~atu, atavat~~ intiya, barma, cilon, vankatatesam, paki
stan mal)la attakasamum aniyaya puttiyum urippoi ket
akkutu. Putti ennanka, kul)ame appatinka. 

On another occasion I was to encounter a similar refer
ence to an ur affecting its inhabitants; in this case, it was my 

wife and myself. 
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It was a humid evening in March when we came to know 
that our servant girl had struck up an affair with a young 
man who ran one of the local shops. Not wishing to compli
cate our already complicated fieldwork, we packed the girl 
off to her owr: village and home two hundred miles away. 

The followmg day our neighbor, whose nosiness was 
surpassed only by that of the two anthropologists, wished 
to kn~w from me why I had fired the girl. I told him that she 
was fi_red because she performed her duties quite unsatis
factonly. He probed for specifics. I gave him a few: "She 
leaves foo~, s~~ck on the dishes"; "she doesn't sweep the 
house well ; she burned my wife's blouses while ironing 
them and said that bats had chewed on them"; and so forth. 
H~,aske~ ~or more. "She doesn't get along with the cook." 

Specifics, please." I listed a few more. It didn't make 
sense .. ~ few more questions. Anthropologist skirts them. 
Unsatisfied and unimpressed, he finally exclaimed "i 

I . ' n 
on Y SI~ months th: putti of this soil has infected you .... 
There IS yet a vestige of stammering. Give it six months 
m~re ~nd_ untruth will flow like water" ("Ennanka aru 
~acat~Ila mta ma.QJ)U putti tottiricci, ... innum konccam 
~Ikkalirukku. Innum aru macam p6kattum poi tanni p6la 
otunka"). · · 

St_tch a tr~nsformative relationship between ur and per
son IS certamly worthy of closer analysis. 
Wh~n a person thinks of traveling to a new ur (whether a 

n~w villa?e or a ne:v country), his first thought is to try to 
discover If one of his people (which could mean one of his 
countrymen, his fellow villager, or preferably a fellow caste 
member or kinsman) has successfully settled there. This 
atte~pt to locate one's own people in a new ur is not 
motivated by any desire to establish ties of friendship or 
even acquaintance with the people. Rather, it is based on 
the assumption that if the new uris compatible with one of 
on~'s ow~, there is a good chance that it will also be com
patible With oneself. Of co~lfse, the more similar the bodily 
substance of the person m the new ur is to one's own 
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substance, the surer the indication of ur compatibility. 
Therefore, it is best to locate at least a fellow caste member if 
not a close kinsman in the new ur. To illustrate the serious
ness of this search for compatibility, let me relate a discus
sion I had with a young ANV by the name of Devadas. 

Devadas was a young man of about thirty when I met 
him. He was born in Sri Lanka and had returned to India 
with his family when he was twenty-four years old. On 
their return his father embarked upon a business venture 
with his "Indian" parallel cousin9 and invested all his sav
ings in this enterprise. The business ended in disaster. The 
cousin, however, emerged from the ruins richer than he 
had been before. Devadas's father lost everything. The 
experience was so traumatic for the father that he speedily 
slid into premature senility, leaving the responsibility of 
overseeing the family and its affairs to Devadas. The 
father's financial fiasco and his uncle's schemes that precip
itated the fiasco made such an impression on Devadas, 
however, that he vowed never to have any dealings with his 
fellow'·· ANVs. He went so far as to attend services at a 
Seventh Day Adventist Church and threatened to marry off 
his sister to a friend of his of the Nai<,iu jati. 

During the early part of our stay in Kalappur, an oppor
tunity opened up for Devadas to go to Pondicherry to learn 
the operation of a coconut-fiber factory. The friend who had 
arranged for this program was a non-ANV of Tiruchy who 
introduced Devadas to several of his good non-ANV 
friends in Pondicherry and told him that he could board 
with any one of these friends, and that he should certainly 
go to them for support, help, and friendship whenever the 
need arose. 

After Devadas gave me a rundown on all the details, 
including the nature of his friend's friends and the available 
hospitality, he said, "I wonder if there are any of our people 
(meaning ANVs) in Pondicherry." I asked him whether he 

9Classificatory brother. 
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wanted to know this in order to avoid his fellow ANVs. He 
told me that, indeed, such knowledge would serve such a 
purpose, but beyond that, he wanted to know whether an 
ANV_ could get along in that ur; or more exactly, whether 
that ur would be compatible with an ANV ("Vellalanukku 
anda ur ottuvarumankra ke~vi tan irukku"). ·· · 

. T~o days later I met him, and he seemed pleased. I asked 
hi~ If ~e was going to Pondicherry. He answered in the 
affirmative and immediately proceeded to tell me with al
most a sigh of relief that he had located a fellow ANV in the 
outskirts of Pondicherry; what was more, he told me that 
this ANV was a kinsman-his father's brother's (the same 
"uncle" who swindled Devadas's father) wife's sister's 
husb_and. ~t ~irst I thought that Devadas's pleasure at 
locatmg this kmsma~ resul~ed from his discovery that by 
the complex dynamics of mterfamilial rivalry Devadas's 
fa~her's brother ~appened to be the common enemy of both 
this newfound kmsman and himself, even though this kins
man was more proximally related to his father's brother 
than to his father. Further inquiry established that this was 
not t~e case and that, on the contrary, there was consider
able Intercourse betwen the Pondicherry kinsman and De
vadas's father's brother. Finally I asked Devadas if he in
tended to v_isit this kinsman when he got to Pondicherry. 
Devadas bnstled with indignation at the very idea. "That 
son of a h~rlot is not worthy of my stepping on his porch 
... , and If he sets foot at my door, I shall shoot him!" J 
asked him what r~aso~ he had to be pleased in knowing 
~hat another ANV hved m Pondicherry. He said, "One of us 
IS m~kin? a living there, what is there to keep me from 
makmg It there, too?" ("Nammalla oruttan anta urla 
polaikkirantane nammalum polaikkiratukkenna?"). 

Before we can discover just what it is in the mixing of ur 
and p~rson substances that makes for compatibility, we 
must first learn something about how the exchange itself 
o~curs. ~et us for the sake of clarity deal with a particular 
kmd of ur, namely the ur as a village. 
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. . ( ANV) a person absorbs the 
According to ~ayllraJ a~"oil's ~tti-defined later) by 

nature of the sml (Le.,_ th~ll e fi~ds and by drinking the 
eating the foo~ gr~)~n ~nt~: =~il into village wells. Accord
water that sp~mgs t~o ANV residence in the village alone 
ing to -~evaraJ, a no ~r whe~her he meant that by associat
is sufficient. I askeld hifmth" - I will gradually acquire their 
ing with the p~op e 0 IS ur, 
ways. He rephed: 

h I aying is different. As-
That is also true, but w at am s h t h 

. 't a soul in this ur And assume t a eac 
sume that there tsn l b .d t"n the center of the ur 

. · ht you p ace your e 
mght, eve~ _m~.' that all you do is sleep in this bed but 
and sleep m tt. ssume t any food that is of the ur. 
neither drink any water I1or ea "? ertainl will. Give it 
Will you not contract the ur puth. You c - \ will 
six months. Lies, deceit, theft, ... all these ur ul)ams 
join with [in} you. Your putti will go bad. . 

atuvum vastavantan. ana nan colratu appatiyillenka. mta 
- acami umillonnu vaccikenka. mnka ovvoru 
urla oru- c. y - k-ttila kat [cot} pottu patuttu 
ratriyum urla Iruntu vantu ur a.. - . . - atu t"nta ur 

"kk k ·nta ur tanmyav 
tunk~r~nkannu '":_aco en a.al tunkittu . kaleiyila eruntu 
cappatavatu tota:nkak c~;mur putti .. tottama irukkuma? 
Ponnkannu vaco en · - - oi 

- irukkatu. aru macam pokattum._ ur p ' 
Irukkave k l - kunam attanaiyum centukkum. 
pittalattam, a_av~, ur · 
onka putti kettupokum. 

- - . . h was resent during the discussion 
An acan (smith) w 0 P . · E rsh) that the ur 

tried to clarify the ~oi~thbyb.stayltngl(nmhi;;t~er uses of this 
" ff t" on Its In a I an s. . 

has an e ec . t describe the way in whiCh 
English word, he employed It o_ "Saturn has a bad effect 

l ff ted persons as m the p a nets a ec p' .d , or in referring to darsan 
th , third child born on a n ay 

on e h . "effect" when the deity returns your gaze 
as only avmg an . h wa that it has an 
("the diety must look at you m sue a y 

effect on you~'). h ve an effect on its inhabitants, just as 
Thus, the ur can a d deities have an 

the planets have an effect on humans an 
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effect on their devotees. For this effect to be accomplished, 
there need be no ingestion of food or water. 

Persons affect the substance of the ur simply through 
their residence in the ur and also through the combination 
of their food and water leavings, their bodily wastes, cre
mated and buried bodies, and so forth, all of which mingle 
directly with the soil of the ur. 

A few months after we had moved to Kalappur, a 
drought of several years was broken, and the fields began to 
yield more abundantly than before. Villagers would often 
attribute this improvement in the crops' yield to our good 
effect on the soil of the ur. They also attributed the rains to 
us and noted that a neighboring village had received very 
little rain despite its proximity to Kalappur. 

Let us turn now to an examination of the dynamics of 
ur-person exchanges, particularly in light of the villager's 
search for compatibility. 

One variable in ur-person compatibility is the flavor 
(cuvai) of the soil (nza~1). According to Sivaraman, a Brahmin 
villager, soils can come in six different cuvais ("taste/smell" 
or "flavor"), namely, sour, sweet, bitter, astringent, pun
gent, or salty. Certain jatis can thrive only on soil of a certain 
cuvai. Thus, Brahmins should live on sweet soil, K?atriyas 
on astringent soil, Vaisyas on sour soil, Sudras on bitter 
soil, the gods on pungent soil, and demons on salty soil. 

Since Sivaraman is a Brahmin, he claimed to know little 
or nothing about astringent, sour, bitter, pungent, and 
salty soils. But he was able to elaborate on sweet soil. 
According to him, sweet soil is to be found under one of two 
conditions: (1) the land should either be deltaic or on top of 
a mountain that is holy, and (2) the land must be either a 
boon from a deity or the gift (iniinz) of a true K?atriya king. 
Sivaraman claims that Sri Rangam, the little temple town 
north of Tiruchy, satisfies both these conditions. It is lo
cated in the river delta of the Kaveri and is a gift of a Co~a 
king, according to some, or the gift of Vi?l).U, according to 
others. 
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The soil that is on top of a mountain is watered by sweet 
rain and hence is also sweet. The soil that is in the river delta 
is watered by the river's sacred waters and hence is sweet. 
Soil that is irrigated by water from deep wells, tanks, and 
canals is either bitter, sour, or astringent. 

Kalappur is not deltaic, nor is it on top of a mountain. 
When the monsoons come, drains and ravines flow and 
overflow with muddy water that carries one village's waste 
products and dirt into the next; before the overflow can be 
purified by a sacred river, it seeps into the soil. Sivaraman 
thinks that Kalappur's soil is bitter, Sudra soil, and there
fore unsuited to a Brahmin. "How can a Brahmin prosper 
eating food grown in bitter soil?" ("Pramil)an kacakkura 
mal)l)ila viJayira catatta m:u)a eppati munneruva?"). This 
soil is seen as generous to the Sudra, however. An ANY, 
according to Sivaraman, will not be a successful cultivator if 
he were to attempt to live off the earth in the sweet-soil 

town of Sri Rangam. 
Another variable is the type of ur itself. According to 

Periyasamy, the blacksmith, jatis that don the sacred thread 
(Brahmins, Acaris, and so on) will not prosper if they live in 
a village with a name that ends in the suffix -ur, as in 
Kalappur, Methlr, and Marayur. This is so because the soil 
in the villages thus named belongs to or is "a part of" some 
other jati ("vera jatiyai centa pumi"). Such soil, according to 
Periyasamy, will never be benevolent to anyone except 
those to whom that soil belongs or of whom the soil is a 
part. Thus, the soil of Kalappur belongs to the ANVs, and 
therefore only they can thrive on it. Kavul)tas and other jatis 
that do not wear the sacred thread may reap some benefit 
from the soil, but not much. Of course, Kavul)tiis have 
villages whose names end in -ur and whose soil belongs to 
the KavuDtas. In these villages the Kavur:tta jah will thrive 
on the soil, whereas the ANVs and other jatis will not thrive 
as well. However, the relationship between the soil of such 
an ur and the jatis that wear the sacred thread is one of 
complete incompatibility. In Periyasamy's words, 
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For ~s [sacr~? ~hread-wearing jatis], no good can come of 
that sod. Our Jatls are clean jatis. We do not like to eat food 
cooked by them. My grandfather used to tell me that to eat 
foo~ cooked_in the house of another jati is like eating their 
le~vmgs [e~czl], ~ven ~fit is first served to us. It is the same 
with the sod. It IS theu soil. When we eat someth. . th. . . mg grown 
m IS sod, their stomachs begin to burn with envy "L k " 
they s~y, "he is eating from our soil." They don't ~ven°~a~e 
to ~ay It. Th~ m~re thought might occur to them. They have 
a nght to thmk hke that. It is their soil. But when they think 
sue~ a tho~ght,_ the food grown in the soil becomes their 
le~vmgs. It IS alnght for the other jatis to eat such leavings It 
Will do them no harm. Such is their kul)am. For us who 
w~ar the sacre~ thread, it disagrees with [or is incompatible 
wit~] our bodies [or constitution] [namma utambukku ottu
varat~l· For our _jatis, the_ code [katfuppiitu] .is to eat with 
care. We are mcompahble with this soil. Such is our 
km:tam. 
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Note that Periy~samy has made two different points 
namely, that the sotl of the ur itself will not be benevolent t~ 
others and also that the jati to whom the soil belongs will 
a~so not be bene:olent. Their anger or envy will transform 
t e food grown m the soil to leavings (eccil). 

. Penyasamy noted, however, that this is not the case in 
villages whose names end in suffixes other than -ur. Exam
kle~ are Olafpalayam, Sirukudi, Navalpatti, and Kalluk
d un. Accordmg to Periyasamy, the earth in these villages 

oes not b~lon~l ~ to anyone in particular. The sacred 
thr~ad_-wear~ng Jahs, along with all other jatis, have a right 
(urzmaz) to_ thi~ land. "We can all use it and it will give [fruits] 
to each fairly m accordance to his labor " ("N II-. amma e aru-

IOThe word pakkuvam, translated here as "care" also me t k 

~~:~~t~~ ~r~~~:~lt:~~~' s;::;:u!~ble by certain ~peci~l.ope:;~o~s, :::. I~ai~~l;~ 
egy (Marriott 1976 . l ' optimal, If not a mimmally transacting strat-

11 a, a so seen. 6 this chap.). 
It must be noted that "b 1 · "h the legal title to a lot of ~ o~gmg ere has n~thing to do with the holding of 

substantial relation~ip bet~;e~ ~:::~,p~r~:::I:~da c~;;;:~r~~~:.lienable, and 



88 
Toward Compatibility 

manta mar:n:ta payanpatuttalam. Anta marwu avanavan 
oraippukketrapati palan kotukkum.':) . . 

At this point I can only hypothesize a r_nr:c~ple ~nder-
lving the different value Periyasamy as a~ Acan ascnbes to 
~illages whose names end in an -ur suffix, as opposed to 

those that end in other suffixes. . 
To begin, two fa_ctors need t~-b~.tak~n into account. First, 

Periyasamy is an Acari whose. Jah IS, .hke m.o.st of the sacred 
thread-wearing jatis with whiCh he IS familiar (s~ch as the 
Brahmins and Par:ttarams of Kalappur), a transrent .caste 
that Jacks attachment to a particular place or. a. ~articu~ar 
soil. Second, if we return to our attempted dehmtion ?f ~r, 
we see that we have attributed to ur two char~ctensti~s: 
(1) it is person centered, and (2) it is a named te~ntory "':Ith 
whose soil humans share substance and establish varym.g 
degrees of compatibility. The sec?nd t:_Jart ?f the ur defi
nition thus implies that with any giVen ur, diffe~ent huma~ 
genuses establish different degrees of substant~al compati
bility. Extending this, we may say that for a~y giVen person 
or human genus, some urs are more of an ur than are other 
urs. Stated differently, we may say that a give~ .~r has 
greater "urness" -defined in terms ~! .comp~tibihty . of 
shared substance-with respect to one Jati than It has with 

respect to other jatis. . .. 
Now, any ur whose urness IS accentuated by the ~dditron 

of the suffix -fir to its name seems to me to syntactically as 
well as semantically emphasize its urness vis-a-vis a giv~n 
person or jati that is known to ha~e .~stabli.shed a SJ?eClal 
relationship of substantial compatibility :-vith tha~ ur .. A 
relationship of compatibility thus emphasized also Impl~es 
that a literally greater, more inten~e: .an~ more exclusive 
relationship of substantial compatibility ~~~~~res betw~en 
such an ur and its indigenous or "favored Jati than obtams 
in the case of an ur where such an emphasi~ is.~?sent. 
Because of the intensity of this special relationship, Jahs t~at 
are excluded from this relationship experience the ~xclusion 
more intensely. The inherent "inhospitality" that IS gener-
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a ted by the exclusivity of such an uris more sensitively felt 
by those jatis whose transient habits require them to con
tinually readjust and reestablish compatible relationships of 
substance with new soils. Given such a style of life, it is 
natural for these jatis to prefer urs that are less exclusive, 
whose preexisting soil-person compatibility is not height
ened by a name that emphasizes its exclusivity. 

Perhaps the most important variable in ur-person com
patibility is the type of kur:tam and putti substances of both 
the ur and the person. Although it may seem odd to think of 
soil as possessing kur:tams, one has only to refer to the 
creation myth cited in the Introduction to find that every 
kind of substance is composed of kur:tams. Kur:tam, which 
qm roughly be glossed as "quality," is a substance that 
fuses the particular qualities of mind and body. For exam
ple,. when villagers speak of a person as being of a stingy 
(cecil tanam) kur:tam, they mean that this kur:tam substance 
characterizes his mental and physical substance as a whole. 
Although the quality of being stingy might appear to be 
psychological in nature and not meaningfully applied to a 
person's body, to the Tamil, to whom mind and body are 
simply different manifestations of one substance, it is sen
sible to speak of a person as being composed of and suf
fused by a stingy kur:tam substance. The psychological ring 
to "stingy kur:tam" still haunts us, however, when this term 
is used to describe not a person (who can be stingy) but the 
soil of an ur. When Tamils say that Marayur has a stingy 
kur:tam, they may mean three different things. 

1. This is a way of saying that the residents of Marayur 
are stingy, but much more than this is implied. 

2. They also mean that the soil of Marayur itself is of a 
stingy kur:tam. In this meaning of the term, the soil 
itself is not thought of as a person and hence cannot 
manifest its stingy kur:tam in the way humans do (i.e., 
in consciously willed acts of stinginess). The soil can, 
however, cause its human residents to exhibit stingy 
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behavior. (I will explain the mechanics of this effect 
below.) 

3. Finally, in a context in which the soil of an uris spoken 
of as a form of the goddess Piimatevi, it is a "person." 
Therefore, when people say that Marayur is a stingy 
ur, they mean quite literally that this particular form of 
Pumatevi is stingy and will be niggardly in dispensing 
the blessings of bountiful crops. 

The above example illustrates two ways in which Tamils 
think of and refer to the soil of an ur. In some contexts, an iir 
is not thought of as a person. It is simply a type of substance 
that is less differentiated than the substance of human 
beings. In other contexts, however, the soil is treated as a 
person who interacts with villagers on a person-to-person 
basis (i.e., the soil as Pumatevi). 

This dual perception of the ur creates problems when 
villagers refer to the putti of the ur. Putti is usually trans
lated as "intellect" or else as dispositions manifest through 
the process of intellection. Insofar as putti does have consid
erable semantic overlap with ku~am in that both are trans
latable as kinds of dispositions, the subtle difference be
tween the two requires elaboration. This difference is to be 
found in the use of putti as disposition to refer to that kind of 
disposition that is expressed through active, decisive con
sciousness. Km:_1am, in contrast, is a passive quality, an 
inherent disposition regardless of consciousness and prior 
to decisive expressions of such a quality. According to most 
villagers, putti has its seat in the brain (miilai). 12 W~e.n 
speaking of the putti of the soil in contexts when the sod Is 
treated as a nonperson, it seemed odd to me to talk of the 
intellect of a brainless form of substance. When I asked 
villagers whether they really meant that the soil had putti, 

12 A few villagers who were familiar with body-sheath theory, which holds that 
putti is located in the man6mayakosam, a formless body sheath, did not associate 
putti with the brain. 
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~any an_sw~red that it is merely a figure of speech. Accord
mg t.o this view, the ku~am of the soil effects changes in the 
puth of persons. Through a conflation of cause and effect 
the effect is seen as an attribute of the cause. Ponnambala~ 
~ilJai attempted to illustrate this point of view by the follow
mg analogy: "We call a madman- 'one whose mind is 
afflicted by bile,' that is, pittan [from pittam, "bile"]. But is it 
c.orrect to say .t~at bile is mad? Madness [pittu] is a disposi
tion. Because It IS caused by bile, we call it pittu. But because 
of this. we cannot say ~hat bile is madness. All we can say is 
that bile has the quahty of causing madness." 

In the context of referring to the soil as Pumatevi how
ever, informants would reply, "Can you say that Pu~atevi 
(~ot~~r .Earth) does not have putti? This soil is part of 
P_umatevt. Therefore, this soil must have putti." ("Pumate
VIkku putti illaiinu collalama? Inta mannu Pumatevi
yaiccentatu tane. Atanala inta mal)l)ukku p~ttiyuDtu.") 

Perhaps an underlying resolution of the problem of 
w~et~er or not soil has putti is that putti, like kul)am, can 
exist m a nascent or primitive form in less differentiated 
subst~nces, s~ch as the soil, and express itself fully as 
consCiously directed "intellect" only in entities differen
tiated enough to qualify as "persons." (To the Tamil, the 
archetype of person (a!) is the human being.) The issue of 
whether o_r not the soil is a person would then be separate 
from the Issue of whether or not the soil substance has 
putti. 

In c?mmon_ parlanc~, one can speak of an ur or a person 
as havmg a stmgy puth as well as a stingy kul)am. At first I 
was confused by the apparent overlap of the two terms. 
However, in time I was to discover that putti refers to 
surface-level traits, which may change, whereas ku.nam 
refers to deep-level traits, which, except in extreme circum
stances, remain unchanged. 

This difference becomes important when we return to 
consider the way in which the kul)am and putti of the ur 
and the person affect one another. 
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The kunam of an ur (i.e., of its soil) can change the putti 
of an inhabitant, but not his kuDam. To illustrate this point 
let me relate the homely proverb given to me by Siva raman. 

A calf that spends its time with a pig will, even as a pig 
does, eat feces. Here it can be said that the calf has gotten 
the feces-eating putti. If the calf is returned to pasture it will 
certainly go back to eating what is natural.t~ i~-gras~. The 
pig, however, eats feces not only because 1t Is 1ts puth to do 
so but because of its km:tam. You can't change that. 

Another example of how the kui]am of the soil can 
change a person's putti is that of the ANVs wh~ migrate~ 
two or three generations ago to the tea plantations of Sr~ 
Lanka. According to ANVs who did not migrate, the Sn 
Lankan soil, or the Cinka[a Niitu (i.e., the Singhalese South) 
is believed to nourish kenapputti because kenam ("gullibil
ity") is part of the soil's kui]am. (A kenm1, or more co~
monly, a kcnappayal [payal is a derogatory term of address] 1s 
a "sucker," a gullible person who trusts anybod~ and 
everybody. A kenan, to an ANV, is a far more despKab~e 
human being than one who swindles his own mother.) This 
opinion of Sri Lankan soil is based o~ at lea~t thre~ observa
tions. First, the degree of trust with which Sn Lankans 
(ANVs included) interact among themselves, particularly i~ 
the informal lending of money, is seen as kenam. Second, It 
is known that returnees, or repatriates who come "home" 
with considerable savings can be (and often are) swindled 
into penury by their relatives. Third, many ~NVs of medi
ocre business acumen are observed as havmg made for
tunes in Sri Lanka. Such an observation was best repre
sented by Karuppiah PiHai, who presented the matter like 

this: 

If 100 VeHa)as were to go with Rs 1,000 each to Madras or 
to Bombay to start a business, only one would become 
famous. The rest would sell oil, camphor, and areca nuts. 
Only one in 10,000 VeHa)as would be a success in any of the 
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six natus [ANV country]. The remaining 9,999 would be 
cutting one another's throats while the successful one tells 
the dead men's widows to hand over their tiilis 13 for safe
keeping in his pawnshop. If 100 Ve!!a~as go to Sri Lanka, 99 
of them will gain wealth and fame. This is possible only 
because three-fourths of the Sinhalese have kenapputti. 
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From these attitudes toward the effect of Sinhala soil on 
ANVs, several points can be gleaned. 

1. ANVs are of a crafty, scheming, enterprising kui]am 
(ciinzarttiyamuf!akku~zam or tantirakku1Jam). This kuDam 
makes ANVs good businessmen. Yet in India, among 
their fellow ANVs, an ANV must be exceptionally 
scheming to be financially successful. 

2. The kuDam of the Sinhalese and of the Sinhala soil is 
kenakku~wm (also kenapputti). ANVs who settle in Sri 
Lanka and interact with Sinhala soil are affected by 
both the kuDam and putti of this soil. As a result, their 
putti changes from scheming and crafty (tantirapputti) 
to gullible (kenapputti). The soil cannot change their 
kuDam, however, although it can obscure the expres
sion of their inner kuDam quality. Thus, although the 
Sri Lankan ANVs had developed a kenapputti, their 
crafty kuDam still found some expression in their busi
ness acumen, which, while muted by their putti, was 
still sharper than that of the Sinhalese who are of 
kenapputti and kenakkuryam. When, however, the Sri 
Lankan ANVs returned to India, their muted tantirak
kuryam was insufficient to save them from the swin
dling schemes of their Indian kinsmen. 

Indian ANVs said they had observed that the only repa
triates who managed to retain their fortunes were those 
who returned gradually-those who had made frequent 

13The tali is the gold marriage emblem tied by the husband around the wife's 
neck at the time of marriage. 
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trips to India before ultimately leaving Sri Lanka. They had 
spent varying periods of time in their ancestral villages not 
only learning the ways of their Indian kinsmen but becom
ing reattuned to their conta ur. The effect of such trips was 
to change their putti of gullibility (kenapputti) into a putti of 
enterprise (ciimartiyapputti) if not of craft (tantirapputi), 
thereby making putti concordant with their km:tam of enter
prise or craft (tantirakkur:tam or ciimartiyakku1fam). The only 
other repatriates who fared well were those who settled 
outside ANY territory and therefore did not have to com
pete with the scheming -cum-enterprising putti of the In
dian ANVs. 

Yet another example of the kur:tam of the soil affecting the 
putti of persons is that of the non-ANY jatis that reside i~ 
Kalappur. Their putti, like that of the ANVs who went to S:1 
Lanka, was changed by the soil of Kalappur. Thus, by their 
own admission, Periyasamy and Sivaraman say they have 
acquired the tantirapputti of Kalappur, although they say 
their kunam has not been changed. "And for this reason," 
Periyasa~y was to tell me, "we know all the tricks of the 
ANVs, but we cannot beat them. This putti is part of their 
kunam. It is not so with us." ("Itanala veHalanutaya 'trix' 
att~nayum terinccunkuta nammalala avana munta mutiya
tunka. A vanukku atu kur:tattota centa putti. Namakko 
appatiyilla.") 

Thus far I have given examples of the way in which the 
soil of an ur changes the putti of its residents. The putti and 
kur:tam of the residents, however, can also change the sub
stance of the soil. 

Villagers rarely spoke of residents altering the putti of the 
soil, but temporary and surface-level changes in an ur were 
discussed, as in the case of our favorable impact on Kalap
pur. The kur:tam of the soil, like the km:tam of a person, is 
relatively fixed and unchanging. Yet in rare instances, the 
kunam of the soil can be changed. What follows is a brief 
and often-related history of the ANVs, which focuses in 

I 
r 
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particular on their migration to Kalappur and on the ritual 
slei~ht of hand that they employed to oust the resident 
To.ttiyans a~d to simultam'ously change the kuryam of the 
soil so that It would be compatible with the kunam of their 
own jati. · 

How Kalappiir and the Six Natus 
Became the Dr of the ANVs . 

The ANVs are not natives of Kalappur in any strict sense. 
Four hundred years ago they lived neither on the east nor 
the west banks of the river Ayyar. In those days the ANVs 
were in Sidhambaram. They were not even called Vellalas. 
The~ were known ~s Kavur:ttas. In those northern p~~t~ of 
Tamil Nadu, the highest farming jatis are still called Ka
vur:ttas, as in Konku Natu (Beck 1972). The name Aru Nattu 
VeHalar was assumed only after these Kavuntas from sid
hambaram had settled in the six (Aru) Natus. ~neither side 
of the _Ayyar River in the present-day districts of Tiruchy 
and Namakkal. They called themselves Vellalars to distin
guish themselves from the local goat-herdihg Kavm:ttas. 

. In the latter days of their stay in Sidhambaram, this 
kmgdom wa~ ruled by a king who was a Moslem. (Some say 
he wa;, a Nay~k, other s.ay he was a Mysorian-"in any 
event, accordmg to one mformant, "his jati was so differ
ent from that of the ANVs that he might as well have been a 
~oslem.") One day the king of that ur spotted a beautiful 
g~rl of t~e ANY community and desired to marry her. The 
kmg bemg a Moslem, the proposition was not only unac
ceptable but unthinkable for the ANVs. 
. Drastic measures had to be taken. The king's chief min
Is~er, who was an ANV, feigned compliance with the king's 
Wish.es and spent a!l the daylight hours conspicuously 
tendmg t~ every detail of the elaborate preparations that are 
called form a royal wedding. In the nighttime hours, how-



96 
Toward Compatibility 

ever, he organized his people and planned their escape. At 
the midnight hour preceding the day of the wedding, th_e 
ANVs left Sidhambaram. The stealth and silence of their 
escape is beautifully captured in the following description 

handed down in the legend. 

The only living creature to see us leave was a cow at the 
city's southern edge. And the only sou~d to be he~rd was 
that of her calf nuzzling her udder for mrlk. [By the time the 
king awoke to the morning's reality, the] green vines and 
tendrils that had been dislodged and disturbed by the es
caping pilgrims regained their grasp on the bark of forest 
trees and continued their ascent, and the grass that had 
been trodden upon by ten thousand escaping ANVs had 
regained its posture and sap and concealed the footprints of 

an anxious night. 

Bv sundown that day the ANVs were seeking a refuge in an 
alien kingdom in an ur that belonged to the Tottiyans. 

Now it so happened that the time when the ANVs 
reached the six natus of the Tottiyans was one of great 
famine. At first the Tottiyans offered the fleeing ANVs one 
night's shelter and one meal. The follow~ng day, how~ver, 
rain clouds were seen in the western skies. The Tottiyans 
considered this a good omen brought about by the arrival of 
the ANVs and their own kindness and hospitality to these 
destitute strangers. As a result, the hospitality of a second 
night's shelter and a second meal was extended to the 

ANVs by the Tottiyans. 
The next day brought yet another sign. There ha~ been a 

stellar configuration observed by the astrologer whi~h for~
told the death of the Tottiyan Zamindar's son. This omi
nous constellation reversed itself on this day in what 
amounted to a celestial miracle. There was little doubt in the 
minds of the Tottiyans that this, too, had something to do 
with the presence of the strangers. The hospitality to the 
ANVs was extended once again. 
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On the third day, moments before the departure of the 
ANVs, a messenger brought word that the workmen who 
had been digging a well for several months had finally 
encountered a moist rock bed. Another good omen! 

An emergency meeting ofTottiyan elders was called, and 
it was unanimously decided that three good omens in a row 
could mean nothing else than that the visitors could stay. 

The Tottiyans told the ANVs that they were free to 
rem~in in the si:" n~tus and earn their upkeep by serving the 
Tottiyans both mside the homes as well as in the fields. As a 
prerequisite to the incorporation of the ANVs into the six 
natus, however, the ANVs were called upon to shave their 
heads, because they had such a superabundance of lice that 
shaving was th~ only recourse left to the Tottiyans if living 
together was gomg to be possible. Because their heads were 
once thus shaven and because the ANY males continue to 
shave all facial hair regularly to this day, they were and still 
are (only as a nickname) called Motta Vellalar or the Bald 
VeHaJar. · · ·· · ' 

The rain clouds that were spotted in the western skies 
never did bring rain. The celestial miracle seen by the 
astrologer turned out to be no miracle at all; or if there was a 
miracle, it was not in the stars but in the "miraculous" 
discovery on the part of an incompetent Tottiyan astrologer 
of the method of carrying out, for the first time, the correct 
computation, which reversed the error of his previous 
faulty computation. As for the well, the moist rocks never 
turned into the hoped-for living spring. 

However, none of these disappointments embittered the 
Tottiyans toward the ANVs. In fact, the nonfulfillment of 
the omens went by unnoticed. The rains did eventually 
come, of course, but no sooner or later than they would 
have come in any event. The Zamindar's son lived to be a 
Zamindar himself, even though it was certainly not because 
the stars had changed their minds. Old wells dried up and 
new ones were dug. Some yielded water, others yielded 
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none. The Tot?yans, however, became dependent on the 
ANVs for different reasons. They had many things to learn 
from the ANVs. The art of agriculture was principal among 
these. They were also fascinated by the ANVs' ability to 
plan their budget and save during years of plenty for lean 
years. Weights and measures were introduced to the six 
natus as was the science of arithmetic. 

Th;ough much ingenuity and skill14 the ANVs gradually 
acquired the right to own land. Within a few decades' time 
after their arrival in the six natus, the ANVs earned the 
privilege of receiving praciitam (the god's leavings) first on 
every alternate year. Hardly a generation had passed before 
the question of to whom the six natus belonged arose. The 
ANVs presented what seemed to be a patently ludicrous 
claim that the six natus had been theirs since the inception 
of their jati on earth: The ToHiyans, quite understandably, 
took offense and challenged the claim. The Tottiyans, how
ever, had lost much of their political power and wealth to 
the ANV s by this time and so were unable to forcefully 
reestablish their ancestral rights to land, labor, and political 

support. . 
The only option left for the ToWyans was to take the1r 

case before the goddess Kamacci, whose temple was lo
cated in the main ur (now Kalappur) of the six natus. The 
Tottiyans challenged the ANVs to light camphor on a hand
ful of earth and to swear before the goddess that this earth 
was theirs. If this challenge was not met, the Tottiyans 
warned the ANVs that they would have to pack up their 
belongings and leave the six natus. The Tottiyans were sure 
that they had the ANVs outwitted this time and that the 

14Anecdotes abound that illustrate the ingenious means by which the ANVs 
acquired wealth, power, and prestige. Most of these may be reduced to the motif 
of bartering. The ignorant ToWyan is in trouble-usually of a financial nature. 
The ANY possesses the knowledge that will enable the ensnared Tottiyan to get 
out of his troubles. This knowledge he will only impart at a price, however, 
usually in terms of one right or another. By a series of such clever bargains, the 
ANVs are eventually freed from all obligations of service to the Togiyans and 

become their equals in every way. 
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ANVs would have no choice but to fail to take up the 
challenge rather than to swear falsely before the goddess 
and be instantaneously destroyed by her wrath. 

The challenge was broadcast across all the six natus by 
the town crier (Vettiyan) from each of the urs. The ANV 
elders withdrew to contemplate a course of action. Much to 
the surprise of the Tottiyans, they emerged from their 
meeting to announce acceptance of the challenge, saying 
that on the following Friday at noon, when the temple bells 
sounded, they would swear to their rights over the six natus 
in the presence of the goddess while the camphor fla~e 
burned. Once the initial surprise of the Tottiyans had 
passed, they interpreted the proclamation of the ANVs as 
merely a face-saving gesture, and they expected the ANVs 
to be gone by the time the cock crowed on that Friday 
morning. 

The ANVs' plan was quite different. They sent a runner 
by night to go back to Sidhambaram and bring from there a 
potful of soil. 

The cock crowed and the Friday dawned, but the ANVs 
had not left the six natus. At midday, when all shadows had 
shrunk to the fullest, the temple bells sounded, and the 
elders of both Tottiyan and ANV communities gathered in 
the temple to do pujii to the goddess Kamacci. After the puja 
was done, even though it was the turn of the ANVs to 
receive pracatam first, they charitably allowed the Tottiyans 
to go first, "like any good host ought to do for a worthy 
guest. " 15 After every villager had received pracatam, one of 
the ANV elders stepped into the courtyard before the god
dess, lit camphor on a pot of earth, and holding the pot 
before Kamacci said: 

Mother of grace, mother of darkness 
Mother of comforting light 
I place before you and swear before you 

15Note the ironic reversal of host-guest relationship between To!tiyan and ANY 
expressed by this statement of the storyteller. 
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that the soil in this vessel is the soil 
of your people, the soil of the ANVs ancestral home. [jenma 
Llr man] 

The Tottiyans waited in silence to witness the goddess in 
her wrath smite the ANVs-if not with death, then with 
some terrible and shamefully visible (vetkakketana) scourge; 
but they were disappointed and shocked to see the goddess 
retreat into the sanctuary with a smile on her face. Angered, 
ashamed, and dejected, the Tottiyans packed up their be
longings, gathered their cattle, women, and children, and 
left the land of the six natus that very night, never to return 
to or reclaim any of it ever again. 

When the last Tottiyan had left, the ANVs from all six 
natus and the sixty-three urs gathered to celebrate in front 
of the Kamacci temple. This day of celebration fell before 
Sivaratri. The goddess was visibly pleased with all the fes
tivities. The village was filled with activity. Merchants came 
from far and near, hawkers set up stalls by the side of the 
roads, sweet stalls sprang up like so many colored mini
kopurams ("temple towers") at the entrance to the temple, 
and Ferris wheels competed with merry-go-rounds for the 
young and the daring. In the words of a modern-day mil
lionaire industrialist of Madras who is an ANV himself, this 
historic day was described as "the day on which free 
enterprise was born and the ANV forefathers set down the 
rules for good business." 

The day following Sivaratri, the pot of earth on which the 
"false oath" (poi catcci) was made was brought before the 
ANV elders, and it was divided among the twenty ANV 
k6ttirams and the sixty-three urs in which the kottirams 
were scattered. 

This soil was then ploughed into the fields of the ANVs 
and has since become a permanent constituent element of 
these urs. The amount of this soil that was ploughed into 
the fields of Kalappur, however, was proportionately 
greater than that ploughed into any of the other villages of 
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the ANVs. This was so because Kamacci, who smiled on the 
pot of soil when the false oath was taken, lives in Kalappur. 
For this reason, the ANVs of Kalappur are believed to have 
a special aptitude for business as well as an above-average 
talent for cheating. "Therefore, you see," concluded the 
ANY bard who told me the story, "our ancestors changed 
the kuDam of this soil. This is no ordinary feat. It only 
happened because Kamacci herself smiled so strongly on 
the soil. Otherwise, soils don't easily change their km)am. 
The soil is like a woman. Have you ever seen a woman 
change her kur:tam ?" 

· In the end, we return to the underlying concern of the 
Tamil for establishing a relationship of identifying compati
bility with an ur, whether by ur he means a country, a state, 
a district, or a village. This concern with compatibility re
sults from the belief that an ur is an entity composed of 
substance that can be exchanged and mixed with the sub
stance of human persons. Such concerns with compatibility 
were noticeably absent in the case of tecam and kiramam, 
which are purely political and legal definitions of territory 
and which, therefore, do not summon forth in the Tamil the 
associations and concerns relative to substance exchange. 

It is the ideal of every Tamil to reside in his conta ur-that 
ur the soil substance of which is most compatible with his 
own bodily substance. Such compatibility can only be 
achieved when the ku1_1am of the soil is the same as the 
kuDam of one's own jati. This ideal is not often achieved. 
People such as Sivaraman, the Brahmin accountant, and 
Periyasamy, the blacksmith, must go where they can find 
employment, even if this means living in an ur that is not 
congenial to the substance of their jati. Thus, Sivaraman 
would have prospered best on sweet soil, and both of them, 
according to Periyasamy, should have lived in urs that did 
not end in the suffix -ur, since such places are unsuited to 
the sacred-thread-wearing jatis. Yet both Sivaraman and 
Periyasamy have managed to adjust themselves to their ur, 
in part because the kur:tam of the soil has transformed their 
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puttis, rendering them crafty like the ANYs, although not 
as accomplished. This craftiness, although adaptive, is a 
mixed blessing. To most non-ANYs, cheating is still con
sidered a sin that will result in bad karmam and eventually 
in punishment. Thus, the Brahmin who has become a wily 
schemer will pay for it in karmic retribution. Such adaptive 
transformations of putti may have other, more immediate 
dysfunctional consequences relating to other areas of a 
villager's life, consequences that take him beyond the limits 
of Kalappur and its soil. 

For instance, it is widely held that non-ANYs who live in 
ANY villages are able to come out ahead in most trans
actions that they make with their kinsmen who live in 
non-ANY villages. There are certain KavuiJ.ta villages, for 
example, northeast of ANY country, that have sworn off all 
manner of transactions (marriage and material) with the 
Kavm.1tas of Kalappur, ever since these northeastern Ka
vuntas were made victims of a scandalous and humiliating 
de~~ption with regards to a marriage alliance seventy-five 
years ago. The Kalappur Kavul}tas are regarded by their 
northeastern kinsmen as having become ruthlessly under
handed, like the ANYs, by having acquired the ANY putti. 
Thus, the Kalappur Kavul}tas' acquisition of ANY putti was 
considered to have so tainted their bodily substance that the 
two groups of Kavm:ttas were no longer compatible enough 
to permit intermarriage. . 

The substantial relationship that a person establishes 
with a certain ur is, therefore, not at all trivial. The conse
quences of such a relationship can be far-reaching, affecting 
the verv nature of social obligations and ties. When the 
appare~tly innocent and polite question "What is your ~r?" 
was asked of me by the villagers of Kalappur, I had no tdea 
that in my response there lay potentially a store of informa
tion. Moreover, when I was asked to give my conta ur, I was 
being asked not merely to betray my intellectual disposition 
(putti) but to divulge an essential part of my nature, my 
kut:tam. 
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As I have indicated in my prefatory remarks, compati
bility itself is a special though degenerate (as opposed to 
genuine) form or order of ultimate equilibrium, or equi
poise. The principle that determines when equilibrium in its 
limited context of "making compatible" is attained is 
cukam. Cukam is the state of being healthy, blissful, satis
fied, stable, and calm. When two entities are united or 
brought into close association with each other and result in 
cukam, these entities are said to be compatible. 

There are two dimensions to cukam, one temporal, the 
other spatial. The questions that determine the extent of 
cukam are: Cukam for how long? Cukam for how many or 
how much? A dish of sweets may cause in a diabetic a state 
of salivary unrest that yearns to be appeased. Six guliih 
jiimans (super-sweet North Indian dessert) may well ap
pease this salivary activity. But for how long? (And, need
less to say, with what further restless consequences?) Are 
sugar and the diabetic compatible? Not quite. An ANY who 
has migrated to Malaysia or Sri Lanka and finds that the 
relatively easy acquisition of wealth satiates the uniquely 
ANY need for success in business enterprises may indicate 
that Sri Lanka or Malaysia is compatible for him with 
regards to his penchant for making money. This may bring 
cukam to him and to his immediate family. But what of the 
ancestral gods he has left behind in village India? What of 
their cukam? And what ultimate consequences for his 
cukam will result from the ancestral gods' cukaminmai ("lack 
of cukam")? This is the question of compatibility to how 
many or to how much. In terms of an alcoholic's "indi
vidual" habits and needs, palmyra toddy may find in him 
an immediately compatible partner. A person is not, how
ever, an "individual." A person includes his wife, his chil
dren, his kinsmen, his jati fellows, and even extends to 
include his ancestors and ancestral deities. Herein lies the 
spatial extension of cukam and its derivative, compatibility. 

In this chapter we have seen that urs have some of the 
same qualities and attributes that humans do and that these 
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are substantial qualities. The corollary of this is that a 
qualityless substance is an impossibility in the Tamil world 
view. We have also encountered that enigma of Indian 
anthropological fieldwork: What are the limits of metaphor? 
When does something begin to be literal? I shall begin the 
following chapter by attempting to throw further light on 
this problem and then move on to consider the dynamics of 
the intersubstantial compatibility that inheres between a 
person and a house. 

In the Introduction, I indicated that the themes and sub
jects in each one of the ethnographic chapters present 
themselves as a series of concentric enclosures. Such an 
organization in itself is, as has been mentioned, no more 
than an artifactual imposition of architectural coherence. Of 
greater importance in this opening ethnographic chapter, 
however, has been the fortuitous encounter with the way in 
which Tamils conceptualize the ur as distinct from kira-

.. mam. The ur is not so much a discrete entity with fixed 
coordinates as a fluid sign with fluid thresholds. This same 
conceptualization will be seen to recur, like a rhyme, in each 
of the following chapters' subjects. And as Charles Tomlin
son wrote, 

The chances of rhyme 
are like chances of meeting-
in the finding of fortuitous, but once found, binding. 

(from "The Chances of Rhyme"). 

3 
A House Conceived 

Our three Red Champak trees 
had done it again, 

had burst into flower and given Mother 
her first blinding migraine 
of the season 

with their street-long heavy-hung 
yellow pollen fog of a fragrance 
no wind could sift, 

no door could shut out from our black
pillared house whose walls had ears 
and eyes, 

scales, smells, bone-creaks, nightly 
visiting voices, and were porous 
like us. 
-A. K. Ramanujan (From his poem, 
"Ecology," Poetry, November 1981) 

In the preceding chapter we noted the various ways in 
~hie~ persons conceive of and seek for relationships of 
Identity or compatibility with their ur. The same concern for 
compatibility is evidenced in the person-house relation
ship. Before we explore in greater depth the cultural dy
namics of this relationship I would like to anticipate the 
objection that I could be overliteralizing or particularizing 
(in the sense of nineteenth-century particular physics) a set 
of concepts that were intended to be merely metaphoric. 
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The corollary to this objection may imply that I am denying 
Tamils the capacity for figurative speech and thought. 

Yet I am doing neither. Metaphor and metonym, simile 
and irony, and conceivably all the tropes listed by Aristotle, 
and a few more, abound in the speech of Tamil villagers. 
However, what remains incontrovertibly true, as would be 
attested to by any researcher fluent in Tamil or Sinhala (and 
which I presume to be true of other South Asian languages 
as well), is that the line that divides the figurative from the 
literal is a thin and fragile one. Better yet, this dividing line 
may be likened to the ur ellai encountered in the last chap
ter. The matter is even more basic: It comes right down to 
the power of words. The awareness of the illocutionary and 
perlocutionary forces of words is commonplace ~mong 
Tamil-speaking villagers; an awareness that, for occidental 
linguistics, had not made its entry until 1955, when J. L. 
Austin delivered nine startling lectures, published seven 
years later in a little book entitled Haw to Do Things with 
Words (1962). For the Tamil, some words and some people's 
words do more things than other words and some other 
people's words, in the sense of having actual effects on 
other things and person~. 

Within figurative speech itself, Tamil favors metonym 
over metaphor and synecdoche over metonym. Following 
Hayden White's (1973) rendition of the classical tropes, I 
understand metaphor to be a figure of speech in which one 
sign is related to another by virture of their mutual resem
blance, a resemblance, however, that is predominantly 
determined by arbitrary convention. As I indicated in the 
Introduction, a metaphor is an iconic Third in which sym
bolic signification dominates. In metonym, a part stands for 
the whole by a process of reduction. When the crown is 
taken to stand for the kingdom, the whole is metonymically 
reduced to one of its most significant or symbolically con
densed parts. A:_ K. Ramanujan, in his superb translatio11~f 
fifth-century Tamil love poems, shows how the various 
features of the five landscapes are metonymically related to 
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the "interior landscapes," or emotional dispositions, of the 
hero or heroine in a given poem. To mention a sea gull or a 
kurinci flower is to bring to mind not only the exterior 
landscape in which these live or grow-the seashore or the 
mountains-but also to describe the internal state of the 
hero or heroine as forlorn with separation or invigorated 
with the fullness of union (1967). One set of poetic images 
by their indexical apposition or metonymic contiguity 
brings to mind others by a process similar to what Gaston 
Bachelard called retentissement, or reverberation (1964). 
While it is clear that as in classical Tamil poetry and in 
contemporary village Tamil speech as well, metonymy is far 
more prevalent than metaphor, the bias of figurative lan
guage even tends away from metonymy and swells toward 
synecdoche. In metonym the signs involved in the figura
tive event still retain their individuality, so to speak. In 
synecdoche, however, as Hayden White points out, it is not 
merely a case where the part stands for the whole in which 
the whole is reduced to one of its parts, but the part selected 
to represent the whole suffuses the entire being of the 
whole that it represents. Thus, in the example "He is all 
heart," the person is not metonymically reduced to the 
organ of the heart; rather, certain conventionally attributed 
qualities, such as gentleness, kindness, generosity, and the 
like, are believed to suffuse the person's entire being. 

Words in the Tamil context take a further step away from 
pure metaphor. In this step metonym and synecdoche are 
brought together, except that the former is relieved of its 
indexical boundedness and the latter of its symbolic con
ventionality. At this new crest, ridge, or apex of signifi
cance, then, an unbounded metonym and a nonsymbolic 
synecdoche coalesce; at this point tropology ends and liter
ality begins. An appreciation of the prevalence in Tamil 
culture of this "figurative reality" vastly enhances the field
worker's appreciation of Tamil culture as a whole, as I 
personally discovered. This means that at this level of apical 
significance, to admit literalness is not to deny figurative-
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ness, and vice versa. And given the nature of a ridge or 
crest, one's judgment can as easily be tipped in the one 
direction as in the other. With this proviso, let me consider 
the main subject of this chapter, houses, which, like urs, are 
persons, and yet are also nonpersons. 1 

_ . . 

The word v!tu, like the terms ur and natu, Is defmed 
person-centricaily. What a given person refers to as his vitu 
changes according to what structure is contextually relevant 
to him at any given time. Thus, to a speaker, a vitu can 
mean the external structure of a house, the particular 
residential unit of his nuclear family in a house inhabited by 
a joint family, a particular room in the house inhabited ~y a 
joint family, or a particular room in the house (niHu v1tu). 
For example, let us consider the case of the brothers Saba
bathy PiHai and Arunasalam PiHai. These two brothers and 
their families share the same ancestral house. Because of 
deep-seated enmity going back almost a decade and a half, 
however, they live in two separate halves of the house and 
avoid entering the half of the house that belongs to the 
other. During the early days of my acquaintance with Saba
bathy PiHai, whenever one of the brothers' wives had occa
sion to refer to their vitu, the entire house, that is, "house 
number fifteen," was the referent. During this early period 
they either assumed that I was ignorant of their fraternal 
rivalry or that such knowledge on my part had little or no 
significance to them inasmuch as I was an outsider. In time, 
however, as I became a part of the village life, I noticed that 
the brothers and their wives referred to "our vitu" (namma 
vitu) with the unmistakable implication that the object re
fe~red to was their half of the house only, not the house as a 
whole. Often I was brusquely corrected for failing to make 
this distinction. Thus, the very meaning of the term vltu 
shifted according to the changing orientation of the 
speakers as, in time, they came to treat me as a fellow 

I Carter, in an otherwise excellent essay on the person concept in western India, 
tends to indicate that Maharashtrians (unlike the Tamils) conceive of "the person" 
as a bounded entity with no figurative-literal extensions and intentions. Such a 
view, I submit, is partial and inadequate (Carter 1982). 
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villager who ought to pick up clues for the changing con
textual usage of the term. 

An extreme spatial reduction of the referential meaning 
of vitu is evidenced when the term becomes coextensive 
with the human body. One such reduction is encountered 
in a regional version of the Cilappatikiiram. In this variant of 
the epic, the virtuous Kannaki, having realized that her 
husband has been unjustly put to death by the king of 
Madurai, sets forth from her house in the direction of the 
royal city to demand justice. The poet portrays the heroine 
departing from her own house, walking down the road, 
and turning back to look upon the abode she has just left 
behind. She wails: 

Oh life that has left that house 
won't you leave this house too? 

Ammanai [anta vrttai] vittu ekeina uyire 
Immanai [inta vrttai] vittu ekayo. 

In the first line of the above couplet, "life" is synecdochi
cally subsumed or conjoined with her departed lord, and 
"that house" refers to the physical structure of their home. 
In the second line she laments that life has not left "this 
house," referring to her body. 

This poem not only illustrates the range and flexibility of 
the term vztu but it anticipates house-body analogies that 
will become important in our later discussion. 

There is much more to understanding what a vitu is to a 
Tamil than merely noting the range of structures to which 
the term itself can refer. A house, to a Tamil, is more than 
just a structure built to the specifications of the owner. It is, 
like all other forms of substance, in constant flux, mixing 
with and changing according to the substances that come in 
contact with it. Even as persons are concerned with control
ling the substances that combine with their bodily sub
stance, so are they concerned with what substances cross 
the vulnerable thresholds of their houses and combine not 
only with their bodily substance but with the substance of 
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their houses. To illustrate these concerns, I will introduce 
you to a piece of relevant ethnography. 

In interpersonal relations, Tamils feel cozy and com
fortable when in crowds. Among ANVs, the tendency to 
cluster is even more marked than among other jatis. In 
ANV villages, young boys, young men, and even older 
men would rather sleep in a row on mats outside their 
houses or on some neighbor's veranda in a group than retire 
to the privacy of their houses. Even women, who are con
fined to sleeping indoors, invite neighbors and kinswomen 
to come sleep with them-slumber parties being nightly 
events. Among ANVs solitude is not sought after, not even 
in times of sickness. A sick person-especially a sick per
son-must not be left alone to suffer loneliness in addition 
to illness. One of the fears most often expressed by both 
men and women is that of being alone. The ultimate fear 
and humiliation is having to die alone. In the words of one 
informant, "We like to live together. We try to be together 
when we are alive. For what if the worst of karmams was to 
happen to us, and what if we were to die alone. Then at l~ast 
we can say, let it go [pona p(5kutu]; at least when I was ahve I 
lived closely [nerunki] with people." 

A similar preference seems to prevail with regard to 
houses. They are built very close to one another, contigu
ously, if possible. In Kalappur, as in all ANV villages, 
houses tend to be clustered in the "center" of the village in 
an area known as the iirka~u, which is distinguished from 
the fields and forests, called ka~u. ANVs who have traveled 
with me to several Konku VeHala and Konku KavuJ!~ar 
villages of the Namakkal and Salem districts express~ mix
ture of surprise and disapproval at finding houses m the 
middle of rice fields, removed from the clustered center of 
the village where the bazaar is located. 

The interpersonal and inter house organization of space is 
not merely mutual structural replication. Rather, the ANVs' 
fear of solitude is believed to be shared by their houses. I 
was to discover this very interesting fact from my landlord, 
Poraviyar PiHai (hereafter PP). 
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PP represents by ANV standards a pioneer, a "rugged 
individualist" of sorts. One might even call him an eccentric 
who ventured into new and unknown territory quite alone. 
This is how it happened. 

Before 1959 PP was a poor man who lived in a house with 
a thatched roof thrown over mud walls, which enclosed 
three rooms with cow-dung floors and a floor area of four 
hundred square feet. In this house he lived with his wife, 
their six children, and his insane sister. Between 1959 and 
1960, with the help of his sons, he acquired considerable 
wealth. It became clear to PP that he had become too 
wealthy for four hundred square feet of floor space. How
ever, he was crowded in by neighbors who would neither 
sell nor move to allow him to realize his desire for lateral 
expansion. 

It so happened that during this constrained period of his 
monetarily burgeoning existence, plans to build a hospital 
north of the village's center were being made. PP made the 
decision to move out of his territorial trap to become a 
neighbor of the proposed hospital. His fellow ANV vil
lagers clearly considered his behavior to be eccentric, as did 
his wife. But PP had other plans; he was not going to move 
out alone. He would build a new village around himself, 
perhaps a hamlet to start with and ultimately a village, of 
which he would be the founder. Therefore, in addition to 
building himself a concrete house southeast of the hospital, 
he built several mud huts and extracted the promises of 
some poor families of Mutturaja, Acari, and Cakki~ian jatis 
that they would move with him. He also succeeded in 
convincing his wealthy Malaysian cousin (MBS) to build 
himself a "status symbol"2 in his natal village next to PP's 
new house. (This house was to subsequently become the 
anthropologists' residence.) 

2ANV villages, especially Kalappiir, are liberally dotted with large houses built 
by absentee or expatriate landlords as "status symbols"-the term being one of 
the English expressions completely incorporated into ANV vocabulary-by 
which they would be remembered. Thus they would be assured that their success 
stories would become a part of village life, gossip, and even lore. 
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Initially, however, PP's Acari and Mutturaja clients 
reneged on their promises to move into their new houses. 
For several months, according to PP's own rendition, he 
spent sleepless nights, inviting every passerby to come in 
and chat with him. When PP ran out of visitors, he would 
circumambulate the exterior of his house, and with his 
walking stick, he would beat on empty oil drums, which he 
had placed solely for such a purpose at various points 
around the house, shouting-according to his wife, "in a 
very threatening, seemingly menacing but really frightened 
voice" -saying, "Hey who is that? Hey, you! Who is that?" 
("Yarta atu? Yenta ni! Yarta atu?") 

When I asked him what exactly he feared, he listed in the 
same breath, "ghosts, snakes, and thieves" ("pei picacu, 
pampu kimpu, tirutan kirutan"). The grouping of ghosts, 
snakes, and thieves into the same entity, that is, the object 
of his fears, revealed something significant. What he did 
indeed fear was the damage that might be caused to his 
house and to his family by the invasion of unknown sub
stances. This point was revealed to me most clearly when 
one day my Brahmin research assistant expressed a curi
ously different point of view. 

My assistant had said that if he had the choice, he would 
build himself a house far removed from the crowded center 
of the village and that he would not invite CakkiFans, 
Parayans, and other low jatis to live in huts around his 
house, since a house thus located would be visited by every 
passerby, be he a member of a low jati or a menstruating 
woman. PP immediately responded by saying that such an 
attitude was typical of Brahmin mentality, or piippiira putti. 3 

PP continued, 

There is nothing to be feared from a Parayan or a Cak
kilian. If he touches a dead cow and touches my porch, I can 
e~sily wash it and recite a few mantras, and it will be alright. 

3Piippiin is another name for a Brahmin, or priimiJJall. In ANV country, priimil.wn 
is the only term used when respect is intended. Piippiin, however, is a derogatory 
term. 
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This kind of thing my wife does every Friday in any event. 
But into a lonely house [tannicca vztu], things we do not 
know creep in [pukuntitum]. When difficult times set in, you 
have to spend much money and property to hire diviners 
and specialists to find out whether what crept in was ghost, 
snake, or thief. 

When I later asked my assistant if he really would prefer 
to live in an isolated house, he had changed his mind after 
PP's admonition and said that the best alternative would be 
to live in an agrahiiram (Brahmin neighborhood), where he 
would not have to contend with low castes or intruders, 
such as ghosts or thieves. 

Transactionally expressed, the contrast between PP, the 
VeHa~a, and my research assistant, the Brahmin, is an inter
esting one. PP, being a maximal transactor, did not fear any 
transaction whatsoever, provided he was sure of the result 
of the transaction. However, such control over the outcome 
of a transaction was possible only with known substances. 
The unknown substances over which his control was in 
doubt were what he feared. My Brahmin assistant, in con
trast, preferred to shy away from all transactions that 
obviously did not contribute to the enhancement of his own 
substance or the substance of his house. 

To return to our main story of PP, his new house, and his 
dream hamlet, the Acaris and the other jatis did eventually 
move into their new houses, a fact that did console PP to a 
certain extent. The new settlement, however, proved not to 
have even a pale resemblance to his dream hamlet, let alone 
village. 

During our stay in the village, PP would ramble on many 
a night about his loneliness in being so isolated. I had 
initially understood his loneliness in reference to himself, 
his family members, and other persons who were some
what removed from the buzz of the village's center. One 
day, however, he spoke of how his house would fare after 
his death. He was seventy-four years old, and his wife was 
not much younger. He was worried that his house still did 
not and probably never would have ottiicai, or "companion-
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ship." I asked him specifically if he intended it to be_occu
pied by one of his children's families, and whether It w~s 
their isolation that concerned him. He assured me that this 
was not the case, since all his sons had businesses outside 
the village and had homes of their own, and they would 
never find living in Kalappur convenient or attractive. The 
house, he was sure, would be inhabited by strangers. I 
asked him why he should worry about these strangers 
being alone and feeling isolated. "It is not who lives in it_t~at 
I speak of, but of the house itself" ("Nan ~ol~atu vittila 
kutivirukkiravanka patti ilia inta vlttaye path tan enakku 
ka~~lai"), he replied pensively. He continued, 

Your house and my house are alone here with no other 
house for company and comfort. And that is _not good. 
Those huts [pointing to the dwellings of the Adiris and 
Mutturajas] will fall during one of these monsoons, and 
those cowards will scurry like scared ants back to the 
urkatu. These houses will remain ... alone. 

Onka vitu ottacaikku vera vitukalilh1ma taniccirukku. Atu 
nallayilli.nka parunka. Anta kuticaika eto oru maf~ k~l~m 
vantatum matincu virunturunka appa anta pokkmp
payaluka ver~t:~tu eru~puka pol_a pe~a_?t~ticcikkittu ur 
kattukku otuvanuka. Inta vituka !ppahye Irukkunka ... 
tanicci. 

This curious statement adds another dimension to the 
cultural meaning of house. Not only are houses, as are urs 
and persons, of substance that can be contaminated and 
changed by mixing with other substances (hence the con
cern with what kind of substance crosses the vulnerable 
thresholds-windows and doors-of the house and affects 
its own substance and that of its inhabitants) but houses are 
also "aware" of their vulnerability. They have personlike 
needs for companionship, and experience loneliness and 
fear when isolated. 

The person like attributes of houses complicate the search 
for person-house compatibility. When a villager seeks to 
build a house that will be compatible with his own sub-
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stance, he cannot simply specify the structure of the house 
and thereby ensure the quality of its substance and hence its 
compatibility with his own substance. Rather, the house, 
like a child, is conceived, develops, is born, changes during 
a formative period, and may eventually die. In the creation 
of a child, no matter how much care is taken to unite 
partners of only compatible substance at an auspicious time 
and with the necessary ritual precautions, once born, the 
child establishes its own, unique kur:tam and develops ac
cording to its own fate ("head writing"-talai eruttu). The 
child may be unlucky for itself or for its parents, maternal 
uncle, and so on. Similarly, its kur:tam type may clash with 
that of one of its parents, and their resulting interaction may 
have adverse effects on parent and child. Likewise, a house, 
although built with the utmost care, may develop into an 
incompatible offspring of its owner, with a horoscope that 
can cause the owner's financial ruin or death and with an 
incompatible kur:tam substance that can, when mixed with 
that of the owner (through his residence in the house), 
harm both house and owner. Thus, when a villager begins 
to build a house, he does so with considerable trepidation, 
fully aware that what he is cTeating is not an inert structure 
over which he has absolute control but a being whose 
horoscope, kunam, and even "feelings" (houses can have 
evil eye, feel lonely, and so on) will intimately affect him 
and his family. 

I turn now to a consideration of the rules and rituals that 
villagers utilize to try to determine, to the extent possible, 
the substance of a nascent house. 

Selection of a Site 

Before a house is begun, the site on which it is to stand 
ought to meet the following criteria if possible. 

First of all, the site must not be occupied by any other 
house, be it the ruins of a former house (indexed by pieces 
of firewood and roof tiles) or the inhabited house of any of 
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certain animals, such as snakes, mice, rats, and ants. Thes.e 
animals are believed to have permanent dwellings of their 
own, which are their houses. Therefore, building a house 
where these animals live is like building a house where a 
house already exists. 

Second, the site should not contain the remains of any 
dead thing, be they human remains ~if the spot was 
formerly a cremation ground) or the remams of a house that 
has "died" (i.e., been abandoned) and fallen into ruin. If 
any wood, teeth, bones, charco~l, ash, .firewood, ~r roof 
tiles are seen on the site or even If scorpiOns or centipedes 
are present (they indicate the presence of wood), the site is 
considered unsuitable for a new house. 

Third, there should not be any creatures destructive to 
building material and which, therefore, co~ld cause a h?~se 
to fall into ruin. Chief among these are white ants (karazyan) 
and wood beetles (va~ztu). 

Finally, there should not be any inauspicious creat~re 
that could harm the new house or its inhabitants. Thus, If a 
chameleon (onan) is found in the vicinity, the site isaban
doned since a chameleon is believed to be the incarnation 
of a c~rsed Brahmin; and for a VeHaJa, few things are as 
inauspicious as a Brahmin thus cursed. 

The favorable signs of a good site are as follows: 

1. The presence of an ara~zai (a kind of g~rden lizard), ~ 
tree frog, or a crab is believed to estabhsh that the soil 
is virgin soil (kanni piimi), since these creatures .are 
considered to be true representations if not of the Wild, 
then of the extradomestic world. Therefore, the pres
ence of these creatures is taken to index the absence of 
previous houses on the site in question. . 

2. The presence of earthworms is auspicious because It 
indexes the presence of water and most probably that 
of a water table, which could be tapped by a well. 

3. The presence of coins, precious stones: gold, silver, 
shells, or grain is considered to be evidence of. the 
existence of some buried treasure. When these objects 
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are seen, the question of whether or not there had 
been a house on the site does not even arise. The 
prospect of finding a buried treasure is sufficient in 
itself for the proposed house to be declared auspi
cious. Shells hold out hope for the possible presence 
of pearls. Grain is also treated as treasure. 

4. Toads, gecko lizards, and spiders present an interest
ing variation. When these creatures are present, they 
are not taken to index the presence of a previous 
habitation but instead are believed to arrive ahead of 
humans and to wait in expectation of an auspicious 
house to be built. They constitute the "advance party" 
of the animal kingdom. In the words of one informant, 
this advance party arrives early, "so that it may wel
come the new owners and builders." They fore
shadow human life and activity. 

Vastu Puru~a Puja 

Once the building site has been inspected and declared 
auspicious on all counts, the acari may either proceed 
directly to place the corner post or cornerstone, or else he 
may perform the Vastu Puru~a pzlja. Kalappurans were 
quite ignorant about who Vastu Purusa is. For some it is a 
deity; for others it is merely a name ot" what is essentially a 
rite of divination, and an optional one at that. What is 
divined by the ritual is how the future house will affect the 
health and productivity of its owners, specifically, their 
fertility and their financial fortunes. 

In order to perform the Vastu Puru:;;a puja, the acari digs 
a square hole one and one half feet on a side. Part of the 
fresh earth is returned to the hole, and with it a conical 
mound is formed in the center of the hole. Three copper 
vessels of water are poured into the hole by a sumankali (a 
woman who is married, has children, and whose husband 
is alive). When the water has been thus poured, and as it 
flows around the conical mound of earth that represents 
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Vastu Purusa, a flower is dropped into the hole by the 
acari. 4 The ~cari waits for the flower to circle the mound 
clockwise three times. Or rather, the flower must keep the 
Vastu Puru~a to its right as it makes its rounds (see Das 
1974). If the current of water stops before the third round is 
made, the acari may help it to move along by creating a 
current with his right hand. After the flower has made its 
third round and becomes stationary, its position in relation 
to the eight cardinal directions is noted. 

Five of the eight cardinal points are called pu?pa mankala 
ticaika! ( pw:;pam-"flower"; mankalam-"auspicious") and 
are auspicious for the flower. For example, if the flower 
stops in the corner of Kuperan (north) or Varu\lan (west), 
wealth and an abundance of healthy offspring are forecast. 
If, however, the flower stops in the three directions that are 
inauspicious ( pw;;pa amankala ticaikaJ), which are the corners 
of Yaman (south), Agni (southeast), and Vayu (northwest), 
loss of wealth, illness, and infertility are predicted. 

The ritual's concern with fertility and productivity is 
borne out not only in the interpretation of the flower's 
position but in the sexual symbolism of the conical mound 
in a base of water (similar to the lingam/yoni symbolism in 
Saivite temples), and more particularly, in the sexual asso
ciations connected with the flowers themselves. Tamil liter
ature, old and new, is replete with the use of flowers in 
themes relating to love, sex, and marriage-more often 
than not in the trite symbolism of a honeybee hovering over 
a flower or lighting on it. The metaphor of blooming or 
flowering is also directly linked to a maiden's attaining of 
puberty, which is called puttal, or "flowering," from the 
root p~l, which means flower. It is noteworthy that when a 
girl attains puberty, the time and her location vis-a-vis the 
eight cardinal directions at that moment are believed to 
predict her future potential for bearing healthy children. 
Significantly, the five cardinal directions that are auspicious 

4 ln some instances, several flowers arc dropped, and a more complex formula is 
employed. 
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for the Vastu Puru~a flower are also auspicious for the 
fertility of the "flowering" girl. 

Following the logic of the associations of fertility with 
certain cardinal directions, one would think that these di
rections would also be auspicious for sexual intercourse. Of 
the five directions, the western and northern quarters are 
the recommended ones. The eastern and northeastern 
quarters may be used for sexual intercourse, provided that 
they do not happen to be the ones in which the shrine room 
is located. The fifth, that is, the southwest, corner is, how
ever, inauspicious and calls for a special explanation. Its 
inauspiciousness for human conception cannot be ex
plained by the possible presence of a piija room, for a piija 
room is never located in the southwest corner of a house. 
Furthermore, since this corner is auspicious for the Vastu 
Puru~a flower and for the girl attaining puberty, it should 
by implication be auspicious for all activities metaphorically 
r:presented by the flower, particularly love and concep
tion. Why, then, is this corner in fact deemed inauspicious 
for conception, and why should knowledgeable elders 
advise the young to avoid this corner whenever the desire 
for sexual interc~mrse is experienced? I asked this question 
of Subramania Acari. He was not sure of the answer but 
promised to present the question to his guru. Subsequently 
he returned with the answer the guru had given him. It was 
contained in this couplet. 

To conceive a child where a house is conceived 
is to invite evil. 

il tarikkum tikkil 
karu tarittal titu. 

Conception 

It is clear from the above couplet that to a Tamil, houses 
are conceived and that this conception is likened to the 
conception of a human being. I turn then to a more detailed 
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examination of the beliefs and rituals relevant to the proper 
conception of a house. 

A house is conceived when the corner post or corner-
stone is placed into a hole dug in the southwest corner of t~e 
site. The sexual analogies of this union become apparent m 
a ritual of divination that immediately precedes the moment 
of conception. This ritual begins with the digging of the 
hole. When the hole has been dug to the required depth and 
its walls and floor cleaned and smoothed, the soil that was 
dug out of the hole is returned to it. If the s?il returned in 
this manner results in a mound rather than m a level plat
form or a depression, the structure to be built is belie~ed to 
bring health, wealth, and progeny. When I asked my mfor
mants for the rationale underlying this particular interpre
tation one informant said that "this mound of earth must 
be lik~ a pregnant woman's stomach" ("inta mal)kuvial 
karpamuHa peJ!J!in vayiru pola irrukkanum"). It must ~e 
noted, however, that when I asked him whether this 
implied, as I thought it naturally did, that the h_ole was like 
the womb, my informant vehemently demed such a 
possibility. 

If the earth forms a mound auspicious for the future of 
the house's inhabitants and is perhaps also symbolic of the 
favorable development of the house itself, the ritual for the 
planting of the corner post or cornerstone is begu~. The 
earth is dug out, and grains of paddy are thrown m, fol
lowed by a cup of milk. The post is placed in the hole by the 
acari, who adjusts it so that it fits in snugly. The owner-to
be or a distinguished guest or friend throws the first shovel 
of wet cement or mud into the hole. The acari proceeds to 
complete the filling of the hole, and the owner concludes 
the ritual by pouring more milk over the filled hole. 

As has been mentioned, the ritual of planting the corner 
post is no longer the planting of a corner post as sue~ but is, 
more commonly, the laying of a cornerstone. Thus, It must 
be remembered that all that I have described as taking place 
during the planting of the corner post may be transla~ed as 
taking place during the laying of the cornerstone. While the 
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sexual imagery generated by the laying of the cornerstone 
in a h?le in the earth may not be obvious to some, including 
the VIllager who described the earth-filled hole as shaped 
like the stomach of a pregnant woman, I have yet to see a 
spherical, rhomboid, or a haphazardly jagged stone used 
for this purpose. Stated differently, I found it difficult not to 
note a distinct resemblance between the shape of the cor
nerstone and the phallus. 

When one considers the planting of the mulaikkiil 
("corner post") and the textual rules that govern this act, 
the homology between human conception in the act of 
intercourse and the conception of a house becomes even 
more explicit than in the laying of the foundation stone. 

The tree from which the miilaikkal is made must be a 
male tree (ii~l maram). There are thirteen recommended 
trees. These are areca nut (kamuku maram), mango (mii 
maran~), palmyra (panai), kino (venkai), bamboo (mungil), 
tamannd ( pulz), ebony (karunkiili), coconut (temwi), sandal
wood (cantanam), teak (tekku), gray ebony (acca), Michelia 
champac (canbakam), and Indian coral tree (paliicu). To this 
list, iron is added. Of these thirteen trees, bamboo and 
tamarind (and iron) are for the Brahmin, teak for mer
chants, and kino for Siidras. The remaining seven trees 
may be used by anyone . 
. There is, however, a complication to the above prescrip

tion. In order that a given tree may be planted as a miilaik
kal, the soil in which it is to be planted must be suited (have 
poruttam, or "compatibility") to that tree. Hence, soils, too 
are classified, in this case, according to the scheme of six 
flavors 5 (see chapter 1). 

The art of choosing the type of soil suited for a given kind 
of tree is called ma~1 poruttam piirttal. It is widely known that 
in India the earth is thought of as female (Piimatevi-see 
also deBary 1958: 8-9), and also that the agricultural act of 

5The_ flavors ~f the soil may be detected indirectly by the flavor of the crop that 
grows m the soil. For example, sweet crops will grow well in sweet soil, even as 
ch1h peppers will thrive in pungent soil. 
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sowing the seed is analogized to sexual intercourse (Ram~
nujan 1967: 59). If in rna~ poruttam parttal, the male post IS 
matched with the female soil for compatibility, this is clearly 
analogous to the matching of bride and groom in the simi
larlv named poruttam parttal in marriage. A further resem
bla~ce is seen in the concern shown over the dimension of 
the hole for the corner post: it must be suited to the size and 
kind (the species of tree) of the post. One of the eight 
mandatory poruttams taken into account when horoscop~s 
are compared before marriage is that of yoni poruttam. This 
poruttam determines whether a given male's p~nis is su~ted 
to penetrate the vagina (yoni) of the female m qu~sh~n. 
Thus, the marriage between a man who has a rat pems with 
a girl who has an elephant vagina is har_dly ~onsidered 
ideal. However, size is not the only factor Imphed here. It 
may not even be the main variable. As will be shown in the 
next chapter, the exchange of sexual fluids in intercourse 
also calls for qualitative compatibility or appropriateness. 
Some puritanical neo-Hindus deny that the ma~chi~g of 
yoni and lingam has anything whatsoever_ to do wit~ either 
the size of the sexual organs or sexual flwds. More Impor
tant, they say that the variously classified yonis and lin
gams are only metaphors for the ku~am types of the part
ners in general. Most informants agree, however, that 
kunam is to be narrowly understood as pertaining to dis
po~itions, proclivities, and so on, as they relate to sexual 

appetities in particular. . . 
Much that has been said here of the textual prescnphons 

for how trees, soils, and hole dimensions _should be 
matched has no practical value for Subramania Acari or the 
other residents of Kalappur. Almost any tree, if it is suffici
ently strong, is used as the mfilaikkiil on any soil: r~gard~ess 
of its flavor. The only tree that is exempt from this hberahza
tion of textual prescription is the margosa, which is the 

female tree par excellenc~. 
I asked Subramania Acari and his son why all these 

specific and elaborate textual rules are disregarded. At first 
came the expected reply: "This is kali yuga." I pressed my 

A House Conceived 123 

informants f_or f~rther elaboration. Subramania's response 
was somethmg hke this. 

Whe_n God first made the soil, He clearly differentiated it 
acc?rdmg to the six flavors. Then He produced vegetables, 
frm_t trees, an? the various grain crops which He planted in 
whiChever _soil was most suited to a given plant's kunam. 
Do you ~hmk God ~ould have planted chili peppe~s in 
~wee~ soil or mangos m sour soil? Then God divided man 
mto _five or six jatis and he instructed each jati to live on a 
particular plot of land in which the soil's flavor was suited to 
the _kul!_am of each jati. But man, then as now, started 
havmg mtercourse with the wife of the man across the 
stream, behind this hill, or on the other side of the road 
regardless of her jati. The children were mixed [kalappu ]: 
Man also started transplanting vegetables and fruit trees 
and crops in soils that were not suited to their kunams. And 
you kn?w what happens when you plant a sw~et plant in 
sour so~l. ~he sweet fruit will become slightly sour, and the 
~~ur so~l will_ be~ome sl~g~tly sweet. That is why today there 
I~, no soil ~hic~/s cutta mzppu ["purely sweet"], cutta kacappu 
[ purely bitt~r ], or cutta uraippu ["purely pungent"]. Like
Wise, there IS no mango that is free of sourness or chili 
pepper that is n_ot slightly bitter. Of course, you already 
kno':" _that there IS no such thing as a pure Brahmin, a pure 
Ve)!a~a or a pure Parayan. All are mixed-expecially these 
Ve!Ja~as! 

To :eturn ~~the ritual, the acari and the house owner are the 
ma~n participants i_n_ the con_ception of the house. Although 
no mformant speCifically smd that the acari, in planting the 
post, plays the role of the male, and the owner, in throwing 
m the earth to hold the pole snugly, plays the role of the 
female, both men feel that they are responsible for the 
conc:ption ?f the house and that they thereafter stand in a 
speCial relationship to it. For this reason, they are extremely 
careful to prepare adequately for their part in the generation 
of the house. The relationship that the acari and house 
owner ~ave to the process of conceiving the house finds its 
p~rallel m the relationship that holds between the Maharas
tnan god Khandoba as the conjoined god of the sun and the 
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moon. In the case of Khandoba, as cited in Stanley's 
accounts (1977: 42-43), elaborate preparatory rituals pre
cede his act of uniting the sun and moon in marriage. He is 
the one who joins the substance of the sun and moon and 
who controls the fluid-power that is released when these 
substances combine. Similarly, the acari and house owner 
prepare themselves to aid in the union of pole and earth by 
storing up sakti and in making themselves pure (cuttam) so 
that they can bear (tiinkaliim) the power released in the 
conjunction-cum-conception. It is implied that some of this 
power may be absorbed or received by the acari. Failu~e _t~ 
prepare oneself adequately will adversely affect the_ acan 
and owner, as well as the house, which is intimately tled to 
the owner and which is blighted at conception itself. The 
two men prepare themselves by following the rules of their 
particular jatis for building up sakti and purifying bodily 
substance. For example, the acari, a member of a minimally 
transacting jati, prepares by reducing even further his nor
mal minimal transactions. When one looks at the rules the 
acari is expected to observe alongside a list of the conse
quences that result from violating these rules, his minimally 
transacting strategy becomes clear (table 2). 

Rule 

Observe a strict vegetarian 
diet. 

Avoid eating in others' 
houses and in public 
places. 

A void bodily contact with 
members of lower jatis. 

TABLE 2 

Consequence if violated 

The house will be vulnerable to the entry 
of ghosts and evil spirits. 

The hearth of the house will bum its cinder 
to dead ash and cause the inhabitants of 
the house to go begging for food. 

Goods in the house will gradually 
disappear. 

Abstain from sexual inter- The house will be eaten by white ants. 

course. 

Favor Ganapathy in daily 
pujas. 

The women of the ho~~d no 
respite from menstruation 
[matakkapppinintru oivu pera]. 
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All five items in the code for conduct prescribe a "cool
ing" deportment. 6 The proscribed meat diet is a "hot" one 
and contrasts with the prescribed "cool" vegetarian diet. 
Eating in others' houses and public places involves one in 
the receiving of food, a maximal (if not a pessimal) trans
a~tion. 7 (~aximal transactions are usually associated by the 
VIllager with heat, since the combination of substances of a 
~idely different type, such as the bodily substances of 
different castes, requires and produces heat.) Furthermore 
in public places, one is exposed to strangers and dogs~ 
un_derfe~ and starving beggars included-whose gaze or 
evil_ eye IS c~pable of causing the food being ingested to 
~poll (ketfup_okum) and result in a "burning stomach" and 
Illness. Sp~)llage results from the heat of the evil eye. 

The avmdance of body contact with lower castes has as its 
aim, once again, avoidance of receiving unwanted sub
stances of which these castes may be the carriers. For exam
ple, the CakkiFan may be a carrier of some residue of the 
leather and feces he handles; the Parayan may transmit 
some residue of leather and dead cows with which he 
c?mes in _contact; the washerman is a carrier of the impuri
ties of smled clothes; and the barber can transmit the un
desirabl~ substances of hair and nail parings. These impure 
(acuttamana) substances are considered to be hot in nature. 

Sexual intercourse is a heating transaction from which 
the acari is urged to abstain. One of the causes ascribed to 
conge~ital deformities, the birth of weaklings and impotent 
sons, IS t~e careless expenditure of valuable semen by the 
father pnor to the moment of conception, so that when he 
joined his wife in order to conceive, he was in short supply 
of_ the P?tent substance. The case most often cited by Kalap
purans m_ ~~der to ill~strate this point is that of Kandasamy, 
a MutturaJa, whose Impotence and ill health are common 

6Chapter 4 gives a detailed account of the cultural categories of hot and cold. 
Accordmg to these categories, cold, the nontransacting, and stasis are related 
phenomena, whereas hot, the highly transacting, and the changing-moving 
constitute a cluster of Similar cultural ideas that often imply one another. 

7For a review of the four transactional strategies, see chapter 2, note 6. 
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knowledge. Kandasamy's infirmities are attributed to his 
father's prolific promiscuity. Villagers describe the father as 
the kind of man who would raise his vesti (lower garment) 
even if he were to see only a woman's damp sari on the 
washerman's stone. 

It is not clear whether the acari's own powerful semen is 
believed to be necessary, in some way, for the conception of 
a healthy house. 

The favored worship of Ganapathy, the elephant
headed god, is not unrelated. In marriage rituals, before the 
bridegroom ties the symbolic tali ("marriage emblem") 
around his bride's neck, he must be taken in procession to a 
Vinavakar (another name for Ganapathy) temple. The puja 
to Vi~avakar is one of the most important rites of the bride
groom in the marriage ritual., Vinayakar is both the god of 
chastity par excellence in the Saivite pantheon as well as the 
god of fertility. By doing puja to Vinayakar, the bridegroom 
does, according to village accounts, three things: 

1. He thanks Vinayakar for helping him preserve his 
chastity to the extent that it was preserved. 

2. He asks and receives some of the sexual potency 
(sakti) of this bachelor god, which he then may use 
toward fruitful ends in his own marriage. (The bless
ing of the groom by Vinayakar is considered by Tamils 
to be essential to the fertility of the marriage.) 

3. He prays for the removal of all obstacles in the way of a 
successful marriage, since Vinayakar, or Ganapathy, 
is also believed to be the remover of obstacles and the 
opener of doors. 

Ganapathy, by symbolizing both fertility and celibacy, 
recommends to the mind not indefinite celibacy but con
trolled sexual transactions so that potential fertility may be 
enhanced rather than threatened. 8 

RSee Leach (1962: 80-102) for an alternative interpretation of Ganapathy-seen 
as an impotent god. 
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The list of consequences of violating the prescribed code 
emphasizes infirmities and disorders that involve maximal 
~r pessimal heating types of transactions-the types that 
Acaris abhor. 

A ~eat d!et (~articularly the consumption of pork) 
results m the mvas10n of the house by the heating substance 
of ghosts and evil spirits. Eating in others' houses and in 
public places results in poverty for the inhabitants and the 
forced pessimal tr~nsaction of begging-a fate that mini
mally transacting Acaris dread. Contact with lower castes 
which in itself is a type of maximal transaction, results i~ 
uncontrolled maximal transaction of yet another kind, 
where one's own belongings disappear from the house and 
are combined indiscriminately with the substance of others. 
Sexual indulgence is punished by the destruction of the 
house by white ants. White ants eat away the beams and 
woodwork of a house, not only weakening the structure but 
also leaving behind a leprous appearance. Here, too, the 
~~ni~hment ,~~y be seen .as befitting the crime. Karaiyiin 
( wh.Ite ants ) IS etymologically derived from karai ("stain, 
blemish, defect, impurity, rust"). A piece of wood wasted 
by white ants has the blemished appearance of a man's skin 
:waste.d by leprosy (kw;;_tam). Furthermore, leprosy is a wast
mg disease thought to be caused by indiscriminate and 
er~n:iscuous sexual liaisons, which are exactly what the 
~can has been warned against. For in the context of plant
mg the mulaikkal, any sexual relationship, even with one's 
own wife, is indiscriminate, if not promiscuous. 

Finally, failure to favor Vinayakar, the god of fertility, in 
one's daily pujas r~sults in infertility for the women of the 
house. For the Acaris, the absence of "respite from 
menstruation" is another way of describing infertility. 
Moreover, it is a phrase that emphasizes the undesirable 
prolongation of a heat-producing flow of maximally com
bina?le bodily substance (menstrual blood). Once again, 
the Acari's bias against heating transactions, which are also 
ofte~ m~ximal transactions, is reflected in the consequence 
of v10latmg the prescribed code. 
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To illustrate the variation in preparation rules, let me give 
the example of an ANV house owner. ANVs, as a r_na~i
mally transacting jati, favor preparations that maximize 
their already maximally transacting strategy. Hence, they 
are enjoined to celebrate, to throw a fea~t, to fee~ t~e poor, 
and give gifts, if possible. A celebration maximizes the 
opportunities for transactions of various sorts. Not only are 
hot mutton and liquor consumed and food generously 
given as charity to members of untouchable an~ lower 
castes (the giver thereby opening himself to possible ex
changes of substance) but the feast is also used a~ an oc~a
sion for the negotiation of various other transactions with 
visiting fellow ANVs and friends. These transactions range 
from buying and selling houses, land, and goods to propos-
ing marriage alliances. . . . 

The consequence for the ANV of violatmg this code for 
preparation for the conception of the house is described in 
the following saying: 

The shortcomings of an unblest house are: an absence of 
gold and land, a cow with no milk, milk w_ith no calf to ~rink 
it, no boons to receive or gifts to give, no 1ssue and no )Oy. 

Ayokkiya vi~~in kuraikal: ponninmai, piimiyinmai, 
pacukkuppalinmai, palukku kantrinm_ai, varaminmai, 
tarmaminmai, cicuvinmai, anantaminmai. 

These consequences emphasize the ANV fear of being 
unable to transact maximally, both in terms of being able to 
give (tarmamimnai) and to receive (varaminmai). They fear 
that they, as owners of the house, will be afflicte~ by po~
erty, particularly by a lack of land and gold. Land _Is espeCI
ally important to the ANVs since they are a fa~mg ca_ste, 
and gold has traditionally been their currency m_ bartenng. 
The importance of gold to ANVs is illustrated _m _the folk 
history that recounts the exploits of Theveraya PIHai, a ca_ste 
hero who acquired his considerable wealth by gambhng 
with Naika chieftains using pure gold chips and by barter-
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ing with local peasants in villages all along the Kaveri River 
with gold ingots for wet land. He conspicuously displayed 
his riches by paying his servants and giving alms in the 
form of gold nuggets. 9 

~NV s also fear being unable to receive, as for example, in 
bemg unable to benefit from the milk of a healthy cow 
which is also fertile and can give them calves. On the whole, 
then, what ANVs fear is not so much that their homes will 
be afflicted by hot undesirable states (the Acari fear) but that 
they will be afflicted by cold undesirable states; be they cold 
poverty, cold milkless and calfless cows, cold infertility, 
and even the coldness resulting from an absence of sexual 
pleasure. In Kalappur there are several houses that are said 
to be without iinantam ("pleasure," particularly sexual plea
sure). In these houses, the men and women are known to 
go outside the house in search of sexual pleasure and to 
become involved in shameful extramarital and premarital 
affairs. 

Building of the House 

Once the acari and house owner have "conceived" the 
house, the building begins. From this point onward, from 
all outward appearances, a building is seen to rise with very 

9
The Acaris' cultural disposition toward gold is markedly different. Granted, 

they too, like the ANVs and everybody else, realize the economic value of gold, 
but the tales and legends that tell of the rise and fall, the triumphs and trials, and 
blessings and curses of many a famous Acari of the distant past are invariably 
related not to the market value of gold but to gold as an element whose purity 
(unadulterated state) and impurity (alloyed state) have destroyed as many heroes 
as they have created. N_ot only does the ability to tell pure from impure gold hold 
thematic popularity in Acari folklore but the knowledge of alchemy is the mark of 
a true hero. Alchemy enables the Acari hero, through repeated processes of 
distillation and separation, to obtain the purest gold. Thus, while gold provides 
the ANY a means for engaging in maximal transactions, for the Acari, gold 
presents another medium to which he relates with minimally transacting con
cerns, that is, with an interest in the internal transformations of pure essences, or 
unalloyed states. 
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little fanfare, its rate of growth apparently determined by 
such practical and mundane factors as the size of the struc
ture, the availability of funds, material, labor, and so on. If 
the development of the structure is supervised by an 
informed acari, however, several rules are carefully 
followed. The more skilled the acari and the more orthodox 
the owner, the greater are the number of rules of house 
building observed. Minimally, though, even under the 
guidance of the least-informed acari, or even in the absence 
of an acari, at least four rules of construction are followed. 

First, steps are taken to ward off the evil eye. Least 
elaborately, this involves the planting of four scarecrows in 
the four cardinal directions. Some acaris and owners will 
insist on eight. A Moslem gentleman, while building him
self a house in one of the suburbs ofTiruchy, posted but one 
scarecrow over the front door of his house. He explained 
this action of his to me by saying that he did not believe in 
"all this superstitious stuff" and therefore, "simply planted 
only one of those chaps." It is worthy of note that the 
solitary scarecrow was placed in the direction of the front 
door (vacal) of the house. Even when either four or eight 
scarecrows are used, the one that is planted in front of the 
house tends to be bigger and more elaborately decorated 
than its fellows. This is so because the front door is con
sidered to be the most vulnerable orifice of the house, 
through which evil influences, including the evil eye of 
passersby, might enter. [tis of no mean significance that the 
word for door, vacal, is related to vayil ("gate, door, open
ing") and vai ("mouth"). In the human body, the mouth is 
certainly the most vulnerable orifice, through which not 
only food substances enter but also evil spirits and the 
spirits of dead persons. Conversely, when an evil spirit is 
exorcised, it is believed to leave the body through the 
mouth, usually accompanied by a huge yawn of the 
possessed. 

Second, windows, like doors, are vulnerable, even as 
eyes and ears, like the mouth, are vulnerable to the entry of 

A House Conceived 131 

extraneous elements, such as the spirits of the dead. For this 
reason, care is taken to locate the front door and front 
windows of a house so that they do not face the south or the 
southwest, unless there are other houses across the street to 
"break the vision." The south and southwest are consid
ered to be the cardinal directions in which the dead are 
either cremated or buried, where unliberated and restless 
spirits of the dead sojourn, and where Yaman, the god of 
death, resides. A door or a window that opens in that 
direction is nothing short of an open invitation to enter. 

Third, during the construction of the house, care is taken 
not to violate the rule of incompletion. This rule is based on 
a division of the construction into three major states. 

1. Stana cutti ceital: Literally, this means to clean the 
building site. In smaller houses where concrete foun
dations are omitted, the mere cleaning, that is, sweep
ing and leveling of the floor, is called stana cutti ceital. 
When a foundation is laid, then the laying of the 
foundation is considered to be the stana cutti ceital. 

2. Manaikh5/utal or cuvar etrutal: These translate as, "en
circling of the house" or "raising of the wall," 
respectively. 

3. Ktlrai etral: The laying of the roof. 

According to the "rule of i!!f9mpl~ti.on," no stage shouldl 
be completed before the next stage begins. Thus, when the 
foundation is laid, at least one little stone in some comer 
should be allowed to remain loose or improperly placed 
until the construction of the wall begins, after which the \ 
builder may return to make snug and cement the loose 
stone and perfect the foundation. The same goes for the 
wall. A portion of the wall must remain incomplete until 
work on the roof begins. Finally, when the roof is con
structed, it is made of an odd number of beams, odd num
bers being considered incomplete. Thus, the house as a 
whole remains an "incomplete" structure. 
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Failure to observe the rule of incompletion may result in 
either the stunted development of the house or in its 
untimely destruction. For example, when Periyasamy, an 
acari, accompanied me on my visits to various villages and 
towns in the Tiruchy district, he would always have an eye 
open for those building sites where a concrete or s~one 
foundation had been laid at one time but now remamed 
only as a relic of a failed attempt at house building with an 
overgrowth of weeds beginning to conceal the failure. He 
would anxiously lead me to the spot to diagnose the cause 
and invariably concluded that the rule of incompletion had 
been violated by some uneducated or unscrupulous acari

10 

who completed the laying of the foundation before starting 
to work on the wall. 

What is the significance of this rule of incompletion? 
There are two possible explanations-the first more appar
ent, the second less so, but both equally valid. 

Let us first consider the more apparent one. According to 
this explanation, incompleteness is like a blemish or fault. A 
blemished or defective object does not invite the evil eye to 
itself as readily as an unblemished one would. Or stated 
differently, a blemish or defect draws the eye (and the evil 
eye also) to itself and thereby spares the unblemished part 
of that object from being affected by the evil eye. For this 
reason, informants say, infants wear a huge black spot 
(pottu) on their foreheads as a blemish that acts as a magnet 
to evil eyes. For the same reason, even after a house is 
constructed, a black smear of paint or a scarecrow is allowed 
to remain over the front door or on the roof. 

Citizens of Kalappur generally prefer structures with 
facades that are neither conspicuous or flamboyant. For this 
reason, the house in which the anthropologist lived, built 
grandly and painted garishly by its rich Malaysian owner, 

lOfailure of an acari to fulfill his dharma by following the proper codes of house 
construction harms the acari as well as the house owner. 
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was considered to be highly vulnerable to the evil eye. As 
has been mentioned, this house, like many others built bv 
wealthy absentee landlords, is what the villagers call ~ 
"status symbol." If one chooses to live in one of these 
showy structures, one must be very powerful and authori
tative, like a deity or a king (teivam polavatu aracan 
polavatu tirar:mm atikaramum nerancirukkanum), and also 
be very ge~erous, like a good and noble monarch. Only 
then can one ward off the evil eye of ogling visitors and 
passersby. The fact that the first informant who let me in on 
this cultural tidbit capped it by asking me for a loan of 
Rs 500 does in no way diminish its value or its veracity. I did 
reconfirm the existence of this belief with several of my rich 
ANV friends, with whom I had no reason to fear or expect a 
request for a loan. 

Sounderam PiHai, Kalappur's most renowned skinflint, 
who also happens to live in a status symbol that he built for 
himself fifteen years ago while he was in Sri Lanka, has not 
bothered to remove the hideous scarecrow that he had 
planted in front of his house at the time of its construction to 
ward off evil spirits. Periodically, he prunes, preens, and 
meticulously redecorates his scarecrow in an attempt to 
preserve its youth. I asked him once why he nurtured this 
goblin (pi/tam) with such great care rather than replacing it, 
as ~s customary, with a less imposing object, such as a piece 
of Iron or a blotch of paint. He proceeded to tell me in some 
detail of how Kalappur is filled with cursed beggars 
(nacanketta piccakkarappayaluka neranca ur) who come 
several times a day to his doorstep for one thing or another, 
and that if he were to give in one day to compassion and 
offer something to one of these mendicants, within an hour 
the rate of beggars visiting him would increase tenfold and 
within a week he would be wiped out of all his possessions. 
Therefore, "on principle," he gives to none, "except on 
festive occasions when it is but proper to give." He believes 
that because of his principles (kofkai), he is highly suscepti-
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ble to the evil eye of these "bottomless tubs" or "insatiable 
cisterns" (atankii Wlfakka!). For this reason he must keep his 
goblin, as he phrases it in English, "in tip-to~ shafe." 

The rule of incompletion has another, qmte different 
aspect to it. In addition to rendering the house "blemished" 
and therefore less subject to the evil eye, the very fact that 
the house is incomplete holds out the hope for future struc
tural additions. The house as a structure is thus not static 
and complete; rather, it is forever in a state of becoming, 
developing, and expanding. 

Perhaps it would help clarify this point, if we consider the 
rule of incompletion at work in the principles underlying 
the giving of gifts. Among Tamils, as among most South 
Asians, a gift of cash is generally given in an odd-numbered 
sum. The odd number is both a blemish (in the same way 
that an odd number of beams in a roof marks a blemished 
and incomplete house), and an auspicious promise of an 
attempt on the part of the giver to complete the gift at some 
later time. Thus, the message behind the gift is: "This is but 
a faulty gift, an incomplete one; kindly accept it." In ac
knowledging its blemish and incompleteness, the giver, 
rather than saying, "this is it," says, "there is more to 
come" -the gift itself is a promise of a future gift to rectify 
the imperfect gift. Just as a "completed" cash gift (tha~ is, an 
even-numbered sum) is smug in its declaration that 1t can
not and need not be bettered, so a completed house declares 
itself to have no reason for improvement. 

The rule of incompletion implies process, movement, 
change, transformation, and the peren~ial ~oten~ial f?r 
continuity. Above all, it marks the flux of hfe. It 1s antista~1s, 
anti terminal, anticonclusive, and antideath. The rule of In

completion, I believe, helps Hindu culture to be the trans
actional culture that it is (Marriott 1976a: 109), because 
transactions, whether enacted or only potentially prefig
ured by the rule of incompletion, stress the inevitability of 
continuing interpersonal and intrapersonal exchange as 
functions of a world view that holds that things must move 
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and be transformed, since such is the nature-if not the 
meaning-of existence. 

The fourth common rule associated with the construction 
of a house has to do with its relationship to the temple. 
There are two components to this relationship. The first 
involves the house's orientation vis-a-vis the main temple 
of the iir. The second is related to the height of the house 
with respect to the height of the kopuram ("gateway tower") 
of the temple. Let us look at these two components in that 
order. 

During the performance of a puja, devotees do not stand 
directly in front of the sanctum sanctorum (cannitanam) 
facing the deity squarely. Instead, the devotees stand in 
rows on either side, leaving an empty aisle directly ahead of 
the deity, and they look at the deity by turning sideways 
over their shoulders. This mode of receiving darsan 11 from 
the deity is usually explained as the most convenient ar
rangement for enabling the greatest number of people to 
obtain danian with the least amount of visual obstruction. 
In practical terms, however, one can think of other ways of 
standing before the deity in order to achieve the same 
purpose with less inconvenience. An alternative and more 
persuasive explanation is also offered. According to this 
explanation, the power (sakti) of the deity taken directly 
from a frontal view would be too much fora devotee to bear. 

This point was driven home with dramatic clarity on a 
Friday afternoon during the weekly puja at the Kamacci 
temple in Kalappur. The piicari had finished the puja to 
Kamacci and had gone to the shrine of Peria~~a Swami, 
which is a separate structure in the same temple compound. 
Most worshippers, as usual, shuffled away behind the 
pucari. However Andiya PiHai stayed behind with his gaze 
fixed on Kamacci. Suddenly he moved directly in front of 
the goddess and began to half rant and half plead with her. 

11This concept is complex. A rough gloss would be "vision," implying that the 
devotee receives a blessing from the deity through seeing and being seen by the 
deity. 
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Look at me. I am not like the others. I neither stand to one 
side and peek at you intermittently over m~ should~rs and 
do tr1ppukkara~_wms, 12 nor do I cringe to a side, receive my 
holy ash and run. I look at you straig.ht i~ the eye and ask 
you directly. Tell me. Have you done JUStiCe by me by what 
you did? If you wish to kill me right here ~nd now, .go 
ahead. I am not afraid of that. But do tell me th1s. If you wish 
to destroy me because I stand directly in front of you like 
this, go ahead and do so. That does not matter at all. But 
only tell me this. Would you say that you have treated me 
justly? If it is just then kill me. If not, destroy that scoundrel 
at the root. If you will not destroy him, then may I destroy 
him? Tell me. Look me straight in the eye and answer.

13 

In this incident, Andiya PiHai's grievance was of such a 
grave nature that he was willing to .ris~ his life by defiantly 
standing directly in front of the deity m order to plead for 

justice. 
Houses like human worshippers, must also not stand 

directly in' front of the temple's cannitanam .. The ~eit~ radi
ates sakti, most of which travels in a straight lme m the 
direction of the deity's vision. This explains the characteris
tic layout of South Indian cities and towns, where a b~re 
street is seen to extend, at times for several furlongs, with 
no buildings to obstruct the path of the deity's sakti. T~e 
deity's sakti can be beneficial, ~ut on~ n;ust. not only be m 
the proper bodily state to receive this sakh but also rna; 
safely receive it only in controlled ~easures .. People s 
homes are not always in a state that IS conduove to the 
receiving of this sakti. Birth, death, menstruation, inter
course, and other biophysiological processes make a home 
unworthy and unprepared to receive a full and continuous 

t2A form of penance one does by sitting and standing alternately; holding one's 

ears with crossed hands. . 
BMy apologies to the reader whose curiosity, like my own, r:'ust remam 

unsatiated. When I pursued Andiya Pi\\ai to find out the nature of hts gnevance, 

he told me to pack off to America. 
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s~pply of the deity's sakti. Some gods, especially the prin
Cipal ones in the major temples of an ur, radiate sakti that 
travels further than that of the minor deities, such as the 
kula teivams ("family deities") found within the home or in 
the garden. Also, some deities are more tolerant of unsuit
able and impure states in their devotees than are others. 
In Kalappur, Kamacci is far more intolerant than Mariyam
man, the reigning deity of another village temple. 

In all major and in most minor temples, the power of the 
mai deity is partially intercepted and obstructed by the 
vehicle of the deity that faces the inner shrine. Thus, Nandi, 
the bull, by facing Siva in his shrine, is said to absorb the 
sakti that radiates from the lingam and thereby make it safe 
for mortals who must cross the path of this radiant power. 

The reader might wonder why I have not discussed the 
subject of the orientation of the house vis-a-vis the temple 
in the previous section under the general question of choos
ing the site for building a house. It is true that at the time of 
selecting a plot of land for a house, care is taken to choose 
one ~hat is not directly in front of the temple deity. It is 
possible, however, for a temple to be built after a house has 
already been built or after the construction of the house has 
begun. 

This, in fact, is the case with a row of houses in Kalappur 
that happens to be directly in the path of the cannitanam of 
the Kamacci temple, even though the row begins a quarter 
of a mile away from the cannitanam. This row of houses is 
believed to be the oldest settlement of the village, predating 
the three-hundred-year-old Kamacci temple by another 
century. Ten out of twelve of these houses are noted for 
having a disproportionately high number of widows. The 
remaining two households are deeply in debt and strife 
ridden. It is quite obvious to all the villagers why this is so, 
and these houses have not changed ownership in over one 
hundred years, since no one will buy them. Even the local 
moneylenders will not accept any of these houses as col-
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lateral for the loans they give. These houses are inauspi
cious and will be inauspicious as long as the same orienta
tion vis-a-vis the temple prevails. 

The second relationship that obtains between a house 
and a temple and which is of paramount importance to the 
house, is height. A house must never be higher than the 
kopuram of the main temple. In Kalappur n~ne of the 
houses is taller than the kopuram. However, villagers do 
relate instances known to them where in some village, 
somewhere, someone built a house that superseded the 
kopuram of the main temple in he~ght and was conse
quently stricken with one form of misfortune or anothe:. 
The anthropologist himself recalls a three-story ho~se of h1s 
high school days' acquaintance in the North S~ L~nkan 
village of Sithankeni, which, as a result of a shp m the 
stonemason's computation, turned out to be taller than the 
kopuram of the Siva temple. The man who owned this 
house had three sons, all of whom excelled in sports and 
studies and were quite popular in school and college. After 
the family moved into their new, three-story house, the 
eldest son died in a drowning accident, the second went 
insane and had to be institutionalized, and the third, a good 
friend of mine, suffered from a severe case of chronic 
eczematous dermatitis, which neither Western nor Ayur
vedic medicine was able to cure. The villagers quite easily 
made the connection between the "arrogant" height of the 
house and its inhabitants' sorrows. 

In summary then, when a house is built, at least four 

rules are followed: 

1. Steps are taken to ward off evil spirits and the evil eye. 
This is done by erecting one or more scarecrows 
around the house during the construction. 

2. The main door and front windows of the house are 
located so that they do not face an open (i.e., an 
uninterrupted) south or southwest direction. 
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3. During the construction of the house, care is taken not 
to violate the rule of incompletion. 

4. The house should not be located directly in the path of 
the main cannitanam of the temple, nor should the 
height of the house exceed that of the kopuram of the 
main temple. 

Grahapravesam-Birth of the House 

Life (uyir) is also called breath (miiccu). Life, in the form of 
breath, enters the infant at the time of its exit from its 
mother's birth canal. The planetary configurations at this 
moment determine the child's horoscope, which provides 
an approximate blueprint of his or her fate. When a house is 
born, life enters through the life breath of the owner and his 
wife (or other married couple-pankafis 14 of the owner). 
Similarly, when the last living person abandons a house, it 
is said to die, even as a body dies when breath has left it. 

In the case of a house, as in the case of the birth of a child 
the planetary configuration at the moment of the firs~ 
breath determines the horoscope of the house. Like persons 
(Kemper 1979) and temples (Beck 1976:216, n. 6), houses 
hav_e their good and bad times and their unlucky and lucky 
penods. For example, Tiruvellarai is a Vai~r:tava temple 
located on the trunk road that runs between Tiruchy and 
Turaiyur. This temple was built in the Pallava period and 
enjoyed much fame several hundred years ago. As one 
informant told me, ''Tiruvellarai was as famous as Tiruppati 
is today." Several hundred years ago, however, the tem
ple's horoscope entered a bad phase. This is why, although 
architecturally still quite majestic, there are portions of the 
temple that are overgrown with weeds and vines. When-

14Panka]is are kinsmen related by blood who cannot intermarry. 
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ever I visited Tiruvellarai with my friends from Kalappur, I 
was reminded of this fact: "What a great temple, but the 
planetary influence [kirakappalan] is such that it has fallen on 

bad times." 
Similar observations are made of houses, especially those 

that were once handsome and that have now fallen into 
disrepair or, worse still, have been abandoned. Su~h. a 
house is said to have had an unfavorable horoscope (racz). 

It is said that there are very few reliable specialists who 
are able not only to cast but also to interpret the horoscope 
of a house. It is believed that the science of interpreting the 
horoscope of a house is quite different from the science ~f 
interpreting the horoscope of a person and that, for th1s 
reason, two identical horoscopes, one belonging to a house 
and the other to a person, will elicit very different interpre-

tations. 
The horoscope of a house, unlike that of a child, is not 

routinely cast. However, when a household falls on hard 
times, it is not unusual among the wealthier ANVs to track 
down a specialist and have him draw up or merely divine a 
horoscope for the house, either explaining the misfortune 
through it or else showing them how and when the house 
could be or will be able to transcend its miseries. 

Formative Years 

Houses, like ufs, persons, animals, and all other kinds of 
substances have kunams that determine their nature (tan
mai) and h~w they ~ill respond to persons and things of 
differing kuJ!am types. While some informants preferred to 
speak of a house's nature (tanmai or miitiri) or its yokam 
("luck") rather than to use the term ku~Jam, most would 
refer to the kunam of a house in certain contexts. For 
instance, when people made statements such as, "This is 
good for the house" or, "Such and such is bad for the 
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house," I would ask, for instance, "Good for the house in 
what way?" They would respond that "the house will have 
a bad [or good] effect on those who live in it." I would ask, 
"What exactly is it in the house that has such a good or bad 
effect?" They would reply by saying that it was the tanmai 
or kur:tam of the house. Other villagers, however, quite 
readily spoke of the kunam of the house and how it de
velops and is affected by the kuJ!am of the house's owner. 

The citizens of Kalappur and most Tamils I have spoken 
to agree on two points with regard to a person's kur:tam. 
First, they say that a person's kuJ!am attains its mature and 
relatively permanent state between the ages of three and 
twelve. Second, most (not all) informants maintain that 
after the age of twelve, a person's km~am cannot be altered. 
Even those who after a certain amount of contemplation do 
allow for the possibility of transforming a person's kunam 
in later years, do so by stressing that this may happen ~nly 
under unusual circumstances. The often-cited examples are 
those of spiritual conversions, the paradigmatic case being 
that of the saint Appar. (Yogi S. Bharathi 1970: 76-82). 
Villagers believe that women's kuJ!ams are even less likely 
to change than are men's. In this regard, it has been noted 
that women are not known to undergo such "drastic" con
version experiences. The women saints in Tamil literature 
and lore were saints because it had always been in their 
nature to be saints. 15 A person's kur:tam may also change 
under the stress of extreme and sudden crises or as a result 
of expensive, elaborate, and esoteric rituals. The fact that 
kuJ!ams can and do change is allowed for as an exception 
rather than as a rule. 

A house, too, has its own period following the gralza
pravesanz, which may be characterized as the formative 
period, when its kunam is in the process of assuming its 

15See A. K. Ramanujan's essay, "On Woman Saints" (1982), for a well
documented defense of this thesis. 
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relatively permanent state. As to how long this time ex
tends, no one is sure. Guesses range from several months 
to several years. 

At the time of //conception," when the mulaikkal is 
planted, the influence of the planets on the km:tam of the 
house is recognized. However, the planetary configuration 
at the time of the planting of the mulaikkal does not have as 
pervasive or as permanent an effect on the house as the 
position of the planets at the time of the grahapravesam, or 
the "birth" of the house. 

Apart from the nine planets, the single other factor that 
has as much or even more influence on the km:tam forma
tion of the house is its first inhabitant. 16 Now, the time of 
the planting of the mulaikkal in most well-planned houses 
is auspicious, and so is the time of the grahapravesam, 
thereby giving the new house every possible chance of 
having an auspicious horoscope. The horoscope in itself, 
however, is not a final indicator of a house's kuJ!am. The 
horoscope of the first inhabitant of the house and, most 
important, his kuJ!am are brought into conjunction with 
that of the still-immature kuJ!am of the new house. This 
conjunction, or, more exactly, this interaction, results in the 
kuJ!am of the house changing to accommodate that of the 
owner. In turn, the km:tam of the house affects the inhabi
tant. Given that most Tamils believe that kut:tams are fixed 
by twelve years of age, what does change in the inhabitant 
is not his kuJ!am but his putti. This mutually accommoda
tive and adjusting process continues until the house and the 
inhabitant have achieved a certain equilibrium, by which 

'"The first inhabitant is usually the owner. Tamils do not usually rent out a 
house that they plan to eventually occupy, since they desire to live in it first and 
establish a relationship of compatibility with the house. When the first inhabitants 
are a husband and wife, the assumption is that the husband and wife are of 
compatible horoscopes and kunams (that is, that they have sakur.zam-have simi
lar kunams). Hence, when trouble arises, and the horoscope of the house is to be 
match~d with that of the inhabitant, either the horoscope of the husband or the 
wife may be used. 
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time the kut:tam of the house is established, and the putti of 
the owner becomes predictably settled. 

This accommodative process does not always proceed 
harmoniously, however. The incompatibility of inhabitant 
and house may be such that the inhabitant's putti may be 
adversely affected, and the kut:tam of the house may also be 
indelibly marked so that the house becomes inauspicious 
for almost anybody who chooses to live therein. 

In Siruvur, a village south of Kalappur, an ANV by the 
name of Aravandi Pi~1ai built himself a handsome (maccu 
vl{u) house ideally located in the southern side of the village 
on elevated ground facing the north and the east. The 
cornerstone had been placed in the proper manner by a 
punctilious acari at the perfect moment decided upon by 
several Brahmin astrologers. The grahapravesam was simi
larly carried out according to all the rules of tradition, with 
nine learned Brahmins, one for each of the nine planets, 
seated around the sacred fire (homa ku~Ifam) chanting 
mantras. 

Yet from the very first day that Aravandi and his family 
moved into their new house, strange things started hap
pening to both Aravandi and the house. In the first week, 
the unusually calm and docile wife of Aravandi was seized 
by an evil spirit (piciicu). As a result, she started beating up 
one of the servant girls and dashing copper vessels on the 
grinding stone. In the second week, a cow calved and died. 
The calf also died within two days' time. For no apparent 
reason, the southern window fell from its hinges. The well 
water became increasingly brackish. Human hair began to 
appear with great frequency in the food, and the food was 
seen to spoil faster than usual. Within a month, Aravandi 
lost huge sums of money in several projects in which he had 
invested. In a few more months, Aravandi himself had a 
stroke that made him an invalid. From this point onward, 
mysterious noises were heard in several of the rooms at 
night. One year after his stroke, Aravandi died, thirty years 
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before the date given as the date of his death in his horo
scope. The day following the sixteenth-day death ceremony 
(karwniintam), Aravandi's children and his widow left the 
house and moved to Sri Lanka, where they now live. Ara
vandi' s wife was cured of her violent attacks and died many 
years later of old age, but the Siruvur house remains 
uninhabited. 

For many years, during Aravandi's lifetime and even 
after his death, his eldest son, Selvadurai, with the help of 
specialists and diviners from Kalappur, Sri Rangam, and 
even Kasi, attempted to uncover the cause for all the mis
fortune that had befallen them and their family. As the son 
recalls the entire episode, it appears that at first, several 
local diviners hastily concluded that some enemy, with the 
intent to harm, had planted an evil charm, or cfiniam, under 
the house during the construction. All attempts to unearth 
such a charm proved futile. A couple of diviners did claim to 
have dug up the evil charm, but these claims proved to be 
hoaxes. In any event, some of the more reliable and re
nowned specialists clearly rejected the possibility of any 
charm having been buried under the house and advised 
Selvadurai to obtain a horoscope for the house. 

After having obtained such a horoscope, Selvadurai 
claims to have gone about the problem just as a scientist 
would have done. He took the horoscopes of the members 
of his family as well as that of the house to astrologers who 
were perfectly ignorant of the problem regarding the house. 
When examined independently, the horoscopes of the 
family members and that of the house showed not a trace of 
ill luck, "except for minor trials that even the best of horo
scopes is likely to have." Selvadurai returned to reexplore 
possibilities of error in the laying of the c~rnerstone, the 
construction or the grahapravesam. The Acaris and the 
Brahmins came out clean from the test. Finally, by means of 
systematic elimination, it was decided that all the misfor
tune had resulted from a serious incompatibility between 
the horoscopes of Aravandi and the house. The extreme 
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incompatibility between Aravandi's ku.Dam (as indexed in 
his horoscope) and the kuDam of the house affected Ara
vandi' s putti to such an extent that it in turn affected his 
heart and drove him to his death. Similarly, the house was 
affected by Aravandi' s incompatible kuDam and its kunam 
was irremediably altered. · 

Accan Pucari, one of the local diviners, told me that if 
Aravandi had but sold his house in time, or even if he had 
left it within six months' time, he would have saved his 
fortune and he would have lived according to his horo
scope. Furthermore, Accan maintained, the house itself 
could have been successfully occupied by someone else. 
Sadaya Kavu.Dtan, a second diviner, disagreed. 

You may say so regarding Aravandi and his wealth. The 
man would have lived. The woman [his wife] would have 
gotten better long ago. That much I shall accept. As for the 
house, that's another story. If it is harmed at such a tender 
age, it is destroyed. That goes for any house. Take my 
house. It is of age [mutta/]. Even if Yaman [the god of death] 
himself comes and spends a few days there, nothing will 
happen. It will stand like a rock. What do you think its age 
is? Seventy-five years old. 

Aravar:tti PiUai avan cottayumpatti appati collunka. 
manucan polacciruppan. pomapalayum eppove kor:tamaki
yiruppa. atu nan ottuokkiren. Vitu atu vera kata. inta 
paruvattila cedom natanta atu naca~aipokum. Ita nan enta 
vittukkume colluven. en vitta etuttukkanka. atu muttal. 
Yamane anka vantu rel!~Oru ~a~ ~innuttu ponalum onnum 
natakkatu. kallu matiri nikkum. atukku ettana vayacu teri
yunkala? e~uvattanci. 

Periyasamy Acari believed that if only Aravandi had left 
the house and lived elsewhere while his family remained in 
the house, nothing would have happened to anyone. How
ever, Periyasamy maintained that he should have left at 
least before three months had passed. Six months, he felt, 
was too long a time. 
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I asked Marimuttu Acari if he could unearth from his 
knowledge of the code book of house construction (Mana
vati Sastiram) a means for correcting a bad kul)am in a house 
'o~ce the formative period is past. I suggested that perhaps 
such a change could be effected by moving a window or a 
door a few inches (a procedure used to correct certain ills). 
He replied by saying: 

They say that even if you change a person's kulam (clan, 
jati, etc.), you cannot change his kur;am. Can you then 
change the kur;am of a house by changing a few doors and 
windows? 

Kulattaiye mattinalum kur;atta matta mutiyatunnu collu
vanka. Appa oru jannalayo katavayo mattiratala oru vittu 
kunatta mattalama? 

Clearly there is consensus on the point that a house has a 
formative phase during which it is vulnerable to variously 
influenced changes. There is disagreement, however, as to 
how long this vulnerability lasts. On the one hand, it is 
believed that a house deleteriously affected in its tender age 
(paruvam) will have a bad kul)am permanently. On the 
other hand, it is believed that a house that is auspicious for 
the first several years with its first inhabitants will remain 
essentially auspicious. 

Given the permanency of the kul)am of the house after 
the formative period and the critical nature of the impact of 
these kunams on the inhabitants, it is understandable that 
much anxiety is experienced by house owners until they 
know for sure that their house is compatible with them
selves. Great concern is also felt by the owners of neighbor
ing houses, which are also affected by the kul)am of the new 
house. Let me illustrate this point by relating the story of 
the effect of Thevaraya's house on its neighbors. 

While the residents of Thevaraya's house prospered, 
every house on which the shadow of his house fell began to 
gradually fall into disrepair while the inhabitants slid into 
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debt and poverty. Almost every affected neighbor had a 
theory to explain this strange phenomenon. Those who 
were bold enough to voice their opinion against the much
loved and charitable Thevaraya told me that though 
Thevaraya was generous and kind on the exterior, he was a 
jealous and bitter man inside. "And that is why," it was 
said, "whichever house his house looks at, that house is 
ruined" (" Anta vJ:tu enta vJ:tta patticc6 anta vJ:tu nacamap
pokum"). Others thought that the residents of the affected 
hou~es ':"ere envious of Thevaraya's success, and this envy 
( porama1) and the resulting bitterness (manakkacappu) 
brought debt and poverty upon them. In the words of one 
informant, "Their suffering was brought upon them by the 
burning [envy] in their own stomachs" ("ivanka vaitteric
calala Ul)tana vetanai itu"). 

Most pertinent to the present thesis, however, were 
opinions that did not involve the residents of any of the 
houses but which spoke of the houses themselves, as if the 
houses were in some sense the responsible actors. 

For example, Andiya PiHai was one of Thevaraya's 
neighbors whose family life had taken a definite tum for the 
worse ever since the Thevaraya house was constructed. On 
the first year after the arrival of the new house, Andiya PiHai 
~ost a sor:. The second year he lost several thousand rupees 
m a busmess venture in timber which eventually went 
bankrupt. He told me that on the fourth year, his wife was 
struck with "laziness" (aluppum comberittanamum). The fifth 
year his second daughter lost her husband. Ever since 
Thevaraya' s house was ceremonially opened for habitation, 
Andiya PiHai claims that his assets have consistently 
dwindled and his crops have annually been ruined by 
drought or floods. When we were in Kalappur, a diviner 
was called upon to divine the cause and prescribe a cure for 
his ills. Thevaraya' s house was singled out by the diviner as 
the cause. Among other things, Andiya PiHai was advised 
to hang a scarecrow on the east side of his house so that 
Thevaraya's house could see it. "This will cool the evil eye 



148 Toward Compatibility 

of that house," said the diviner. ("Tevaraya vitu pak
kiramatiri puccantiya kirakkupakkama natanum. Appa 
anta vltu kantisti tal)ivum.") 

I wa~ late~ .to ask the diviner how it was possible for a 
house which can neither speak, hear, nor think, to have an 
evil eie and thereby cause harm to other houses near it.. An 
eavesdropper who happened to be anoth;r affected nei~h
bor told me that the arrival of Thevaraya s house was hke 
the arrival of Selvaraja PiHai in the village. 

Now, Se lvara ja PiHai is the leader of one of the two rna jor 
village factions. His detractors claim that J?rior to h~s return 
to the village in 1958, there had been neither.fachons nor 
parties and that all the villagers lived to?ether m peace and 
harmony. Karuppanna PiHai, who had likened the ho':se ?f 
Thevaraya to Selvaraja PiHai, maintained that S~l~araJa Pil
lai, by his very presence, disturbed the tranqmllity of t~e 
~illage. I objected, saying that it might be true that Sel:ara1a 
Pillai was an evil man who lied, stole, and cheated m his 
m~neylending practices, but "how can we say any. such 
thing of a house that looks so benign?" The diviner chose to 
respond to my question by resorting to another analogy. 

The diviner likened the arrival of Thevaraya' s house to 
the birth of the third child on a Friday. "The child itself may 
be healthy, be intelligent, and h~ve. all the c?mforts an?, 
wealth it needs, but it is sure to brmg Ill luck to Its parents, 
he said. "It is the same with this house ofThevaraya." I was 
acquainted with this belief abut the third child born on a 
Friday. However, I also knew that ~he~e were remedial 
rituals for this, which included the piercmg of one of the 
child's earlobes. I asked the diviner if any comparable mea
sure could be taken with regard to the house. The diviner 
said that the ritual he had performed and the scarecrow he 
had recommended were like the single earring prescribed 
for the child of ill omen. I objected to the analogy. I told him 
that when the third child is born on a Friday and conse
quently brings bad luck to its parents, he treats the child. 
But when a house such as Thevaraya's brings bad luck to 
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neighboring houses, he treats the affected ones, that is, the 
neighbori~g h?uses, rather than the cause, Thevaraya's 
house. J'his pomt was debat('d to no good result until Mari
muttu Acari joined the discussion. He remarked that in the 
c~se of a house whose kut:lam is already formed, there is no 
ntual th~t can alter the house's km~am. Therefore, the only 
remedy IS a symptomatic one, which deals with the evil eye 
of the house of bad kut:lam. Such a remedy naturally fea
tures protecting the affected houses rather than attempting 
to change the nature of the offending house. 

Houses as Persons 

. It ~~s become apparent that to the Tamil villager, a house 
IS a hvmg being that is conceived in a sexual act, grows, is 
born, has a horoscope, goes through a formative period 
comparable to childhood, matures, and attains a stable 
nature (kut:lam type), interacts in predictable ways with its 
human occupants and with neighboring houses, and ulti
mately dies when it is abandoned. A house is a member of 
the village community. As in the analogy that likened the 
show;, house o~ Th~v~raya to the arrival of the village "big 
~an, SelvaraJa PIHa1, houses have varying degrees of 
I~p?rtance and impact in their communities. Like Selvaraja 
Pilla1, they can loom large and factionalize human neigh
bors and house neighbors alike, or like the small huts of 
poor villagers, they can cause very little stir. 

Houses also assume the rank of the jati of their occu
pants. Hence, houses, too, must observe the rules of status 
~nd propri~ty ~hich govern intercaste relationships. To 
Illustrat~ this pomt, let me relate the following incident. 

Subb1ya, a Kavunta, is one rung lower than the ANVs in 
the local caste hierarchy. When Subbiya became wealthv 
through some spectacularly wise agricultural investment; 
he decided to buy an east-facing house on the comer of 
Middle Street and Hospital Road. It was located on an 
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elevated bank four or five feet above the level of the street 
and several ANV houses that were on the level of the street. 
His enterprising instinct told him to convert the newly 
acquired house into a tea shop. The astrologer. concurred. 

The building was remodeled, and the opemng day was 
scheduled. Two days before the ceremonial opening, 
Kanda Pillai an ANV who lived in a west-facing house at 
street Jev~l ~cross from Subbiya's house, raised objections 
and called a Panchayat meeting. 

His first objection was that it was improper for a Kavul)ta 
house to face east (the most auspicious opening) when an 
ANV house directly across from it faced westY Fortu
nately, Subbiya had an ANV ally at the meeting, who spoke 
up on his behalf. (This man was the village munsif to whom 
Subbiya had loaned Rs. 1,000.) The mu.nsif mana.ged to 
dismiss this objection on the basis that m other villages, 
there were east-facing Kavul)ta houses across from west
facing ANV houses. Others argued ~~at the Ka':'ut:lta's 
wealth entitled him to own a more auspiCious house If he so 
chose. 

Kanda Pillai was furious at this rebuff and raised yet 
another obj~~tion, this one in reference to the elevation of 
the Kavul)ta house. He said, 

Tell me: Is my head and the floor of his shop to be on the 
same level? Must I apply the dust of his feet on my fore
head? Next year he will raise his roof above the temple 
kopuram. 

Collu: en talayum avan katattarayum oru mattama? avan 
kal tuciya nan nettiyila pucanuma? atutta varusam kata 
kura koyil kopuratta tat:ttum. 

17Kandapillai, for want of space to the east, had no choice but to build a 
west-facing house. For a Kavuryta, with more money and space, to bmld the more 
auspicious east-facing house directly across from his "better," the ANY, ~as to 
rub in the ANY's lesser financial standing. It was therefore considered uppity on 
the part of the Kavu11ta. 
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It is not only objected that the feet of the lower-cast 
Kavu~tas are at a higher level than are the heads of the 
ANVs. The objection implies that the house itself, as a 
Kavul)ta house, is in an improper position vis-a-vis ANV 
houses. Since villagers liken the floor of a house to its feet 
and i~s roo~ to. its head, the Kavur:t~a house is essentially 
standmg With Its feet on the same or higher level than the 
head (roof) of the ANV house. Such an arrogant stance is 
predicted to further express itself in the Kavunta owner 
raising the roof (head) of his house even above th~ kopuram 
(head) of Kamacci, the goddess. 

This argument proved so persuasive that Kanda Pillai 
won the day, and Subbiya was ordered at great cost to 
lower the floor level of his shop to the level of the street. 

The analogies that liken the house to the human body are 
extended by villagers, who refer to the front door of a house 
as its mouth and the windows as its eyes. This likeness was 
carri~d to its logical extreme by Swaminadan who, although 
considered somewhat eccentric by other villagers, felt that 
the house, like the human body, had to be periodically 
purified. 

I was in the house of Swaminadan (henceforth S) when 
~is servant boy was washing the house by alternately pour
mg buckets of water on the floor and sweeping it with a 
broom made of a bundle of coconut fronds. 

S: Do they wash their homes every day in America? 

A: No. But they have a machine. It sucks up the dust. They 
use this once a week. 

S: I have seen one of those in Ceylon-in a white man's 
house. They call it a "vakkum." 

A: That is exactly it. 

S: Once a week. Yes, tell me, I hear they "go out" [defe
cate], too, only once a week. 

A: That is not quite true. Each one goes to the bathroom 
according to his own need. 
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S: So it is not mandatory for one to go out daily? 

A: No. But on the average they go out at least once a day. 

k 
. ? 

S: That is not what I have heard. Do they ta e purgatives. 

A: If they need a purgative, they will take one. 

S: It is not so in our ur. We must wash our homes every 
day. We must go out every day. Twice or thrice a yea~ we 
must take a purgative and cleanse our stomachs. Like
wise, on occasions such as Pongal, New Year, Deepa
vali, Sivaratri, we must give our house a "special" wash. 

A: In this ur I have not seen anyone but you wash this 

house daily. 

S: Orthopraxy is gone! Allow ten more years. They will go 
out once a week, like the white man-to the lavatory 
[kahicu]. This, too, they will build it inside their houses. 
They have already started doing so. 

Just then, the servant boy, a recently hired one, was ob
served to sweep the water toward the front door. 

S: You ass! Take the water that way [pointing toward a rear 
door]. Do you defecate through yo~r _mo~th? [A!a 
karuta. Appati kol}~U po tal}~lya. N1 vayala tan kakku-

cukku poviya ?] 

There is yet another dimension to .the pers.o~like a.ttri
butes of houses, their humanlike feehngs. This IS a tnck.y 
issue since, as in the example of Subbiya, his house IS 
considered to be uppity, but this arrogance seems to be a 
quality of Subbiya expresse~ ~rough. his house and not a 
quality of the house itself. Simila~ly, m the case of ;neva
raya's house, some informants s~Id that ~evaraya s envy 
and bitterness resulted in the evil eye of his house. (Recall 
the statement "That is why, whichever house his house 
looks at, that 'house is ruined"; here the h?use "looks at" 
other houses with an evil eye, but the envy Is that of Theva
raya himself.) It appears, however, that more is implied 
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here than a metaphoric projection of Thevaraya's nature 
onto the house. The underlying premise could be that 
Thevaraya's envious kw;am had marked the kunam of the 
house in its formative years and that therefore, .the house 
also ~ad an envious ku!fam and thus an evil eye. 

It Is, however, possible for a house to have a nature 
(ta!fmai and ku!fam) that is independent of that of its 
o~ner. T~us, the diviners for Andiya Pi]Jai expressed the 
VIew that It was the house itself that had an evil eye, and not 
Thevaraya himself. Yet the question as to what extent a 
house is believed to express conscious volition or to merely 
evidence (passively and without volition) its inner nature 
(km;am) is not clear. Some villagers tend to attribute more 
volition and conscious feeling to houses than do others. For 
instance, to PP, houses have humanlike needs for company 
of both human occupants and neighboring houses. When 
left alone, like humans they are given to fear and loneliness. 

Whatever the level of volition attributed to houses, it is 
apparent that houses are members of the village, and their 
feelings, evil eye, and other attributes must be dealt with, 
even as the feelings and influence of human villagers must 
be taken into account. 
. Despite ~11 the ways in which houses seem to be person

like to the villager, it should be noted that houses are not full 
persons in that their life is derived from their human occu
pants (specifically from their breath). When houses are 
abandoned, they die. 

Much that has been said about the effort taken by an 
owner to establish a compatible relationship with his h~use 
can be explored in greater depth through the analysis of the 
case of an ANV house owner, Thevaraya, whose house has 
been already mentioned with respect to its evil eye. 

T~e~araya was an ANV who rose from very humble 
begmmngs to become one of the richest men in his com
munity. The means by which he accumulated wealth, as 
recalled by his fellow villagers, were not very noble. None
theless, that is not held against him, because there is a 
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fundamental assumption prevailing among ANVs that no 
one can acquire wealth through noble means. Unlike most 
of his wealthv fellow ANVs, however, Thevaraya became 
one of the m~st generous members of his community, and 
his fame for charitable giving spread beyond the six natus. 

Thevarava's father's sister's son is Kasi PiHai, who is 
several ve;rs older than Thevaraya. According to Kasi, 
Thevaraya's life may be divided into three phases: 

1. His childhood and early youth, when he was poor and 
worked with Kasi in the fields. 

2. His emigration to Sri Lanka, where he started life as a 
laborer on a tea plantation and gradually rose to be
come a very wealthy tea plantation owner. During this 
phase, his mentor was a ruthless labor leader (kan
kani), who took kickbacks from the laborers he super
vis~d. It is implied that Thevaraya' s method of making 
money was the same as that of his mentor, Ekam
bara~ Kankani (hereafter referred to as EK). 

3. His return to. India, where he continued to make 
monev. He eschewed his former custom of directly 
exploiting laborers, however, and instead reinvested 
his money in "helpful" ventures, such as a pawn_shop 
and a rice mill. This also began his phase of chantable 
deeds. During this phase he helped many poor ANVs, 
especially by marrying off their daughters; he built a 
school and several temples. 

Whether Thevaraya himself consciously saw his life in 
terms of three phases, I do not know. However, I do know 
that Kasi and Thevaraya were quite close to each other after 
Thevaraya's return to India, and it is more than likely that 
Kasi's schematization of Thevaraya's life reflected the way 
Thevaraya himself perceived the various stages of his life. 

When Thevaraya returned to Kalappiir from Sri Lanka, 
he wished to build himself a two-story house in place of his 
former hut. He wanted the structure to be the biggest and 
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best house in Kalappiir, a true index of his newly acquired 
status and wealth. While he was actively planning the con
struction of this house, he had a dream, the details of which 
~ere recalled for me by Thevaraya's wife and Marimuttu 
Acari (who built the house). Thevaraya's wife was able to 
repeat the details of her husband's dream quite vividly 
because not only had he related the dream to her but he was 
also very tro?bled and sick for several days after the dream. 
Marimuttu Acari recalls the dream because not only did he 
feature in it, but Thevaraya made him swear to secrecy 
when he related the dream. This made Marimuttu Acari go 
over the dream several times in his head to find out what 
was so special about it that would require him to be bound 
by such secrecy. At the time when he first related the dream 
to me, he felt that there was little point in preserving its 
secrecy, since he did not find the dream of any special 
significance. Later, however, he came to view the dream as 
a prediction of the misfortunes that were to befall Theva
raya and his family. 

Thevaraya's Dream 

Thevaraya's mentor, EK, initiates the construction of the 
proposed house by laying the cornerstone in the southwest 
corner of the site. Suddenly, all the guests who had been 
invited to watch the laying of the foundation stone leave. 
The only ones who remain at the building site are Mari
muttu Acari, Kasi, EK, and Thevaraya. They decide to 
continue work on the construction of the house. The acari 
lays the second stone, and EK lays the third, and so on, each 
one laying alternate stones so that the acari lays the even
numbered stones and EK lays the odd-numbered ones. 
Kasi is seen in the dream as a small boy of about ten years of 
age, the way Thevaraya remembered him as a playmate in 
the fields. Kasi helps both the acari and EK by carrying 
baskets filled with a mixture of cement, water, and sand, 
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which is applied between the stones to hold them together. 
All goes well until the builders have to begin laying the roof. 
The rules of the code book for house construction (Manayati 
Sastiram) are vividly displayed on a table. On the one hand, 
clearly seen in the code book is the rule that the last stone to 
be laid on the wall before work on the roof is begun must be 
laid by the acari and nobody else. Yet on the other hand, it 
so happens that the acari has been laying even-numbered 
stones; and if the roof were to be laid on a wall with even
numbered stones, it would entail a violation of the rule of 
incompletion, and the house would be inauspicious. 18 

Unable to solve the dilemma, they postpone the problem of 
making a decision about it and continue to build the walls 
higher and higher. Suddenly, Kamacci, the goddess, ap
pears in her terrible form and stares at Thevaraya with 
piercing eyes. Thevaraya runs to his elder brother Kasi and 
finds him to be no longer the little boy helping the acari and 
EK with cement, but an old man, dressed in a sari. Anxious 
and out of breath, he asks: 

Elder brother! Elder brother! What shall I do now? 
Kamacci has come here to cut off my head. Break down this 
building! Break it down right away! 

ai)I)E'! al)ne! nan ippa enna tan seiiratu? Kamacci vantutta 
en talaya vetteratukku. inta kattitatta otaccitu! ippave 
otaccitu! 

Kasi replies: 

How can I do that, younger brother? I have been your 
elder brother for seven generations [lit., "head times"]. Do 
you remember how we used to play the game "I am the 
leader [also, I am the "head"], You are the Leader?" This 
picture [pointing to the blueprint of the house] was drawn 

'"It should be noted that in reality, the rule of incompletion does not have 
anything to do with odd- and even-numbered stones. The problem as posed in 
the dream is a creative elaboration of the rule of the dreamwork. 
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in play at that time. I drew it. Do not fear. The house will 
bring you wealth for many years. 

atu eppati ceiyalam tambi? eru talai muraiya nan on 
al)l)al)aiyin.tntirukken. niyapakc)m irukka namma ve!aiya
tina ve!aiyattu: nl talaivan nan talaivan appatiyinnu. appati 
ve~aiyatura potu varanca patom itu. Nan varancen. payap
patata innum ettanayo varusanka~ukku itu onakku cel
vakku kol)tU cettitum. 

End of dream. 

Dream Analysis 

A cultural interpretation of the dream will take us some
what beneath the manifest content. Let me consider first 
one level of the analysis. 

Kasi's schematization of Thevaraya's life is helpful, and 
as has been suggested, it is highly probable that Thevaraya 
himself perceived his own life according to this tripartite 
scheme. The three phases are signified in the dream by 
three individuals. His boyhood is signified by Kasi, who is 
seen as a young lad, a playmate. His middle, Sri Lankan 
years of upward mobility through unethical means is signi
fied by EK, without whose help Theveraya could neither 
have become "good" or charitable. Marimuttu, the acari, 
symbolizes a poor but worthy recipient of Thevaraya's 
charity, standing for all those poor people without whom 
he could never have practiced his good works of charitable 
giving. (Marimuttu and his family were special recipients of 
Thevaraya's generosity.) Kasi, in addition to signifying 
Thevaraya's boyhood, stands for that element of constancy 
and continuity from childhood to old age. In fact, Kasi, the 
boyhood companion, also proved to be Thevaraya's most 
trusted friend and confidant until Thevaraya's death in 
April 1976. The unscrupulous, immoral, and exploitative 
past as well as the reformed, moral, and benevolent present 
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were known to Kasi, and in a sense, he helped bridge these 
two aspects of Thevaraya's life. Evil past and good present 
lay stone upon stone to build a house, with neutral Kasi 
helping to cement the two together. 

Another level of interpretation also emerges from the 
dream. It is clear from the dream and from Thevaraya's 
stated ambitions that he wished to build the biggest and 
best house in all of Kalappur, even as, in accumulating 
wealth and in dispensing alms, he wished to be the most 
famous ANY. Yet in building his house, as in building his 
financial empire, he gave more importance to unscrupulous 
methods than to an observance of his dharma, or code for 
conduct, with its attendant karmic consequences. This mis
placed priority is symbolized by EK's usurpation of the 
acari's rightful role in laying the odd-numbered stones. The 
displacement of the acari from his central role in laying the 
odd-numbered stones is a thwarting not only of the 
dharmic codes of house construction but of the dharma of 
the acari himself, whose duty it is to observe the proper 
codes. Yet according to village belief, dharma cannot be set 
aside without causing grave karmic results. One cannot 
build an auspicious house or a good life if one violates one's 
dharma. This is symbolized by the dilemma in the construc
tion of the walls. Thevaraya's excessive ambition and mis
placed values had set into motion the construction of a 
grand house, as it did his financial empire, but the house
empire constructed is flawed and cannot come to a happy 
end. Sheer momentum carries it onward, and Thevaraya's 
moral weakness in postponing tearing down the structure 
and building again according to dharmic codes prevents 
any solution to the problem. In the end, Thevaraya's ambi
tion even violates the proper respect toward the village 
goddess. His house dares to rear its head above that of the 
goddess's k6puram. The goddess retaliates by threatening 
to cut off Thevaraya's head, of which the house's head is 
symbolic. She does this because his ambition has no limit; it 
is unregulated by attention to dharma. Only when Theva-
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raya's life is threatened does he propose to tear down the 
structure and begin again. 
T~e in~e_rpretation of the rest of the dream relies heavily 

on five cnhcal concepts borne by five distinct sign vehicles. 

1. "Head": In the game called "you are the head, I am the 
head," the word head is selected for emphasis in two 
ways. First, its redundancy helps its conveyance 
through "noise," as in a Morse code or in communica
tion th~ory (Cherry 1957: 277). In fact, a triple redun
dancy Is encountered when the word head is used 
somewhat later (see no. 4 below) in the expression 
"seven lifetimes," which in Tamil is talai murai, liter
ally, "head times." Second, the lexeme stands out 
because there is no such game called "you are the 
head, I am the head" in an Indian village, and neither 
Kasi nor Thevaraya recalled ever having played such a 
game as children. 

2. "Drawing": In the dream Kasi claims to have "drawn a 
plan." "To draw" (varai) is used interchangeably with 
"to write" (erutu) in one context, namely, with re
spect to God (Katavul) writing (or drawing) man's 
destiny on his head. A typical sentence would be: 
"That is his head writing. Can one change what God 
had drawn?" ( "Atu a van talai eruttu. Katavul varan-
cata mattamutiyuma?") · · 

Number one and number two together add up to 
"head writing," which is what this part of the dream is 
all about. 

3. "Play": The "drawing of the plan" is done in "play." 
The act of head writing performed by God is often 
described as one of his sports, an act of play, or tilii. 

4. "Seven lifetimes": Kasi is said to have been a brother for 
seven generations (eru talai murai, literally, "seven 
head times"). This again emphasizes the element of 
destiny, or karmam, carried over from one lifetime to 
the next. 
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5. Kasi is dressed as a •:ooman: Fate in South Indian folklore 
is often called Vitiyamman 19 or Vitiyayi, both names 
meaning Goddess or Mother of Fate. In the dream 
then, it is Kasi, as Vitiyayi, who draws (writes) the 
plan (head writing) of and for his brother, Thevaraya. 

The extremely troubling message of the dream was that 
Thevaraya had no option but to build this foreboding 
house, since fate had indelibly inscribed on his head that 
this is how it shall be. The final reassurance of Kasi is 
equivocal. "Do not fear," he says, "it [the house] will bring 
you wealth for many years." He does not say, however, "all 
will be well for as long as you live." "Many years" connotes 
finitude of a prevaricating and unsettling nature, and im
plies that perhaps there will come a year when all that is 
well will turn to ill. 

After much indecision and anxiety, Thevaraya went 
ahead and built himself his dream house, if not the house of 
his dream. EK had nothing to do with it, since he had been 
dead for over fifteen years by this time. The acari had no 
problem with odd and even numbers or with any of the 
other codes of his trade. Furthermore, in keeping with 
Kasi' s reassuring words in the dream, Thevaraya continued 
to prosper. 

Yet during our stay in the village, first sickness and then 
death struck his house. He died; only months later his wife 
died as well. Then his granddaughter who lived in the 
house committed suicide. Some villagers thought that 
these sudden deaths had been caused by a charm hidden 
under some corner of the house. But those who knew of 
Thevaraya's dream, particularly the acari who built his 
house, thought otherwise. According to them, it was the 
house that had caused the deaths. The prophecy had been 

191 am thankful to A. K. Ramanujan for making me aware of this point by 
relating to me a Kannada folktale in which Viti as a goddess figures centrally. 
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fulfilled. Although Thevaraya had had many years of suc
cess, prosperity, and fame, in the end, the flaw in his 
character (that is, his adharmic propensity), which had im
printed itself on the house (as symbolized in the flaw in the 
drea~ house), had eventually been his undoing. This flaw 
was his excessive ambition, symbolized in the dream by the 
~ouse that kept rising higher and higher until it dared to 
~Ivai even the kopuram of the Kamacci temple. Yet accord
mg to the dream, his success as well as his punishment were 
part of a fate written on his head, a fate that he was power
less to change. It was his destiny to build a house that 
w?uld cause his death, and although in the dream he 
WIS~ed to tear it down and start again, fate, in the form of 
~asi, dec~eed that this was not possible. Thevaraya had to 
hve out his fate, whatever the benefits and punishments it 
entailed. 

Conclusion 

It is cle~r that a_house is more than a mere dwelling place. 
A house IS conceived, born, grows up, lives, and interacts 
~ery much like human beings do. To explain such a similar
Ity ~e~ely by means of a simple theory of psychological 
proJection, by which that which is human and animate is 
projected onto the inanimate house, is to miss the crucial 
cultural dimension that sustains a relationship. Further
more, while st~uctural homology between the human body 
and the house IS culturally perceived, this in itself is not the 
extent of the relationship between house and inhabitant. 
Both the house and the inhabitants are constituted of simi
lar _substances, which they share and exchange. In tropo
logiCal terms, while it is tempting to suggest that the 
person-house relationship is only a metaphoric one, in 
which resemblances are analogously perceived, it is cul
tural_ly mo_re ~eritable to say instead, that the person-house 
relationship IS as a union of a "deindividuated" metonym 
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and a "desymbolized" synecdoche, wher~in some signifi
cant quality of the one inheres in the totahty of_the other, a 
quality that suffuses and constitutes the essential nature ~)f 
both ;elata. Houses may not be persons in every last detatl, 
but they come so close to being persons that the likeness 
cannot he missed. 4 

Sexuality Exposed 

In this brief chapter we shall consider a particular context 
in which Tamils might seek to achieve substantial equilib
rium in their relationship with other persons. The context is 
congress. Much has already been written on intercaste rela
tionships, but much elementary ethnographic work is yet to 
be done on Tamil theories of how male and female jatis 
relate, particularly when their relationship is a sexual one 
that involves the exchange of the highly potent transforma
tive substance of intiriam. 

In Kalappiir, the Brahmin accountant will tell you that 
the fetus is like a sprout (Tamil ta/ir), the woman like a field 
(Skt. kE;etra), and the man like a seed (Skt. blja) that is sown. 
This is old wisdom. Susruta said it, and Caraka said some
thing like it. Sounderam PiHai, the Kalappiiran knowledg
able in such matters, told me that the Tamil Siddha saint 
Tirumular said the same thing. In any event, this metaphor 
is generally accepted by most villagers (including a few 
women) I talked to. But the Brahmin accountant will go on 
to tell you that the male seed or semen is called sukram, and 
the female seed is called iirtava. The villagers lose interest. 
They prefer to view the formation of the fetus as resulting 
from the combination of fluids secreted by the female in her 



164 Toward Compatibility 

vagina (yoni) during intercourse and the fluids secreted by 
the male at the same time. These fluids are simply called 
intiriam. 

The health and welfare of the fetus and of the child that is 
eventually born are believed to depend to a large e~t~~t o~ 
the compatibility of a couple's intiriam. Compatibility Is 
determined by a whole range of factors: time of congre_~s~ 
planetary influences, location where congress occurred, Jati 
of male and female, diet of both partners, and so forth. In 
what follows we shall look at these factors in some detail 
and develop further the case for substantial compatibility 
and equilibrium that we have considered in the preceding 
chapters. 

To learn about artava, sukram, rtu, dhaman!, and other 
Ayurvedic concepts, I might have done well at the feet of 
the Brahmin accountant. But I couldn't get many other 
villagers involved in the discourse. It was not because ~f 
any jati barrier that this happened but because mo~t vil
lagers were not quite interested or for that matter convmc~d 
by the Brahmin's esoteric explanation of what happened m 
these quintessential events of fruitful congress. On sev~ral 
occasions a large group of men would gather near the pzpal 
tree outside the Brahmin's house to discuss local level poli
tics. But when the conversation turned to theories of pro
creation, the villagers missed the thread and lost interest. 

Fortunately, in Kalappur there happened to be an ANY 
named Devaraj who was not only articulate on the subject 
of sexual union and conception but spoke in an idiom that 
held the interest and involved the participation of other 
villagers as well. Although as a member of a maximally 
transacting caste, his theory favored active sexual tran~ac
tion rather than minimal transactions and semen retention, 
his basic ideas about the nature of intiriam and how it mixes 
or is mismatched in intercourse and conception are similar 
to the theories of minimally transacting Kalappur castes, 
such as the Acaris, as well as those of the optimally trans-
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acting Brahmins. 1 Let me begin with his thoughts on the 
nature of intiriam. What follows is not an exhaustive studv 
of the topic of sexual intercourse and procreation, but on~ 
man's perspective. 

The sexual fluid of both males and females is called inti
riam. Women have ten times as much intiriam as men· 
"some women have even one hundred times as much." Th~ 
intiriam of a male remains qualitatively and quantitatively 
the same throughout life. The female's intiriam undergoes 
significant changes both cyclically over each month and 
over the course of a lifetime. For example, each month a 
woman's intiriam is contaminated with undistilled blood 
ten days after and three days before her menstrual period. 
Her intiriam during this time is said to be without the true 
essence (arum ciiram). Quantitatively, the intiriam of the 
female varies from its peak period four or five years after 
puberty through its gradual reduction as menopause ap
proaches. While a woman after puberty and before meno
pause produces quantities of intiriam vastly more than that 
produced by the male, ten or twelve years after menopause, 
the woman begins to produce the same amount of intiriam 
as the male. In time her production falls even below that of a 
male. 

In healthy intercourse, four important processes take 
place: 

1. Excess intiriam is secreted from the systems of both 
partners into the yoni of the female. 

2. A physiologically healthy and controlled mixing of the 
two secretions takes place inside the yoni. 

3. A portion of this mixture, which is a new substance, is 
reabsorbed into the bloodstream of both partners, and 
the blood thereby becomes enriched. 

'For a comment on the typicality of this and other "typical" informants, see the 
Introduction. 
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4. The rest of the mixture either forms a fetus or helps 
nourish the fetus already formed. 

I was told by Devaraj that if the male and female are 
compatible in terms of age and other factors so that the 
mixture resulting from the combination of the two intiriams 
is good, then the female reabsorbs four times more fluid 
from the common pool than does the male. Given that 
Devaraj is fond of quantitative thinking, I suggested to him, 
using a quantitative illustration, that since ordinarily fe
males contribute at least ten times as much intiriam as the 
male to the common pool, if a woman were to take back but 
four times as much as the male from the common pool, she 
was in fact being shortchanged. I worded my illustrated 
question as follows: "If we assume that the female contrib
utes 100 grams of her intiriam and the male, 10 grams, and if 
from this common pool of 110 grams, the female reabsorbs 
four times as much as the male, then the amount the girl 
takes back will be about 88 grams. This means that the girl 
receives less than what she gives." 

Devaraj (henceforth D) agreed with my arithmetic but 
corrected me for confusing quantities with qualities, num
bers with value, which confusion, he indicated, led me to 
the wrong conclusion. He illustrated his point as follows: 

There is a kind of vel/am [sugar] made from two kinds of 
syrups. Both are syrups. But one comes from the coconut 
palm and the other from the palmyra palm. One ounce of 
the one syrup is mixed with two ounces of the other. I don't 
remember the exact proportions, but let us assume that it is 
two parts of coconut syrup to one part of palmyra syrup. Let 
us say that each part costs Rs 0.50 each. When the mixture 
solidifies, it is sugar. And it is sold not for Rs 1.00 [i.e., the 
total cost of the two syrups] but for Rs 2.00. He who gave 
the coconut syrup takes Rs 0.75 from the Rs 2.00., and the 
one who brought the palmyra syrup takes the balance. 
When I say the one took away more than the other, I mean 
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that he took Rs 1.25 and that the other took Rs 0. 75. But both 
took more than they originally contributed. What they gave 
was syrup. What they got was sugar. 

(I realized_ that _I ~~d b~en confusing apples and oranges; 
that the mixed mtmum IS of a different order of value than 
the pure intiriam.) 

A. What does all this mean? 

D: T~at both the boy and the girl take away more than they 
give. 

A: But why does the boy take less [i.e., less than the girl 
takes]? 

D: Because he needs less. A woman needs more sakti and 
~h~ ~as the first choice, so to speak, of taking as ~uch 
mtmam as ~he needs. What is left is for the boy. When 
the match IS good, what is left is plenty, if not just 
enough for the boy. 

A: W~y does a woman need more intiriam mix, or as you 
said, more sakti? 

D: Have you seen any man who has the sheer energy to do 
a fraction of the work that a woman does?2 And think of 
the quantity of blood she loses in childbirth and men
struation. One bout of masturbation and a man's tongue 

~Subra_maniam, a Parayan villager, had made the same point some days before 
qmte VIVI~ly. He told me how a man's work is limited to sowing and ploughing 
from sunnse to sunset with a long siesta break in the afternoon. A woman's work 
begms two hours ~efore the man gets up in getting the breakfast ready. Then she 
JOms him m the field around eight or nine in the morning, runs back around 
eleven to get lunch ready; after lunch the man sleeps while the woman finds other 
hous~work to do and. then goes to the field before the man wakes up to start 
weedmg; With the amval of dusk she goes in search of firewood to kindle the 
hearth for dinner. When the sun sets, the men gather to shoot the bull, while the 
_women cook the night's meal. After the meal, the men either sleep or engage in 
Idle chatt~r for a while longer; the women wash the pots, sweep the house, and 
put the children to bed. As a rule, women retire to bed several hours after the men 
start snoring. 
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hangs out. If he makes a habit of it, he goes blind. But a 
woman-she can do it all her life. 

A female of any age can have intercourse with a male of 
any age and suffer no ill effects from imbalanced mixing of 
intiriam. However, a man must observe at least three basic 
rules if the mixing of intiriam is to be conducive to his good 
health. 

First, the age difference between partners must not be 
greater than twelve years, and the male must always be 
older than the female. If this rule is violated and the male 
has intercourse with a female much younger than himself, 
he will be unable to contain (both qualitatively and quanti
tatively) the female's intiriam. The result is that the female's 
intiriam contaminates his system. In order to compensate 
for the female's overproduction of intiriam, which enters 
his body, he tries to retain ("hold back") his intiriam in an 
attempt to neutralize this vast quantity of female intiriam. 
The young girl, sensing this, retaliates by drawing with 
"unmatchable force" (opptra sakti) every drop of intiriam in 
his body. 

D: You see, the woman thinks like this: "Ah, he is trying to 
cheat me." And so, like the washerman who split the 
washing stone in his attempt to remove a stain, she 
draws out more than he is able to give. What can the old 
man do? Let it all go out and go, "Aiyo! breath! breath! 
[gasping]." 

A: You said that he tries to hold back [atakki piti] the in
tirium. Do you mean that he tries to control his ejacula
tion [intiria vetippu, "explosion of semen"]? 

D: Are you out of your mind? If he tries that game in his old 
age, his brains will explode. He tries to withold only 
after all that [stuff] has leaked out. By the time he tries to 
hold back, it is finished. And there is nothing that makes 
a woman madder than that. She goes "shloop," like 
that, and sucks in everything; that which will have come 
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out in any case and a bit more. What can the old ass do 
but lie on his back and let his tongue hang out, like a 
dog. 

A: You said, "his brains will explode." Whatdoyoumean? 

D: I mean he will go mad in a short time. 

A: What if he does not hold back but lets go of what has to 
go? 

D: Even if he protects his brains [by doing so], it will show 
in his body. He might as well start thinking, "Now, how 
many more days do I have left?" 

Devaraj considers Aristotle Onassis's death premature 
and for no other reason than that Jacqueline Onassis sucked 
off all his intiriam. Selvaraja PiHai (head of the rival faction 
in the village) is often cited by Devaraj as similar to Aristotle 
Onassis. Devaraj attributes Selvaraja PiHai's arthritic knee 
joints and swollen feet to his having intercourse with very 
young women. (Selvaraja PiHai is not only noted for his 
promiscuity; his second wife is thirty-five years his junior.) 

When a young boy copulates with an older woman, the 
pro~ess is a little different, but the result is the same: always 
detrimental to the male. The young boy has a lot to give 
both in quantity (which is also true of an older man) and in 
quality. It is strong stuff. The essence of youthful blood. But 
he cannot afford to lose all this without regaining some
~hi~? from his partner. A young partner has plenty of 
mtmam to offer and gives of it freely and willingly. "An 
older woman has to be parsimonious with the little she 
has. The old bitch always says the final word-when 
enough is enough-after which no young bull can extract 
even a drop." So here, too, the male loses intiriam without 
com pen sa tion. 

As an example of a younger man having intercourse with 
an old woman, he cited the case of a classificatory grandson 
of his who lives in Naga Nallur. This lad was found in the 
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cowshed with his "ve~ti up"3 when he was sixteen. When 
they searched the haystacks there emerged the neighbor's 
wife, who was thirty years his senior. 

They whipped the lad and confined him to the house for a 
few weeks. The woman was sent back to her natal village. 
But that didn't solve anything for the boy. He took to visit
ing prostitutes-always older women-and ruined him
self. The parents finally found him a wife [at twenty-nine], 
but he had become sickly and impotent. They did not have 
children for ten years, and his stupid parents started nag
ging the daughter-in-law for being barren until finally one 
day she burst out with the truth about their own son. 

The second is that intercourse must not take place when 
the intiriam of the woman is contaminated by undistilled 
blood (that is, three days before her period, ten days after, 
ten months after conception, and ten months after a miscar
riage. Miscarriage has serious effects on the composition of 
a woman's bloodstream in general and on her intiriam in 
particular. Both blood and intiriam are contaminated by 
impure particles that are neither pure blood nor pure in
tiriam. They are a sort of betwixt-and-between type; post
blood, preintiriam. 

The consequence of intercourse during an impure period 
is disease for the male. Devaraj cited diabetes in particular. 
In his words, "Diabetes has nothing whatsoever to do with 
sugar. 'Sugar' is a euphemism for the male sex organ. While 
it is true that diabetes is a sick condition of the blood, it is 
contracted during intercourse and transmitted to the blood
stream by the penis." When women contract diabetes, he 
explained, it is because for some reason they cannot rid 
their own bodies of the impure intiriam. 

The third rule is that even as a balanced and regulated 
diet is important to the maintenance of good health, so is a 
balanced and regular schedule of sexual intercourse. Ten 

3The Tamil equivalent of the expression "pants down." 
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times a month is the optimum rate. 4 Total abstention is as 
bad for one's health as too much sex. 

Devaraj believes that most, if not all Sanyasis and Sadhus 
who claim to have renounced sex are frauds. "They wait in 
lonely places to pounce on any straying woman." The same 
he believes is true of Brahmin temple priests: "They are a 
bunch of sex-starved, dangerous rogues. The dark rooms, 
?amp halls, and dusty comers of most temples are such that 
It ~akes these priests who live there day in and day out 
thmk about and look for similar dark chambers, damp halls, 
and dusty comers under women's saris." 

As for the attempt to control intiriam by yiJ<.ia, he had the 
following to say: · < 

They say that by doing yoga exercises, man sends his 
intiriam by way of the kury9.alini to his head and controls it 
there. I don't believe in that. Of all people, yogis are for this 
reason the most dangerous. You can't trust them. There 
was a yogi a few years ago in the village of Sattanampatti. 
They kicked him out when they found out that he had 
intercourse with a Brahmin girl ten times a day. Mind you, 
~en times! All this talk about the kury9.alini going to the head 
IS nonsense. Even if it does go like that, it can't be good for 
the head. It is better for it to have stayed right there where it 
was. There is but one way. Out. 

Although Devaraj looked upon the yogi and his philoso
phy of extreme seminal retention disparagingly, he none
theless ~el~e~ed, with the minimally transacting jatis such 
as t~e Acans, that too much sex or unregulated sex is 
detnmen~al. to the man's health. However, in Devaraj's 
opinion, It IS extremely difficult for a man to control his 
intiriam. In his words, 

Ten chaste men out of five hundred males is rare. Two 
hundred chaste women out of a total of four hundred is 

•contrast ANY value of controlled seminal emission with Carstairs's obses
sively retentive types (1967: 84). 
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common. All this is because man can't control his intiriam. 
A woman is like a well. You keep drawing from it and it 
keeps filling. You keep filling it and it keeps its level down. 
It rarely overflows. The woman has learned to live a con
trolled life. It is her kuryam. It comes to her naturally. Man is 
not like that. It is his kuryam to go up and down [rise and 
fall]. It is his intiriya kiittu [the comedy of his intiriam]. 

It should be noted that villagers commonly spoke of 
women as having greater kiimam ("sexual desire") than 
men. Many of these villagers, however, also said that 
women generally controlled their kiimam better than did 
men. Yet there were a few villagers who felt that women 
were the aggressors in most acts of seduction and that this 
made it doubly hard for the male to limit his sexual activity 
and thus preserve his health. 

The fourth rule, which applies to both males and females, 
is that only males and females of compatible bodily sub
stance should have sexual intercourse. To Devaraj, one of 
the major forms of incompatibility is a difference in diet, 
which, incidentally, also correlates with a difference in 
caste. Food particles, he believes, float in the blood, and 
their essence is distilled into the intiriam. A Brahmin who is 
accustomed to a diet rich in ghee (the essence of all food) 
has ghee particles in his blood. A Harijan who eats coarse/ 
gross (koccaiyiina) food has coarse food particles in his blood. 
When the essence of these two types of food filters into the 
intiriam and is mixed in intercourse, the result is an incom
patible mixture that is harmful to both partners. In some 
cases, if the intiriams are highly incompatible, they will not 
mix at all (like "oil and water") hence rendering the sex act 
not only unproductive and harmful but infertile (the in
tiriam must mix for conception to occur). 

There are, of course, many other criteria of substance 
compatibility besides diet. According to Devaraj, four of the 
eight important poruttams, or points of compatibility, re
corded in two persons' horoscopes, namely, linga, yoni, 
kw;a, and niiti poruttams, are in fact compatibilities of blood 
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substa~ce. Blood determines the type of yoni and lingam. 
Blood IS also suffused with km.1am substance. In the case of 
nati poruttam, the way in which it is expressed in terms of 
bloo? sub~tance is rather involved, connected by a series of 
relah<:nsh~ps, with niiti assuming a wholly physiological 
meamng, Its astrological meaning either lost or subsumed 
by the physiological one. In Devaraj's view, nati is related to 
blood. 5 · 

In.astro~ogy, a nat} is a record of the horoscope of one's 
previOus hfe (or lives). There are various centers all over 
India which are famm.~s for having archives, so to speak, of 
horo~cop~s and detailed life histories of many persons' 
previous mcarnations. 

This meaning o~ n~ti, however, plays no part in Devaraj' s 
concep~ of compatibility of nat}s. For him, niifi means pulse. 
Accordmg to Dr. Kannan, the other nati, that is, nati as a 
rec?:d of one's p:evious incarnations, flows in one's pulse, 
waihn_? .to be deciphered by a competent Siddha physician. 
The na~I: or pulse, then includes-both semantically and 
substantially-the astrological nat}. 

Ho~ever, the search for the compatibility of two persons' 
pulses 1s no.t ~~ end in itself. It is only a means of detecting 
the compatibility of two persons' humoral dispositions or 
humoral compositions. 

.There are three humors, namely, bile, phlegm, and 
wmd. How does one pulse indicate anything at all about 
these ~hree humors and their state in a person's system? 
T~e. Sid?ha physician's training and skill enable him to 
dis~mgmsh SIX pulse readings, three in each wrist, instead 
of JUSt one, which is all a Western physician is trained to 
distinguish. 

The Siddha physician takes a patient's pulse by taking 
hold of the wnst and placing his index finger nearest the 

5
Devaraj's main source of information on this matter is Dr. Kannan, a Siddha 

phystCI~n whose practice in Tiruch~ is patronized by several citizens of Kalappiir. 
For thts reason I shall mclude herem some statements of clarification I obtained 
dtrectly from Dr. Kannan himself. 
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base of the thumb on the inner side of the wrist; his middle 
finger is placed next to the index finger, and his ring finger 
is placed next to the middle finger. Each one of the fingers is 
supposed to sense a different pulse. The index finger senses 
the pulse that indexes the wind humor; the middle finger, 
the bile humor; and the ring finger senses the phlegm 
humor. These three pulses are supposed to pulsate at dis
tinguishably different rates, compared, respectively, to the 
pace of a chicken's trot, a frog's leap, and a snake's crawl
ing. These time intervals are called natai. This is not all, 
however. The natais merely help the physician differentiate 
between the three humoral pulses. Once this is done, he 
attempts to sense in his fingertips the differential pressures 
exerted by these rhythmic pulses. The pressure of the pulse 
is called etai. By comparing the etais of the three humor
indexing pulses in a wrist, the physician is able to determine 
which humor predominates in a person's system and which 
humor is inadequate or recessive. 

To complicate matters, the same operation is carried out 
on the other wrist, thereby giving the physician six readings 
in all. Six readings are necessary, because even though 
there are only three humors, they are further classified into 
right-side humors and left-side humors. Thus one has right 
wind, right bile, and right phlegm as well as left wind, left 
bile, and left phlegm. 

The pulse, then, is but the means for detecting the nature 
of a person's humors in order to determine his humor type. 
Once the humor type of two persons is known, it is easy to 
determine whether or not these two persons are compatible 
(that is, whether their humor types are compatible). The 
knowledge of the humoral disposition/composition itself 
is, however, just the index of the state of yet another series 
of bodily substances whose compatibility with the corre
sponding bodily substances of the sexual partner is of 
importance. These substances are the tt"itus (from Skt. 
dlzatu), or body tissues or body fluids. 

Each of the six subhumors governs or impels a corre
sponding body tissue or body fluid, as shown in table 3. 
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Niiti 

Right wind 
Right bile 
Right phlegm 
Left wind 
Left bile 
Left phlegm 

TABLE 3 

Tiitu 

Blood 
Bone 
Flesh 
Fat/marrow 
Nerve tissue/skin 
Saliva/serum 
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Thus we see that by means of a series of indexing rela
tionships, compatibility of pulses (nati) turns out to reveal 
not merely compatibility of humoral types but even a com
patibility of body tissue and fluids. 

These unfolding series of relationships may be taken one 
more step; a step that brings us back to intiriam, namely, 
the sexual fluids. According to Devaraj's guru, Dr. Kannan, 
there are seven, not six, body tissues or body fluids. Table 3 
represents but six of these with their corresponding humor 
subtype. The seventh body fluid is intiriam, or sexual fluid. 
The sexual fluid is constituted of the essence or distillate of 
all the other six tatus. Thus, in any given emission of sexual 
fluid, the entire constitution or state of the six body tissues 
and fluids at that time is substantially and essentially 
represented. 

Thus, nati poruttam is, finally, a concern with com
patibility of intiriams, which implies, by its very nature, a 
concern with compatibilities of other intermediary sub
stances as well, such as humors and the various body 
tissues. 

Conception 

In addition to the concern with maintaining the health of 
the male and female in sexual intercourse is the concern 
with conceiving and bringing forth a healthy baby. Accord
ing to village belief, conception occurs when equal portions 
of the male and female intiriam combine and enter the 
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womb and there begin to take shape. It is essential to 
conception that the intiriam of male and female mix. If the 
male and female are not of compatible blood substances, 
then their intiriams will either mix badly and produce an 
unhealthy child or they will not mix at all. Henc~, t~e 
concern with the matching of poruttams before marnage IS 
a concern not only with the well-being of the husband an? 
wife but with their fertility and with the health of their 

offspring. . , 
Once the intiriam mix enters the womb, If the mans 

portion of the mixture is denser (qtatti) than the wo~an's, it 
settles toward the bottom of the womb and results m a male 
fetus. If the woman's portion is denser, the fetus will be a 
girl. As for the formation of the fetus, the male's intiriam 
goes to form the bones, and the woman's intiriam forms the 
flesh. The blood is formed from both male and female 
intiriam. 6 

Many other factors besides compatibility of substance 
types for the father and mother are important to the devel
opment of a healthy fetus. The marriage ritual is scheduled 
to occur in only the most auspicious months of the year. In 
general, it is believed that children born in the ~onths of 
Cittirai (April/May) and Adi (July/ August) are either un
lucky to themselves or to their parents or to their maternal 
uncle. For this reason, there is an axiom that says, "Join not 
in Adi and Aippasi [October/November]"(" Atiyilum, Aip
paciyilum cerate"). Even in an auspicious mont~,. the 
couple's first night together should occur at an auspiCious 
time. 

In the chapter on houses, it was discovered that t~ere are 
certain cardinal points in the house that must be ~vm~ed for 
sexual intercourse. The consequences of conception m each 
of the eight cardinal directions may be schematically repre-
sented as in table 4. 

6There are, of course, numerous variations on this theme of male and female 
contributions to the formation of the fetus. This view was that of Devaraj and was 

also held by a number of other villagers. 
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Direction 

North 

Northeast 

East 

Southeast 

South 

Southwest 

West 

Northwest 

TABLE 4 

Consequence 

Children of both sexes will live long lives. 

Children will have to work hard to succeed. 

Children of both sexes will have wealth and enemies. 

Children of both sexes will have bad habits. 

A male child will be impotent; a female, barren. 

A male child will be a spy; a female, a harlot. 

A male child will grow up to be a wise man; a female child, 
a beauty. 

Children of both sexes will live in poverty. 

Once conception has occurred, there are a number of 
rules and rituals that govern the development of the fetus 
during pregnancy. For example, the mother is enjoined to 
abjure all frightening thoughts and to avoid looking at 
maimed or deformed creatures. The most critical time for 
the baby is the moment of birth. At this moment the child 
enters into a lifelong relationship with the nine planets. As 
in the case of the birth of the house, the owner of the house, 
like the parent, can take all due measures to ensure that his 
creation (the house or infant) will be compatible with him
self, but he has little control over the moods of the planetary 
deities at the moment of birth. Their attitudes when they are 
summoned to bless the new house or infant have profound 
effects on the km:tam and destiny of the new arrival. If the 
planets are out of sorts at that moment, then the house or 
child might be unlucky for itself or might cause family 
illnesses, death, or disaster. To illustrate the quixotic nature 
of the planets, let me quote a few passages from an inter
view with Ragunatha Josiyar, a village astrologer. 

For man, marriage is most important. That is when we 
invite all the guests and have them throw rice as iiclmiitam 
[blessing] on the couple after the tali is tied. For the planets, 
the birth of a man is what is most important. They are the 
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only guests at birth. They are the chief guests. Every time.a 
child is born the planets give acirvatam. However, thiS 
ac1rvatam is not the same [of the same quality] every time. 
Sometimes this acirvatam may be given halfheartedly, and 
at other times it can even be a curse. You ask me why? I shall 
tell you. 

The planets have their own houses, like you have yours 
and I have mine. The planets are most comfortable, "cushy" 
in their own houses. But then can they always stay in their 
own houses? No. They are obliged to visit the other houses. 
In some of these other houses they feel as comfortable as 
they would if they were in their own house, while in other 
ho~ses they may feel quite uncomfortable and be in a bad 
mood. Moreover, some of these planets are friends, and 
others are neutral to each other, while others are archene
mies. Now, even if you were comfortably seated in your 
house, if your enemy sat across from you in his house and 
looked into your house, it would put you in a bad mood, 
wouldn't it? The same is true of the planets. One planet's ire 
may be kindled by its enemy staring it in the face. There are 
alsZ) times when planets are on the move, moving between 
one house and the next. This is called peyarcci. 7 They hate to 
be disturbed during this time. To be born at such a time is 
like my stopping Arunasalam PiHai8 and asking him, 
"Where are you going?" What will he do? He will curse me. 
He might even hit me with his umbrella. The planets are the 

same. 
But human beings are born all the time. Man cannot wait 

until the planets get organized in their favorite niches. And 
when a child is born, it is the duty of the planets to give 
adrvatam. So each planet will take a handful of rice and 
throw it at the child like we do at weddings. But depending 
on whether he is in the right house, an inhospitable house, 
whether he is on the move, or whether he faces a friend or 

7Peyarcci is the act of departing, getting up, and leaving. The peyarcci of some 
planets, such as Saturn and Jupiter, is marked by the performance of elaborate, 
day-long rituals designed to mitigate the ill effects the movmg planet mtght have 

on human persons. 
8 A Ve!Ja!a landlord known for his ill temper. 
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foe, his acirvatam can be a blessing, a curse, or a perfunctory 
act. Whatever it is, one has to live with it. This is the 
mmatiinam9 of the planets. The annatanam that the parents 
give is not important. That is not going to change the child's 
kuryam or life one bit. The annatanam of the planets is what 
counts. If you get a stomach upset from this annatanam, 
you will have stomach upsets all your life. One is lucky to 
find them all happy in their own houses. 

It is like this. I need Rs 20. Now, if I were to turn up with 
this request while you were at my friend's [Chettiya PilJai] 
house sitting on a rope bed being bitten by bedbugs and 
burning your tongue by drinking hot tea from an ever-silver 
[stainless steel] tumbler, 10 you will, of course, give me 
Rs 20, because you are a tannaciili ["a generous person"] 
and it is not in your nature to say no. But your heart will 
curse me [tittum]. And for that reason, that Rs 20 will turn 
out to be a curse rather than a blessing. I would probably go 
into the street and there meet Selvaraja PiHai [the money
lender] who would say, "Hey, bring that money here. And 
where is the interest?" But if I ask you for Rs 20 while you 
are in your own house, comfortably seated in your easy 
chair, drinking coffee from a cup and having a "cool heart," 
you will say, "Why, Rs 20. Here, take Rs 200." And the 
money you give me will be a true blessing. I will probably 
invest it in some rice mill and like Thevaraya Pi1Jai, make 
thousands of rupees in a few months' time. 

Postscript 

To sum up, when a male and female are brought together 
in marriage, which is a relationship in which the two are 
meant to give and receive from each other many bodily 
substances, chief among which are sexual fluids, a concern 

9Annatanam, or "the gift of rice." It is the ritual weaning of an infant by feeding 
him specially prepared rice. The infant is fed in this ritual by his parents. 

10Th is allusion comes from Ragunatha Josiyar having witnessed me burning my 
lips while drinking hot coffee from a stainless steel tumbler, which, in South 
Indian fashion, requires the person to pour the hot liquid directly into his mouth 
from a height in order to avoid lip contact with the edge of the tumbler. 



180 Toward Compatibility 

for compatibility of substances thus exchanged is clearly 
evidenced. Not only is the health of the sexual partners 
affected by this exchange, but the fetus formed as a result of 
the mixing of these fluid substances will be healthy only if 
these substances are mutually compatible. This concern 
obviously extends to include extramarital sexual liaisons as 
well. Such liaisons are especially prone to incompatible 
mixing of substances with undesirable consequences be
cause more often than not, unlike in marriage, the mutual 
compatibility of sexual fluids and other bodily substances is 
not determined by astrology and other means. 

When sexual fluids are optimally blended (determined 
by compatible horoscopes of sexual partners, choice of 
appropriate times and places for sexual union, and so 
forth), the marriage is said to be in a state of quiescence, or 
equilibrium (amaiti nilai). Yet, as in the case of the house, it 
is extremely difficult to effect a perfect optimization of the 
mixing. There are times in the life of a house when its 
horoscope may turn out to be incompatible with that of one 
or more of its inhabitants. Undesirable and unexpected 
visitors may affect the house adversely and subsequently 
affect the relationship of house and inhabitant. The same is 
true of husband and wife. Practical exigencies of life, if not 
the reality of existence, preclude a completely insulated 
state. The planets that determine life's ups and downs, its 
good times and bad times, are forever in motion, continu
ally altering their interplanetary systemic configuration and 
thereby their effect on the body substances of those born 
under their power. Thus, even when all due precautions are 
taken, the ever-shifting universe of which men are a part 
can undo and negate some of these defenses and upset 
relationships of compatibility and, ergo, states of equilib
rium. One can only be constantly vigilant and do one's best 
to manipulate the known and anticipatable variables within 
a defined context in the interest of optimizing equilibrium 
within one's body, between two bodies (as between hus
band and wife), and among the several bodies of a house-
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hold or family. Such manipulations call for a knowledge of, 
among other things, those formulas that enhance a bal
anced and harmonious blend of intiriam substance between 
compatible people at compatible times and in compatible 
places. When such times and places are most ideal, thev are 
also thought of as being most auspicious (mukurtamana). 
Astrology is among several sources of knowledge one may 
turn to, if not to determine the most auspicious, the most 
compatible, and the most equilibriated, then at least to 
know and avoid the inauspicious, the incompatible, and the 
dangerously disequilibriating. 



5 
Kunams Divined1 

In the preceding chapters we explored the ways in which 
persons establish substantial relationships with urs, 
houses, and sexual partners. These relationships involved 
exchanges of substances which affected the health and 
well-being of the persons involved in such exchanges. We 
noted that the kuDam substance of persons, after the forma
tive years, is highly resistant to change. This permanence of 
the kunam substance is expressed in a number of proverbs, 
the most common being, You may alter your clan (kulam), 
but you cannot alter your kuDam (Kulattai matrinalum 
km~attai matra mu~iyatu). 

Nonetheless, most Tamils also believe that nothing 
whatsoever in the manifest world is completely resistant to 
change, and this includes kul)ams. Seen in this light, then, 
all the proverbs, sayings, and claims about the fixed nature 
of kuDams are only intended to convey their relative, not 
absolute immutability. As we have already noted in the 
history of the ANVs' appropriation ofKalappur, the famous 

IA slightly modified version of this chapter has been published as a separate 
essay in Charles F. Keyes and E. Valentine Daniel, eds., Karma: An Antllropologtcal 
Inquinf (Berkeley, Lo~ Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1983). 
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false oath was an act significant and powerful enough to 
change the km~am of an u.r As the ANVs see it, the false 
oath was a very_effi~acious karmam. But other, less power
ful, and less efficaCious karmams, or actions, also can and 
do effect changes in the kul)ams of persons and things. 
These karmams are aimed at altering small facets or strands 
of a person's kuDam. Within a prescribed context and with
~n a defined telic_ ~tructure, such changes can appear to be 
Important and cntical. But in terms of the wider context, the 
effect of such changes on a person's overall kunam sub-
stance is minuscule. · 

This chapter will focus on just such a change; a change in 
the k~D~m _su~stance of a person which may be insignifi
cant vis-a-vis his kul)am as a whole but which, nonetheless 
becomes important in the context of a specific illness. I~ 
broad terms, then, while the previous chapters were about 
the essenti~l immutability of kut:tams, this chapter explores 
the dynamics of their limited mutability. 

The ~utable aspect of the ku:r:tam substance is the aspect 
or portion that has to do with hot and cold states. The 
substances that bring about changes in this aspect of the 
kul).am substance are certain kinds of karmam substances. 
Karmam, or action, is, in fact, substance. I introduce this 
point here, ex hypothesi, in order to emphasize the fact that 
the que_st_ ~ontinues to be one of establishing substantial 
compatibility and equilibriated states. 

The dynamic interplay between kul).am and karmam will 
~e expl~red through the microanalysis of a ritual of divina
tion which I call the ritual of flowers. 

The ritual of flowers, a colorful little rite of divination 
may be encountered in almost any roadside shrine o~ 
temple courtyard all over South India and in the Tamil
speaking areas ?f Sri Lanka. Even though this rite is very 
commonplace, It has, by and large, gone uncelebrated, if 
not unnoticed, by the countless scholars whose interest in 
things :eligious and ritualistic has been more than perfunc
tory. Bishop Gustav Diehl, who has recorded this particular 
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rite, has done so with so little pause that the reader hardly 
notices it (1956). Not until Brenda Beck's paper on "Colour 
and Heat in South Indian Ritual" (1969) do we find a serious 
attempt at understanding the structure and meaning of this 

rite. 
In this chapter I shall attempt to uncover the logic under-

lying this rite and in so doing will be led to differ with ~eck 
on several points of analysis. While most of these differ
ences are due to the limited nature of the body of data that 
was available to her, some are due to the different types of 
questions that we have asked of the same data. _Ir: principle, 
however, her analysis is sound and was my ongmal source 
of inspiration for studying this ritual more intensively. I 
shall not engage in a point-for-point comparison and con
trast of Beck's analysis with mine, except where such com
parisons seem inevitable. 

Several cultural concepts are indispensible for an under-
standing of the analysis of the ritual that is to follow. 

Hot and Cold 

Hot and Cold Foods 

In "Colour and Heat in South Indian Ritual" Beck has 
provided us with a list of foods classified according to 
whether they are "hot" or "cold." At least five qualifica
tions have to be made with respect to such a classification. 

1. Foods are not lumped into a clearly defined hot or cold 
category. Rather, they are strung along a hot-cold 

gradient. 
2. The classification of known foods according to hot and 

cold is not a generalized, translocal, pan-Indian, or 
pan-South Asian one. Foods that are considered to ~e 
cold in one region of India may be thought of as hot m 
another region, and vice versa. There is a variety of 
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the plantain fruit known as iina miilu, for instance, that 
is considered hot by the Sinhalese of southern Sri 
Lanka but cold by some groups of Jaffna Tamils of the 
island's north. 

3. Such variations in the classification of foods according 
to hot and cold may cut across caste lines in the same 
locality or village. Buffalo milk, for example, consid
ered hot by the Telugu Brahmins of Kalappur is 
thought of as neither too hot nor too cold by the 
Parayans of the same village. 

4. One can even become more centrifocal and say that 
there is a variation in food classification between one 
individual and another. 

5. Furthermore, there may be a variation in food classifi
cation with the same individual from one context to 
another. 

The case of Sunther (discussed in the Introduction), the 
ANY youth for whom milk was hot rather than cold, as it is 
to most others, illustrates the person-centeredness of this 
categorization. The variation according to context with 
respect to the same individual (no. 5, above) was illustrated 
to me by a Siddha physician in Tiruchy Town, who main
tained that even the same patient who is able to eat a 
particular food because of its being cold on one day will not 
be able to eat the very same food on another day, when for 
one reason or another it will turn out to be hot for him. 

Hot and cold are relative concepts; relative to locality, 
caste, individual, and even time. General criteria for the 
classification of foods into hot or cold are neither unequivo
cal nor consistent. The only incontrovertible statement that 
can be made regarding hot and cold foods is that foreign 
foods (including Western drugs) or foods whose origin is 
clearly marked as alien are, without exception, hot. The 
most pointed example is ice cream, which is thought of as 
very hot. This example emphasizes the fact that the South 
Asian concepts of hot and cold have little if anything to do 
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with temperature per se, that IS, as we understand it 

thermometrically. 

Hot and Cold Persons 

Like foods, persons, too, may be seen to occupy places 
along a hot-cold gradient. Some have hot bodies, and some 
have cold ones-once again with the added qualification 
that cold bodies can become hot and hot ones cold under 
certain conditions in certain contexts. [n general, it may be 
said, however, that maximally transacting ANVs and the 
pessimally transacting Parayans have hotter bodies than 
the optimally transacting Brahmins and the minimally 
transacting Acaris, the smiths and carpenters (Marriott 
1976). The hot castes, it will be noted, more readily, will
ingly and customarily eat hot foods than do the cool castes. 
Here too individual variations, such as seen in Sunther, 
the ANY boy for whom a prescribed diet had to be cooler 
than even that of a Brahmin or an Acari, must be taken into 

account. 
A healthy person, then, is one who maintains an opti-

mum balance between hot and cold. This optimal level, 
however, is caste specific and even person specific. One's 
code substance (Marriott 1976), or kul)am, determines the 

optimal level. 

Hot and Cold Humors and Ku~wms 

While the stabilization of the easily disturbed humoral 
balance is a cumbersome task and calls for constant atten
tion, it is not an impossible one. This is, in fact, the primary 
preoccupation of a skilled Ayurvedic or Siddha physician.

2 

The proportion of humors in a body is alterable by several 
means, diet and drugs being the most common ones. The 

2Two of the three major branches of indigenous medical systems practiced in 
India, the other being Unani. Siddha medicine is confined to the South. 
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kul).ams, however, are exceedingly stable and cannot be 
altered as easily as the humors can. 

In terms of the physician's concerns and priorities 
humors are more directly related to states of illness and 
healt~ than ~r~ k~Dams. Hu~~rs, not kul).ams, belong to 
t~e ?Iag~oshCia~ s _and physician's expertise. The physi
Cians pnmary aim IS to get at the humor imbalance, even 
though he may admit that humors and kunams are related 
and by exte~sion that kunams, too, implic~te conditions of 
health and Illness, even though less directly. 

Of ~he three hum?rs, bile (pittam) is hot, phlegm (ka
pam) IS cold, and ~md (vayu) is middling, though more 
of_ten than not tendmg _toward heat. In the village of Kalap
p~r I ':as able to compile seventeen disorders attributed to 
bile, Sixteen to wind, and only eight to phlegm. To this list 
n:ust be added one bodily disorder resulting from the com
bmed malfunctioning of bile and wind, one from that of 
phlegm_ and wind, and one from that of phelgrn and bile. Of 
t~e entire catalog of humor-caused bodily disorders, only 
eight were_ seen a~ having been caused by or resulting in 
cold-cum-sick bodily states. And all eight of these were 
caused by an im?alance_ in phlegm. The remaining thirty
seven were assoCiated with heat-either as being caused by 
or resulting in heat. 

On a f:e9uency table drawn up from a sample of ten local 
nonspeCialist diagnosticians who translated illnesses in 
terms of the humors and hot and cold, the ratio of heat
a_ssociated disorders to cold-associated ones was twenty
fi~e to one. About the same ratio held in the case of the 
Siddha _specialis~ in Tiruchy_ Town. So according to cultural 
cate~on~s, heat IS far more likely to be implicated in causing 
bodily disorders than is cold. 

. ~oth_ the native physician and the priest performing the 
divmahon are concerned with heat and cold. However 
':hil~ the former is but secondarily concerned with a pa~ 
bent s kul)am, for the divining priest (in the ritual of 
flowers), the kunam of his patient is of primary importance. 
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If the priest is at all concerned with humors, it is only in 
terms of the humors' relationship to the patient's km:tam. 
The physician deals with temporary conditions of heat and 
cold caused by the ever-changing humoral balance and 
imbalance. The priest is concerned with the more perma
nent conditions of heat and cold, which are determined not 
so much by the fluctuating humors as by the relatively 
permanent km;ams or dispositions. If one may m~ke _a 
cytogenetic analogy here, it may be said t~a~ t~e pr~est ts 
interested in genotypy, whereas the phystctan s pnmary 
interest is in phenotypy. 3 

Hot and Cold Processes 

Heat is also associated with transformations, most obvi
ously in cooking, but less obviously in initiation rites, life
crises rituals, all manner of rites of passage, and menstrua
tion (especially in a girl's first menstruation), to mention but 
a few. All these processes involve separation or mixing and 
transformation of bodily and nonbodily substances. 

The following folk poem illustrates the work of heat in a 
maiden's first menstruation: 

potinta tamarai puttal kaDtu 
otiyato mutupani-alla 
katiravan eruta] kal)tU 
maraintato kuren kal)mal)i 

Tell me, my precious one; 
Has the mist run away 
Seeing the lotus-bud unfurl, 
Or is it the sun's awakening 
That has driven him into hiding? 

3There are several points of congruence between my use of genotype and 
phenotype and that of Robert LeVine's (1973: 121-124) in spite of LeVine's use of 
these concepts to explicate personality alone. The analogy will be reconsidered 

below. 

Ku~wms Divined 189 

Here, the heat generated by the blossoming (puttal) of the 
lotus-symbolic of the vagina and the coming of age-is 
compared to that generated by the sun. More often, of 
course, menstrual heat is spoken of in less poetic and more 
dangerous terms. In any event, it is natural for a girl's first 
menstruation to be a heat-generating process. Further
more, in spite of all the danger and vulnerability associated 
with puberty, it is on the whole a desired change from 
childhood (kanni) to a potentially fertile state (kwnari), a 
change that brings a female to the threshold of what Babb 
aptly describes as "the supreme affirmation of her identity" 
as a woman and provides her a secure "place in the sche~e 
of things" (Babb 1975: 76). 

The house-opening ceremony known as grahapravesam 
is yet another example of a transformatory ritual believed to 
generate a great quantity of heat. This is why Agni is fed 
cooling ghee in the homa km:t~am ("ritual hearth"); the nine 
planets are fed cooling watermelons; the ancestral spirits 
(pitrus) are fed cooling halved limes; and every room in the 
house is washed with turmeric water, which is considered 
to be cooling. 

Sexual intercourse, another process involving transfor
mation through combining and separating, is described as a 
heat-caused and heat-generating process. Cold, however, 
seems to be associated with stabilized, sterile, and nonpro
creative states. 

Hot and Cold Colors 

Hot and cold also have certain colors with which they are 
ordinarily associated. Black and red are hot, while green 
and white are usually thought of as cool, and never as hot. 
Red, in particular, by being associated with heat, is an 
auspicious color with respect to fertility, procreation, and 
motherhood-and consequently marriage itself. Thus we 
find that a Tamil Hindu bride would never consider wear-
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ing white, which is an infertile, unpassionate, ~old. color: a 
color of widowhood, social disinterest, margmahty, and 
even asceticism. The most popular color of the bridal sari is 
red or shades of red. One informant, who had told me that 
green was a cold color, was ask~d to exp~ain ':hy a bride 
was wearing a green sari. He first explamed It away by 
saying, "Ah! The green brings out the jarugai .('gold 
border'), and gold is a fertile color." After a whll~ he 
appended, "Well, green, too, is a fertile c,?lor: .It remi~ds 
you of the green fields after the monsoons. White, I might 
add, does not have any such redeemin.g iconic or. even 
indexical attribute in the context of a maiden's marnage. 

Description of the Ritual of Flowers 

This ritual is one of divination in which the temple priest, 
usually a non-Brahmin priest, or piicari, takes six packets 
made of green leaves. Within three of these are concealed 
red flowers, and within the other three, white ones. When 
the supplicant has stated his question to the priest, the 
priest throws the six packets of concealed flowers on .the 
floor of the temple after reciting a few incomprehens~ble 
mantras. When this is done, a bystander, preferably a httle 
girl (or some such marginal individual), is asked to pick one 
of the packets. The priest then divines the f~tur~ of ~he 
supplicant or that of the subject for whom the ntualis bemg 
performed from the color of the flowers f?un~ in the packet 
thus chosen. The divination is phrased either m the form of 
a direct statement as to what the future holds for the patient 
or in the form of a conditional statement in which the priest 
says, "If you do x you will reap y," which is as much advice 
to the patient as it is a divination of the future. . 

In any event, to conclude one's divination from a smgle 
throw and pick is rare and may be considered to be the most 
elementary form of this ritual. More often than no.t, one or 
more additional throws are made, and the colors picked are 
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s.eque.ntially added onto the color of the first pick before a 
f~nal JUdgment is given. The most elaborate form of the 
ntu~l allows for~ m~ximum of four throws and four picks. 
An Important pomt Is that when and if the divination is to 
be made on the basis of more than one pick, there must be a 
change of c~lo~s in the sequence at some point of the ritual. 
Only then IS It deemed possible to answer the question 
posed for divination. 

Red Flowers Equal Heat; 
White Flowers Equal Cold 

We have established the equivalence between red and 
heat and between white and cold. On the one hand, we saw 
that red, because it is a warm and fertile color was 
auspicious for anything that had to do with marriaie. On 
the ot~er hand, we saw that most illnesses are caused by 
excessive heat, and therefore, it is only reasonable to as
sume that white, by being the equivalent of coolness 
~hould be a desired or auspicious color with regard to mos~ 
Illnesses. 

Not all illnesses, however, are heat caused; there are 
so_me, admittedly a few, that may be caused by cold. For 
t~I~ re~son: to group questions presented to the priest for 
divmahon n~to those having to do with illness, as opposed 
~o those havn~g t~ do with marriage, as Beck seems to imply 
In her categonzation, can be misleading. As we take a closer 
look at the ritual of flowers it will become evident that a 
much broader definition of illness than that which Beck 
employs is warranted. Under such an expanded definition, 
the ~r?tracted . unmarried state itself may be said to be a 
condition of bemg m.regardless of whether the abnormality 
of the protracted mmdenhood of the patient is the result of 
an imbalance of the humors, or the result of Mars being in 
the .sev~nth house, or of some other astrological mishap 
(which Is capable of expressing itself in humoral imbalance 

' 
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only one of many ways it could become manifest). The 
physician, as was stated earlier, is concerned with symp
toms (such as dysmenorrhea or some such apparent dis
order) and the causes that directly underlie them, which 
causes are invariably related to humoral imbalances. For 
this reason, for the average native physician, the unmarried 
state may not be an illness, in the strict sense of that 
term, unless, of course, there are symptomatic disorders 
such as the ones mentioned above. For the divining priest, 
however, the protracted state of maidenhood itself is symp
tomatic, not necessarily of a relatively superficial phenom
enon, such as a humoral imbalance, but of a deeper, unde
sirable condition of the supplicant's kut:tam. By this broader 
conception, an abnormally protracted unmarried state be
comes tantamount to an illness. 

Even if we were to circumscribe our analysis by a narrow 
definition (a physician's definition) of illness, as Beck has 
done, and thereby remove marriage from the province of 
sickness and health, two obvious problems persist in her 
categorization of questions presented to the diviner in the 
ritual of flowers. First (as has been already indicated), there 
are some illnesses, few as they may be, that are caused by 
cold, and in which instances the warmth of red will be 
desirable. Thus, to unequivocally identify red (warm) flow
ers in the ritual as inauspicious with regard to illness is not 
justified. Second, in the ritual of flowers there are questions 
presented to the diviner which have nothing whatsoever to 
do with marriage or illness per se-questions such as 
"Should I go to Madurai tomorrow?" or "Should I embark 
upon this new business venture?" and the like. These ques
tions do, however, have something to do with movement 
and stasis, instability and stability, restlessness and peace
fulness, desire and satiation-all these pairs in turn being 
various expressions of hot and cold. 

To return to our flowers, the criterion upon which the 
auspiciousness of a color is based is whether that color (red 
or white) is associated with the state that is desirable or not 
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with respec~ to ~ pa~ticular condition of the subject for 
whom the ntual IS bemg performed, this condition being 
determined as either cold or hot. 

It is also fal~a~ious to classify illness-related questions, as 
Beck has exphcitly done, as "questions about the end of an 
und~sirable condition existing at present" and to classify 
marnage-related questions as "those about the occurrence 
of a desirable event in the future" (Beck 1969: 555). Even if 
we were to overlook the fact that there are many questions 
th_at may b_e asked ?f the diviner which have nothing to do 
With marnage or Illness per se and if we were to limit 
o~rselves to ~eck's own catalog of marriage- and illness
~nented questions, both classes of questions are at the same 
hme about an undesirable present condition-either an 
unmarried state or the state of being ill-and about the 
occurrence of~ desirab~e event in the future: marriage and 
health, resp_echvely. This brings us back to the way I find to 
be mos~ s_ahsfactory of classifying the questions presented 
to the ~hvmer, namely, as questions relating to cold-caused 
undesirable states and to heat-caused undesirable states. 

In its most elementary form, the ritual of flowers consists 
of a single throw and a single pick. In this form, however, 
the meani~gs assigned to the flowers are quite arbitrary and 
have nothmg to do _wit~ either hot or cold, being merely the 
product of the whimsical choice of the moment made by 
priest or supplicant. After the packages of concealed flow
ers are thro':n o~ the ground, the supplicant or the priest 
makes up his mmd as to what colored flower, if picked, 
would b: a good omen. In this case, the meaning attributed 
to any given colored flower is quite arbitrary in every sense 
of that term, and both de Saussure (1959: 69) and Peirce (2: 
307) would have agreed to call the meaning thus constituted 
symbolic-even a bit unconventionally symbolic. 

Most diviners, however, base their divinations on a cer
~ain ~ompl~xly s~ructured logic of signification. This logic is 
ICO~Ic ~n? mdex1cal rather than symbolic. By iconic I refer to 
a Sigmfymg relationship in which the representamen and 
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the object are qualitatively alike and which quality renders 
the representamen fit to be as such. Thus, the redness of the 
flower in being hot is an icon (representamen) of the hot 
state of a patient afflicted by a hot disease (object), or a 
white flower in being cold is an icon of the cold state of an 
inherently unmarriageable girl. 

In the context of the ritual, the flower, be it cold-white or 
red-hot, may also index the state of the patient. As an 
indexical s1gn, the particular flower or flower-sequence 
qualifies as a sign because of some existential relation or 
connection to the object it represents, which connection 
then makes it an appropriate sign for calling attention to 
that object (see Fitzgerald 1966: 61). 

What follows is an analysis of the more elaborate, com
plex, and specialized iconic-cum-indexical mode of the 
ritual rather than the simple, nonspecialized symbolic form. 
The analysis of the iconic-indexical itself may be carried out 
on four levels. 

Analysis, Level One 

Table 5 displays in outline the colors and their sequences 
in picks ranging from one to four, which signify either 
affirmative or negative responses to two kinds of questions. 
It is quite clear that in the single-pick form of the ritual, the 
decoding of the colors into their appropriate messages is 
done in terms of their iconic associations with heat or cold. 4 

Thus, to the question regarding a cold-caused undesirable 
state of being unmarried, a red flower, by its association 
with heat and fertility, spells out an auspicious answer. A 
white flower, on the other hand, portends a cold and in
fertile state, hardly desirable for marriage. 

We noted above the inadequacy of Beck's statement that 

4The divination made from a single pick is not represented in the table since it is 

completely arbitrary. 
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classified illness-related questions as "those about the end 
of an undesirable condition existing at present," and mar
riage-related questions as ones concerned "about the occur
rence of a desirable event in the future." I maintain that all 
questions, regardless of whether they.are marriage-relate~ 
or illness-related, are about an undesirable present condi
tion and a desirable future one. This is still inadequate, 
however, in that it fails to be specific; it fails to delineate the 
sign function and the signifying mechani~m involved. Here 
again, the double sequence form of the ntual enables us to 
confront this question more squarely than we have done so 

far. . 
Do the first and the second flowers in a given sequence m 

any way stand for past, present, or future? Let us attempt to 
answer this riddle by looking at our sample hot-state que~
tion, in which the supplicant wishes to kno"': whether his 
son will recover from smallpox, a heat-caused Illness. There 
are three possible ordered pairs for the white-red sequence. 

1. White equals past, and red equals future: This must .be 
ruled out on the grounds that if red were to symbohze 
the future, the future is bound to be a hot one and 
hardly a desirable state for a patient afflicted by small
pox, an illness caused and exacerbated by he~t. 

2. White equals present, and red equals future: This must 
also be rejected for the same reason that (1) was re
jected. Furthermore, to say that white symbolized t~e 
present would, at least on t~e face ?f it, contradict 
reality, in which the patient IS anythmg but. cool. 

3. White equals past, and red equals present: This makes 
little sense when we remember that the whole pur
pose of this ritual is to divine the future, not so much 
to know about the past and present, unless, of course, 
these can shed some light on what might be. More
over, if in the interest of consistency we were to apply 
the same rule to questions about marriage, it would be 
meaningless to speak of a past unmarried state and a 
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present married one, or vice versa, given that the 
subject's past and present states are both that of being 
unmarried. Furthermore, if there were a flower se
quence that could meaningfully symbolize the un
changed, unmarried state, it would be a white-white 
sequence. Yet we have already noted that a nonalter
nating sequence is disallowed by the ground rules of 
the ritual, for such a nonalternating sequence is 
judged null and void. 

A clue to this riddle was provided for me by a supplicant 
named Karuppan, whom I met one day as he was returning 
after having had the ritual of flowers performed for him. 

Karuppan's daughter was twenty-three years old and 
had failed to secure herself a bridegroom. On this occasion 
the reading given by the flowers was a good one. The order 
of colors in a double-throw sequence had been red and then 
white, an auspicious response to a question related to a 
cold-caused unstable state. On his way from the temple I 
asked Karuppan whether this had been the first time he had 
had the ritual of flowers performed in his behalf. 

K: No sir. I've been doing this every January since my girl 
attained puberty at the age of fourteen. 

A: Is this the first time Murugan [his favored deity] has 
given you a pleasing answer? 

K: Oh, no! He has given me the good sign twice before. 

A: Then why isn't Janaki married as yet? 

K: Man is hasty. Always hasty. Murugan knows the right 
time. God neverfails. It is all written. It is one's yokam. It 
is one's viti. 5 It is one's kunam. 

A: If it is one's yokam, then why worry about it? Doesn't 
viti always fulfill itself? 

5Both y()kam and viti can be translated variously as "fate, luck, fortune, 
destiny." 
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K: Yes sir. There is viti. But one can always prevent viti 
from happening or make viti happen [then, quoting a 
common Tamil proverb]: Vitiyai matiyiil vellaliim. ["Viti 
can be conquered by mati" ("discernment, judgment, 
intelligence")] 

A: I don't understand. 

K: If I had good yokam and did not try, that good yokam 
would never be fulfilled. 

A: Can you stop bad viti? 

K: Of course I can, provided I do the right karmam [murai
yiina karmam]. 

Then he proceeded to relate the following incident: 

My youngest daughter was fated [vitikkappattiruntatu] to die 
before she was five. It was in her jiitakam ["horoscope"] that 
she was to die of a snakebite. For five years I made vows, 
visited Kadirgamam [a holy place in South Sri Lanka], and I 
prayed to Civan and his son, Murugan, and they saved her. 
He never fails. God never fails. Right effort (muraiyiina 
muyatcci] never fails. After that, her viti changed. Her 
yokam changed, and her kuDam changed. 

Two salient conceptual sets emerge from this dialogue. 
First, viti, yokam, and kw~am are used in a roughly inter
changeable and equivalent manner connoting relative 
permanence. Second, right effort (muraiyana muyatcci), 
proper action (muraiyana karmam), and intellect, judg
ment, and discernment, collectively called mati, are used in 
a roughly paradigmatic manner. It is shown that viti
yokam-ku~am can be controlled and directed, suppressed 
or given expression, by karmam-muyatcci-mati. I am in no 
way minimizing the differences (semantic or pragmatic) 
between and among viti, yokam, and kul).am, on the one 
hand, and the differences between and among karmam, 
muyatcci, and mati, on the other. On a scale of determinism 
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versus indeterminism, viti is most deterministic, yokam 
less so, and kw~am least deterministic of the three. On a 
scale in which the degree of will, or cittam, is the criterion, 
mati and muyatcci would tend to have greater cittam than 
would karmam, and so on. Basically, however, there is 
something that holds the former three members together in 
contradistinction to the latter three. Viti, yokam, and 
kul).am are primarily states or conditions, whereas karmam, 
muyatcci, and mati imply action and effort. In the context of 
the ritual, at least, this is how these terms have been used. 
Significantly, this duality collapses in different contexts and 
even at different levels of analysis and exegesis of the ritual. 
It is only too well known that karmam, for instance, de
scribes both action and state, as in "Have you performed all 
your karmams?" and in "Poor chap. He has to suffer so 
much. That is his karmam." 

Henceforth, for the sake of convenience I shall refer to 
viti, yokam, and kul).am collectively as the kul).am complex 
and to the set of karmam, muyatcci, and mati as the kar
mam complex. 

The kul).am-complex is believed to be inherent and un
alterable in one's lifetime. With the help of the karmam 
complex, however, one can bring about the realization or 
the nonrealization of the kunam complex. In other words, 
the kul).am complex is potentially fixed and permanent. 
This potential form can be converted into its kinetic coun
terpart, however. Such a conversion can be effected only by 
performing some manner of action upon the kul).am com
plex. This action, karmam complex, or "appropriate effort," 
as Karuppan called it, may take the form of sacrifices, pil
grimages, vows, offerings, piijas, prayers, or plain old 
effort (muyatcci). 

It is not unusual to hear a Tamil mother bemoaning the 
fact that her son failed to live up to her ideal by saying, "My 
son's viti and yokam was to become a doctor, but alas, he 
never tried!" In other words, her son's potential yokam or 



200 Toward Compatibility 

kuDam complex was that of becoming a doctor, but he 
never acted upon it in order to transform it from its potential 
to its kinetic form. 

While action or right effort, or the karmam complex, can 
aid in the actualization of the kuDam complex, it can also 
arrest the fulfillment of an evil kuDam complex. Thus, the 
way Karuppan arrested the evil viti of his youngest daugh
ter, who was fated to die of a snakebite at the age of five, 
was by performing the proper karmam complex. 

The duality made here between the kuDam complex and 
karmam complex is analogous to the duality that holds 
between actor and action, product and process, or condi
tion and operation. Am I really justified in making such a 
distinction? Yes and no. I am afraid that the apparent con
tradiction is not mine-it is Tamilian; I dare say it is South 
Asian. It ultimately comes down to a question of levels. As 
we take a closer look at the structure of this ritual of flowers 
we shall be able to see both the apparent contradiction and 
its resolution in an encapsulated form. 

I shall continue my analysis of the ritual of flowers at the 
level in which the duality between the karmam complex 
and the kuDam complex is maintained. I shall return later to 
the level in which this duality is neutralized. 

My hypothesis about and a response to what we called 
the riddle of how the first and second flowers corresponded 
to the periods of time is that the flowers do not, in a simple 
one-to-one correspondence, symbolize past, present, or 
future. What the flowers in fact do is signify one's kuDam 
complex and one's karmam complex. The two comple~es, 
as has been established, are different in both form and kmd, 
analytically and semeiotically at the level we are now con
sidering. One is a state, the other is a process; one is a 
condition, the other is an instrument that is intended to act 
upon that condition. How is this duality signified by the 
ritual of flowers? The answer is quite clear. As you may 
recall, according to the rules by which the ritual is per
formed, the colors must alternate. The difference in color 
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between the first and second flower is what establishes this 
distinction between the kuDam complex and the karmam 
complex. 

The first flower picked, I hypothesize, is one's kuDam 
complex, which is, admittedly, an inherent, inalienable 
state. In the most elementary form of the ritual, in which 
?nly_ one pick is made, the color of the flower picked is 
1comcally related to the "complexion" of the subject's 
kuDam complex as either hot or cold. In response to a 
question regarding a cold-caused undesirable state, a red 
flower is auspicious because it signifies a potentially favor
able kuDam complex, suitable for marriage. The same 
would be true for the auspicious white flower picked in 
response to the question regarding a heat-caused unde
sirable condition, such as being afflicted with smallpox. 

Earlier, I equated the kuDam complex with genotypy. 
One could, however, conceive of equating the kul)am 
complex with the cryptotype in Wharf's opposition of 
phenotype to cryptotype (1956: 105) or substitute terms 
such as unmanifest, covert, latent, and so forth as the ana
logue of the kul)am complex. Instead, I have chosen the 
word genotypy as it contrasts with phenotypy because I wish 
to stress the cultural idea of the kul)am complex's relative 
permanence and immutability, which are indeed the quali
ties and attributes of genotypy. 

The analogy's appropriateness becomes even more 
meaningful when we focus on the priest and his aim in the 
context of the ritual. What, in fact, the priest is interested in 
finding out in this ritual of divination is the relatively 
permanent genotype of his subject. Phenotypy is only of 
secondary importance to him. An unmarried girl may eat 
cold foods because it is believed that cold foods do keep 
one's passions under control, and the control of one's pas
sions is tantamount to preserving one's chastity. These cold 
foods, prescribed by cultural edicts, parental advice, or 
even a physician's counsel, are intended to address them
selves to the girl's phenotypy, real or imagined, potential or 
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actual. The priest, however, is interested in finding out 
whether or not, regardless of phenotypic expressions, the 
genotype (the kunam complex) itself is such tha~ it d~stines 
the girl to live a cold, unfertile, and/or unma~ne~, hf~. 

If a white flower is picked up when the question Wtll my 
son recover from smallpox?" is asked, the message con
veyed by the flower may be paraphrased as follows: "Fear 
no"t. Even though your son is 'phenotypically' hot and sick, 
his 'genotype' is cool. Therefore, his chances of recovery are 

d " goo . 
The second flower in the double-pick sequence adds on 

to the message of the first. The second flower, however, 
does not indicate the state of the subject through its ico
nicity to either hot or cold, as did the first flow~r-at_least 
not at the level of the sign function we are deahng wtth at 
the moment. Its only function here is to establish its distinc
tiveness by virtue of its color vis-a-vis the first flower and 
then to diagram this difference of form and kind into the 
relationship that holds between the ku"Qam complex and 
the karmam complex. In other words, what is established is 
this: even as the second flower is different from the first, so 
is the karmam complex different from the kui)am complex. 
That is not all, though. In establishing this difference, the 
second flower also acknowledges the fact that the karmam 
complex does exist, that the patient or supplic~nt.~as made 
some significant effort or performed some stgmhcant ac
tion, whether to repress or express a preexisting kur:tam 
complex. 

Thus the red-white sequence relating to a question re
garding a cold-caused unstable state, such as a protracted 
unmarried state, is auspicious, because not only does the 
first (red) flower signify a potentially good hot kur:tam 
complex with respect to marriage but there is a second 
flower that signifies the existence of a karmam complex 
needed to bring about the kut:lam complex's fulfillment. 

What of the white-red sequence with respect to a cold
caused unstable state, which our table tells us is an inauspi-
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cious sequence? Here, too, the first color, in this case white, 
establishes the fact that the ku"Qam complex of the subject is 
a cold one and therefore not suited for a happy married life 
or even marriage itself. The second flower, by being dif
ferent from the first, establishes the presence of the karmam 
complex. The karmam complex, however, is not adequate 
or sufficient for preventing the fulfillment or the persistence 
of the inauspicious cold ku"Qam complex. In Hindu culture 
(as alluded to earlier in our discussion on kut:lams), evil and 
decadence are taken to be the normal and the expected, 
whereas goodness and virtue call for great effort to create 
and sustain. The tendency of the phenomenal world is to 
devolve rather than evolve; the bias is toward degeneration 
rather than creation. In such a world, the intensity, if you 
will, of the karmam complex needed to arrest or suppress 
the activation of an evil kut:lam complex must be double that 
of the karmam complex required to effect the expression of 
a good kut:lam complex. 

This argument was illustrated to me by the priest by the 
following example: 

Take my rice fields. I sow high-quality, Ka1:n.1aki [a mod
ern, high-yield crop] paddy. Now nobody can deny that in 
each and every one of those seeds, there is the best, pakka, 
rice plant. But without the monsoons and the expensive 
chemical fertilizers, nothing will come out of those seeds. 
Take that field over there. All those weeds. Belongs to that 
lazy Pa1.1taram. 6 I saw him weed it once. Just once. And he 
thought that was it. That was enough. But look how the 
weeds have grown. A jungle. Without any help. No ferti
lizer, no water. Just the Pa1.1taram's laziness. You've got to 
weed fields like that not just once but several times. Must 
use chemical weed killers, too. It is hard to make good 
paddy grow, I grant you. But it is twice as hard to keep 
weeds from growing. 

When we consider the more elaborate forms of the ritual of 

6Temple assistants, a non-Brahmin caste of priests. 
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flowers, this argument will be clearly substantiated by the 
structure of the ritual itself; suffice it to note for now that a 
single red flower is not adequate to contain the inauspi
ciousness signified by a single white flower. 

A nonalternating sequence of red-red or white-white is 
called pucaittavaru (an abortive ritual), because the second 
flower fails to indicate the presence of the karmam complex, 
whether the supplicant has performed sacrifices, vows, or 
whatever. Insofar as the flowers fail to acknowledge his 
efforts and actions, the flowers are thought to "lie." 

Therefore, the throwing and picking is repeated two or 
more times until the colors alternate. If, however, after 
several throws, the colors persist in repeating themselves, 
then either the supplicant is said to be lying about having 
performed the various rites, vows, and sacrifices he claims 
to have performed or else it is determined that the actions 
performed to date are not significant, are insufficient or 
irrelevant. 7 

Once I witnessed the priest make ten attempts before he 
finally obtained an alternating color sequence. He was so 
persistent on that occasion because the supplicant had 
come to the priest previously with the same problem, and 
the priest had prescribed a course of offerings and rituals 
that the priest himself administered or performed over a 
period of time. This foreclosed the escape route of declaring 
to the supplicant that he was lying about having performed 
the prescribed course of action. 

The Triple-Pick Sequence 

The analysis thus far has centered on divination arising 
from only two picks. But it so happens that if an auspicious 
sequence is not picked up in the first two throws, one, or 
even two, additional throws will be made. The triple-pick 

"The expression most often used is kannam palikkavi/lai, which is translated as 
"karmam has not borne fruit." 
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sequence belongs to two subtypes, namely, (1) a third 
throw following an alternating inauspicious sequence, and 
{2) a third throw following J nonalternating inauspicious 
sequence. Let us take these one at a time. 

When a third throw is made in order to add on to an 
inauspicious alternating color series, the purpose of this 
throw is described as pucai palankaryittal. Literally, this 
means the evaluation of the fruits of pucai. Pucai here refers 
to what we have called the karmam complex, which in
cludes pilgrimages, offerings, along with any other efforts 
tha~ have been made for the purpose of bringing about the 
fulfillment of a good ku:nam complex or the suppression of a 
b~d kuryam complex, as the case may be. The temple priest, 
With a c'e_rtain a~ount of etymological error, translated pzlcai 
pala~I_kanzttal as the evaluation or gauging of the strength of 
the ntuals performed," that is, the gauging of the strength 
of the karmam complex. In any event, the essential mean
ing is retained, whether the "strength" or the "fruits" of the 
ri_tual enter our translation. In fact, the folk etymology as 
giVen by the priest is culturally more meaningful than the 
true etymology. 

In the third flower, then, one attempts to discover 
whether sufficient effort has been expended in order to 
prevent the_ fulfillment of a bad kuryam complex. If in regard 
to a marnage-related question-or more generally, a 
question posed in connection with a cold-caused unstable 
state-an initially inauspicious sequence of white-red is 
followed by a red in the third pick, the second red adds to 
the existing red (which has already signified the existence of 
a certain amount of karmam complex) and strengthens it, so 
to speak. Thus, a white-red-red sequence indicates not only 
the presence of a bad ku:nam complex in the white but also 
the presence of a reinforced karmam complex signified by 
the double red. From this the priest is able to conclude that 
the_ expr~ssion of the potentially bad kuryam complex, reali
zation will be effectively obstructed so that the patient will 
achieve his or her goal, which can be realized only in the 
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absence of cold. If the third pick yields a white flower, 
however, giving a sequence of white-red-white, then the 
last flower, in being different from the second pick, weak
ens the already existing but inadequate karmam complex, 
in the words of one of my informants, "boring a hole 
through the wall of a dike that is already too weak to contain 
the waters of the monsoon rains." This sequence would 
assuredly result in the fulfillment of a bad ku!)am complex 
caused by a cold state. The argument for heat-caused un
stable states is the same when the color sequence is 
reversed. 

When a third pick is made in order to add on to an 
unalternating sequence of two picks of red-red or white
white, this pick's purpose is described as pucai ka!)ittal. 
Here the purpose is not to gauge the strength of an already 
existing karmam complex, as in the case of pucai palan
kanittal but rather to see whether or not karmam complex 
exi~ts a; all. If in the third throw a different color of flower is 
picked and added on to the first two isochromatic flow~rs, 
then the third flower is said to acknowledge that some kmd 
of effort has been made toward solving the crisis in ques
tion. Yet if the color sequence fails to change even after 
three throws, then this sequence is interpreted as indicating 
the absence of karmam complex, or else the flowers are said 
to lie, and the whole ritual is repeated. More often than not, 
a red-red-red or a white-white-white sequence is consid
ered to indicate conclusively that as of that moment, there is 
no reason to believe that the patient's problem will be 
solved. 

Relative to the conclusively negative response derived 
from the triple unchanging sequence, both red-red-wh~te 
and white-white-red are positive. Only the red-red-white 
sequence, however, is unequivocally positive with respect 
to questions relating to cold-caused unstable states, w.here
as the white-white-red is still ambiguous and reqmres a 
fourth pick whose color will add to the existing sequence 
before a final judgment is given. This is so because, as has 
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?een a~gued, it is believed that a stronger karmam complex 
IS reqmred to contain a bad ku!)am complex than to bring 
about the realization of a good kuryam complex. Accord
ingly, the purpose of the fourth and final pick is also de
scribed as piicai palanka!)ittal, which the folk-etymological 
translation renders roughly as "assessing or gauging the 
strength of ritual effort [karmam complex] expended." 

Before we move on to the final pick I shall make one more 
point regarding an unchanging sequence obtained in the 
first two throws. Unlike the white-red-red or red-white
white sequences, in which the third flower, in its similarity 
to the second one, reinforces the meaning of the second 
~ower (implying a strengthening of the karmam complex), 
m a red-red-white or a white-white-red sequence, the 
second flower, by being the same color as the first, in no 
way implies an intensification, or doubling, of the kur:tam 
complex that the first flower establishes. Two initial consec
utive reds or whites are considered the same as a single red 
or a single white, respectively. 

I came to this conclusion after the following experience. 
When the priest and I, with pencil and paper in hand, were 
discussing and diagramming the various possible se
quences in this divination rite, a very curious thing hap
pened. We would begin to consider, for example, a red-red 
sequence. He would explain that "a red flower follows a red 
flower. Now I make another throw and the little girl picks a 
white flower. Now we have a red-white sequence." Or 
again, when discussing a white-white sequence, "Ah-first 
pick white, second pick also white. But third pick is red! 
Now what does this white-red sequence mean?" I kept 
correcting him by saying, "you mean a red-red-white se
quence" or "you mean a white-white-red sequence." He 
would simply nod his head in agreement and then carry on 
as usual, repeating the omission of the "red-red" or the 
"white-white" part. 

Frustrated, I confronted him squarely with his persistent 
and obvious (to me) omission. In an absolutely irritated 
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tone he told me, "Yes, red-red-white or red-white: it is the 
same. White-white-red or white-red: it is the same." This 
was in keeping with the divination itself, in which the priest 
considered a red-white positive response to be identical to a 
red-red-white positive response and a white-red response 
to be identical to a white-white-red sequence. 

The Quadruple-Pick Sequence 

The sequence that is subjected to a last addition is a 
white-white-red or a red-red-white sequence, if either one 
of these does not spell out a conclusively positive response. 
If we were to take the white-white-red sequence as the one 
obtained in response to a question posed regarding a cold
caused illness, and if to this sequence another red is added 
as a fourth, the double red establishes the existence of a 
karmam complex sufficiently strong to contain the inher
ently unfavorable cold ku:Qam complex. A fourth, white 
flower, contrastingly, would imply the presence of a weak 
karmam complex, inadequate for the containment of the 
unfavorable cold km)am complex. 

Analysis, Level Two-"Blood in 
Milk and Milk in Blood" 

In the analysis thus far, the distinctiveness of the karmam 
complex as opposed to the ku:t:~am complex has been seen as 
one of the first requirements of the ritual of flowers. This 
requirement was met by the syntax of alternating colors. 

But there is another level-once again, a level of analysis 
generated by the ethnographic data. 

The priest and I were discussing a question about an 
unmarried girl whose condition (to repeat) was believed to 
be the result of a cold state. On that morning, the sequence 
in a double-throw form of the ritual had been an auspicious 
red-white, indicating that her ku:Qam complex was inher-
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ently hot, despite the conclusion one might arrive at from 
the external evidence of her protracted unmarried state, 
and also that there was sufficient karmam complex to bring 
about the expression of this favored km:tam complex. The 
priest also indicated that the girl's body was "warm" (ye
tuvetupptinatu) rather than "hot" (ciitu) and that this was 
good. I questioned him as to what he meant by "warm." 
His response was: 

Priest: What do you get when you add a pint of milk to 
twenty pints of blood? 

A: What? 

Priest: Pink [ifancivappu]. And that is warm [ifanciitu]. 

A: But you just said that red is the best color for an un
married girl, because it meant that she was fertile 
and hot for marriage. And so pink must mean that 
she is less fertile and does not have as much heat for 
marriage as she would have had if the color had 
been more pure red. 

Priest: Yes. But too much heat itself could prevent marriage 
from being successful. That was the matter with this 
girl's mother, who had three miscarriages, because 
of too much heat in her womb, before her first son 
survived. And that is also why you see married men 
running around emaciated. Their wives have very 
hot bodies [trekanka!J. · 

A: If that were the case then, red-white should be as good 
as white-red. So why did you consider white-red as 
bad in this case? 

Priest: Is it the same to pour a pint of milk into twenty pints 
of blood as it is to pour a pint of blood into twenty 
pints of milk? Well, that's the difference. . 

When I reread my notes after returning from the field, 
this "pinking" factor at least initially seemed to throw a 
spoke in the wheel of my first-level analysis, in which action 
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is clearly differentiated from actor and his bodily state. I 
could not, however, discard the analysis at that level, 
because there was sufficient evidence to support it. 

The question, then, is this: Are we to present both 
analyses of the ritual as they are and leave them as contra
dictions? I think not. The resolution is that at one level the 
karmam complex (effort, pilgrimages, offerings, prayers, 
vows, and so on) is differentiated from the kur:tam complex 
(the actor's bodily state, his yokam, his fate). Yet the 
moment it is thus differentiated, action becomes conjoined 
with actor, altering the actor's kunam complex. This estab
lishes in a capsular form the much-evidenced action-actor 
identity principle in Hindu culture. 
/ Ever since Arnold van Gennep (1908) identified the tri
partite structure of rites of passage, anthropologists have 
built upon and elaborated this basic structure and in so 
doing have brought many relevant and interesting details of 
ritual out from the shadows. Van Gennep's significant 
work was anticipated in his contemporaries' essay on sacri
fice (Hubert and Mauss 1898) and continues to find creative 
elaboration in one of the more imaginative anthropologists 
of our time, Victor Turner (1969, 1974; Turner and Turner 
1978). Hubert and Mauss's work on sacrifice and Turner's 
work on Ndembu ritual center on sets of rituals that have 
symbolic representations of all three phases of the proces
sual form. That is, the preliminal, liminal, and postliminal 
phases are symbolically enacted or portrayed in the rituals 
they have studied. 

I believe that the ritual of flowers is also ,a proc~ual 
rit]Jal in thatit signifies a transformation of state. The ritual 
of flowers is distinctive, however, in that it represents but 
two parts, or phases, of the ritual process. The first color, as 
has been noted, reveals the patient's km:tam complex, and 
the second color (and the colors that follow the second) 
reveals the presence and nature of the patient's karmam 
complex. These two may be said to correspond structurally 
to the preliminal and the liminal phases, respectively. Then 
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comes the crucial twist of the processual rite. The limen is 
conj~in~d with the preliminal to form something new, a 
posthmmal state. The postliminal, however, need not be 
signified in any way comparable to the distinctly enacted or 
symbolically represented tripartite forms described by 
Turner and van Gennep, among others, because in Tamil 
culture, the union of the preliminal and liminal is itself 
considered to be a postliminal state and is therefore in no 
ne:d ~f sig~ification as such; it thereby implies the actor- ~ 
action Identity not present in most non-Indian ritual modes~ 
or cultural systems. 

.Elsew~er~ ~19_73) I have given a number of examples of 
this Tamil vanahon of the ritual process, but I did not have 
an adequate explanation for its peculiarity. I called these 
rites "implicatory" because the presence of the limen, I 
held, implied that the postliminal state would follow and 
that the signification of this last state in the ritual process 
was deemed superfluous by the cultural logic and was 
therefore omitted by the Tamils. Now, however, I am con
vinced that all these rituals that displayed the same struc
tur: were, in fact, consonant with the culture at large, in 
which the action-actor identity is stressed. 

Let us at this point reconsider our treatment of that 
territorial unit the iir, in which we noted that "frontiers" or 
"threshold" more aptly describes the territorial limits (ellai) 
in question than does the concept of a linear boundary. If 
we were to metaphorically transport this distinction into 
our discussion of limens, then limens, too, in the rituals of 
Tamils may be better understood as frontiers in the ritual 
p:o~ess. Frontiers, unlike boundaries, are not merely 
di~tinct and sui generis entities; frontiers are integrated 
With what they bound. This is what gives iir ellais or iir 
fronti:rs a fluid and elusive quality. To extend the geo
graphical metaphor, limens in Tamil rituals of process do 
not stand for a no-man's-land, as do boundaries; they 
belong, as do frontiers. This, in effect, is what Tambiah') 
means when he speaks of boundaries "overflowing" (1973). 1 
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This brings us to a very important point regarding our 
understanding of the way in which Tamils perceive this 
coalescence of actor and action in the concluding phase of 
the ritual. I have hitherto referred to the "karmam complex" 
because I wished to emphasize the complex of ideas that 
surrounds the concept of action (karmam, muyatcci, and 
mati). The word complex, however, confers an abstract 
quality on karmam. To the Tamil, karmam as action is not 
solely abstract. It is a substance, even as km~ams are sub
stances. This substantial aspect of karmam is clearly indi
cated in the pucari's milk-into-blood analogy. Here the 
effect of karmam (action) or kur:tam substance (actor) is 
likened to the "mixing" of two substances, milk and blood, 
which flow into each other and create a new substance, that 
is, the transformed substance of the person. The analogy of 
karmam as milk, a substance, and of the mixing itself re
veals the Tamil's perception of the kur:tam-karmam inter
action as the mixing of two substances. 

The milk-into-blood analogy, however, leaves the im
pression that karmic substance is something external to the 
body substance, which in being introduced into the body 
substance then combines with the kunam substance. Kar
mam substance, however, is not external to the body, as is 
made clear in several Indian philosophical traditions. The 
analogy of karmam as pala, or fruit, is most clearly made in 
Jainism (Jaini 1980: 217-238) but also occurs in several 
Hindu traditions, including Saiva Siddhanta. When a given 
karmam or karmic residue is activated, realized, or ex
perienced, so to speak, it is said to have come to fruition, or 
to have ripened (palikkum or parukkum). Following the 
Upani~hads, Saiva Siddhanta also locates karmic residue in 
the second innermost body (of the five bodies), known as 
the kanjuga sarfram, encased by the body sheath, called the 
vijniina maya kosam. 8 Karmam is thus an integral part of the 
body substance, a part of one of the innermost bodies, to be 

8 See chapter 7 for a more detailed discussion of the body sheath theory. 
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precise, ripening at its own d . 
toward final realization. ' pre etermmed rate, moving 

One last snag remains w·th 
identity or the identity of .th lk respect to the actor-action 

complex: all that the ritual sh~w~~=~z~:~lex and_ karmam 
or becomes a part of the t . given action alters 

ac orm some mea f h · actor has performed th .d . sure a ter t e said 
tity has two componente sahi action. The actor-action iden-

s, owever To ph ·t · 1 may say that · rase I Simp y, we 

1. An actor is what he is because of what he d . 
2. An actor does what he does because of w oe~. 

also Marriott 1976: 109, 110). hat he Is (see 

The ritual discussed th f b 
half of this claim I bel· uhs ar su stantiates only the first 

· Ieve, owever that I h ·d 
support the claim that wh t '. . ave evi ence to 
by what th a actors will do Is predetermined 

" ey are. 
The following incid t h 

which we carried out fi:~dw apt~ne~ not in the village in 
the Kaveri River where I h o~ ut m another village near 
same ritual of di;inati Th a ~on~ to collect data on the 
if I wanted somethin;~ .. e ~n~t m this village asked me 
want to know the futur:v~~e~ s _a ;natter o_f f~ct, I did 
condition which h d b . Y. ':Ife s chrome mtestinal 

' a een mcorng~ble from th f d our arrival in India M t . . . e Irst ay of 
to be heat caused ~n~s mte.~h~a~ ~hsorders are considered 
this priest, was n~ exce;~o:I ~e ~order, as diagnosed by 
the ground and th . k . owers were thrown on 
and then 'd epic s were made. The order was white re . 

Priest: G d Th oo . ere is no problem. She will be well y 
prayers will be answered Only do k . our · eep your vows. 

A: [I told him that I had neither prayed nor made an 
vows.] All I've done is fold my hand d . Y san wa1t 

Priest: It doesn't m tt Th fl . . a er. e owers show that ood kar-
mam exists and that you will do good kar~am. It is 
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in your head writing. That is what these ~owe~s 
show. Maybe this supplication to the flowers Itself IS 
it. It was in your head writing, otherwise why would 
you have come here in the first place? 

The second flower, then, need not signify only an action 
that has been performed or one that is_ being per~onned; it 
records even a potential action, an action that will ?e exe
cuted. Most appropriate is the analogy to a genetic tem
plate in which the temporal dimension is also coded. In 
othe; words, the second half of the proposition relating to 
actor-action identity-that a person does what he does 
because of what he is-is also established. 

Analysis, Level Three 

At the onset of the description of the ritual of flowers I 
chose to focus on what I called the iconic-indexical fonn or 
mode of the ritual and distinguished it from the simpler and 
purely symbolic fonn. From then onwa~d I ha_ve variously 
referred to the sign vehicles involved as tcons, mdexes, and 
at times merely as signs; correspondingly, I have called_ the 
signifying mechanisms iconic, inde~ical, iconic-indextca~, 
or more generally, signification. Thts apparent overfash
diousness has not been without a purpose, a purpose that 
goes beyond the classification and labeling of categories of 

signs. . . 
A given culture may well be a symbohc system, 1~ the 

Schneiderian as well as the Peircean sense of symbolzc. As 
indicated in the Introduction, however, within the system 
so defined, within the culture, for and among those inter
pretants who or which make _the relationship between 
object and representamen meanmgful, f~~ther subsystems 
of significations may be identifiable. Mtmmally, the thr~e 
basic sign types or significant modes, nar:'el~, the symbohc, 
the indexical, and the iconic, are operative m a culture. To 
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rephr~se th_is, cultural reality may present itself symboli
~ally,. mdext~ally, or iconically to individuals and groups of 
mdividuals m that culture and in different contexts. 

When seen from the outside the context of the ritual and 
from outside the culture, the signs employed in the ritual of 
flo~ers are symbolic, that is, general, conventional, and 
arbitrary. From this perspective, there is neither isomor
phism, lik~ness, and identity, or spatiotemporal contiguity 
between s_Ign (a particular-colored flower) and object (a 
state ?f ?emg hot or cold). A semeiotic analysis or culturalj 
d_escnptwn that is merely symbolic fails to convey how 
~Igns or a s~sten: of sign~ achieves its sig~i~icant effect, how 
It su~ce~ds m b~mg emotionally and cogmtively persuasive. 

W1thm the ntual context, to the involved and informed 
participants in the ritual, the relationship between a white 
or a red flower and a cold or a hot patient is an indexical one 
a c?ntiguous and causally necessary one. Even more inter~ 
estmg from the point of view of South Asian culture in 
general i~ ~he fact that the relationship is also iconic, a 
charactenshc that we have encountered in the previous 
chapters as well. 

_Be~ore ~xamin~ng the place and purpose of iconicity in 
this ntual m particular and in the culture in general, let us 
spell_ out further some of the indexical functions present in 
t~e ntu~l ?f fl?wers. It ought to be self-evident that for any 
r~te of d_Ivmation to be worthy of its name, its major opera
tional signs must be predominantly indexical, in that the 
purrose of ~he divination is to index, to point at, to direct 
~ne s attention toward something concealed in space and 
time (or both)._ Fro~ _a c~ltural point of view, the signs 
~ocus~d on du~mg ~I:mation are no less causally linked to 
Its obJect than IS aCidity to the blushing of blue litmus or a 
chemical's reaction to a given pathogen in a blood test. 
Thus, the particular affliction of a patient, be it smallpox or 
an unmarried state, indexes the presence of an excess of 
he,~t or cold, as the case may be. For as an indexical sign, it is 
a representamen which fulfills the function of a repre-
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sentamen by virtue of a character which it could no~ have if 
its object did not exist" (Peirce 5: 73). To ~~phas1ze, the 
relationship between hot and cold to affhchon may not 
appear to those of us who are me~bers ?f the. "culture of 
science" to be anything like the relationship of htmus paper 
to acidity. For us, the former is merely symbolic and the 
latter indubitably indexical. However, for those w~o share 
Tamil culture for those steeped in its world view, the 
indexical mode of meaning pragmatically gives the sign in 
question significance. . . 

Another prominant indexical function we have en
countered in the ritual of divination is what we have called 
the "pinking" effect. Pinking was seen to index a corre-
sponding warmth of the patient's ku~am. . . 

The crucial role that indexical signs play m the ntual of 
divination is what makes the whole ritual cognitively per
suasive and affectively plausible for those who practice and 
partake in it. The clothing of our conce~tion, to paraphrase 
Geertz (1973: 90), with an aura of factuahty s~ a~ t~ make.the 
moods and motivations seem uniquely reahshc IS possible 
only because of indexical signs. . 

T 0 the role played by indexical signs in the construc~on 
of cultural reality must be added the r~le played .by !CO
nicity. My hypothesis is that. i~ Sou~h As1a the IComc. func
tion occupies a place of pnvilege m the construction. of 
reality. This should come as no s~~rise given the pervasive 
hold that its dominant nonduahstic cosmology has on so 
many facets of its culture. (See E. V. Daniel1983a and 1983b; 
S. Daniel 1983; K. David 1977; Inden 1976; Inden an? 
Nicholas 1977; Marriott and Inden 1974.) If, indeed, ulti
mate reality and ultimate truth are to be found in the. on~
ness of all things, it is not difficult to see that e~erythmg IS 
an icon of everything else, given that icons are signs that ~ct 
as signs by virtue of the fact that they shar~ som.e q~ahty 
with the object they represent. However, m th1~ htghly 
differentiated phenomenal world of miiyii and duahsm, the 
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fact of ic~nicity is concealed under ignorance. "Ritual," 
h?':"ev.er, IS one of the domains in which the truth of ico
niCity Is .po~ntedly .hinted at. The very truth of ritual in 
?ou~h. Asia IS constituted to a large extent in and through 
I COniCity. 

A~ the most general level of similarity, where the "shared 
quahty" of iconicity is an abstract set of correspondences 
we find icon~city exi:'r~ssed t~rough the rule of altematin~ 
colors. By this rule, It Is reqmred that the second flower be 
different in color from the first, so that the difference be
tween_ the kuna·m· complex and the karmam complex can be 
e~tabhs~e~. ~his IS an ~nstance in which the overtly empha
SIZ~d Sigmfymg relationship is iconic, or diagrammatic 
(Pe~rce 2.282). That is, the shift from red to white or from 
white to red diagrams the shift from actor to action, from 
k.unam complex to karmam complex. In Levi-Strauss's suc
cmct formula, "it is not the resemblances but the differences 
that resemble each other" (1963: 77). 

. Icon~city, however, operates at a less abstract and more 
Immediate level as well in the ritual of flowers. We saw how 
a given color indexed a corresponding kunam type, either 
~ot or cold. Yet, red as an icon of hot is hot, and white as an 
~con of cold is cold. Thus, while a red flower functions as an 
mde~ of heat just as does a natural symptom (that is, small
po~ Indexes the hot state of the patient), it also functions as 
an Icon in that it, in being red and hot, exhibits a "likeness" 
to the ~ick, hot patient. This commonly shared quality 
e~ab.les It to function as an iconic sign. Once again, in th~ 
pmki~g effect described by the priest, in addition to the 
Indexical function already discussed, an iconic function is 
operant. The quality of warmth that is shared between 
"pink" and~ warm .kunam makes the relationship between 
Sign and obJect an Inherently iconic one . 
. To recapitulate the semeiotic involved here, then we 

fmd ~hat. iconicity along with indexicality play crucial, I'dare 
say Indispensable, functions in making the ritual of 
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divination real and convincing, on the one hand, a_nd pre
eminently and characteristically cultural (South Asian), on 
the other. 

Past, Present, and Future Reconsidered 

It is now clear that the flowers do say something about 
one's past, present, and future. They do not, howe~er, 
have a simple one-to-one correspondence, such as first 
flower, past; second flower, future; an? so ~n. !he~e ~ow
ers, through a process of iconicity and mdexicaht~, mdicate 
that one's past is part of one's present, that ones present 
and past together will be one's future, and that t~ese 
transformations and transportations, as it were, of past mto 
present and present into future a:e ca~ried out by t_he cul
tural mechanism of the mutual Identity that obtams be
tween the kunam complex and karmam complex, estab
lishing the dictum that "a person is what he does and he 
does what he is." 

One Last Detail 

At the beginning of this chapter, I diss~~ted from the 
position that the questions posed to the divmer_ are to be 
classified as merely either marriage related or Illness re
lated. Ethnographic facts indicate that. a wide range of 
questions are entertained. Table 6 contams a sample. 
The clearcut cases are (2), (3), and (4). Two and (4) are the 
sample questions we considered in our analysis; (3), to~, 
insofar as it is held that asthma is caused by a phlegmatic 
imbalance, specifically requires a red kul)am complex or 
body state to be favorable. 

If~ a question such as (1) is asked, the prie:t will as a ~le 
require the subject to elaborate and then diagnose, t~e Il~
ness as caused either by heat or by cold. In my expenence, 
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TABLE 6 

Questions 

1. Will my son be well? 
2. Will my daughter recover from 

smallpox? 
3. Will my mother's asthma get 

better? 

4. Will mv daughter be married 
this vear? 

5. Should I go on this journey? 
6. Should I accept this new job? 

7. Will r recover my lost sheep? 
R. Should mv son marry this girl? 

Positive Response 

W, WR, RWW, RRWW 

W, WR, RWW, RRWW 

R, RW, WRR, WWRR 

R, RW, WRR, WWRR 
? 

One of the sequences, not 
both. 
W, WR, RWW, RRWW 
Either sequence 

however, when the priest is not sure how to categorize the 
q_uestion according to the humor theory or when he con
Siders the supplicant's social status too insignificant for him 
to spen~ time probing for details, he will merely assume 
that the Illness Is heat caused-as most illnesses are-and 
t~en decide on W, WR, and RWW sequences as the auspi
Cious ones. 

Five, too, would normally call for an elaboration, and 
n:ore often t~an not, the purpose of the journey will be 
g~ven. In one mstance, a certain supplicant did not wish to 
divulge the purpose of his proposed journey for fear that 
some of his. fellow. villagers might create trouble if they 
knew. On this occasiOn the positive sequence decided upon 
was the ""':' WR, RWW, and RRWW sequences. The priest 
la~er explamed to me that whatever reason impels the sup
phca_nt to go on this journey, it must be so that he may 
acqm~e a greater peace of mind than he presently has, and 
for this reason a white sequence is good, since his present 
state of perturbation indicates that there is a lot of heat 
resulting from and causing his restlessness. The W, WR, 
RWW, and RRWW sequences for question (7) are decided 
upon as the auspicious ones for the same reason as in (5), 
because the recovery will restore peace of mind. 
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Six and (8) present the widest room for interpretation_. If 
the priest decides that the new job is intended to bnng 
prosperity and indicates the leaving be~ind of a job that was 
nonproductive, humdrum, and rouhne, then he would 
choose the R, RW, WRR, and WWRR sequences as the 
desired ones. If, however, the present job is causing the 
supplicant restlessness and a lack of peace of mind, theW~, 
RWW, and RRWW sequences will be chosen as the auspi-
cious ones. 

Question (8) would also call for more information. A 
knowledge of the girl should help. If she has a reputation of 
being a km.1ti miifu (that is, a cow or an ox that has not been 
trained to be docile and obedient to man's commands; a 
grown oxen or cow that is skitterish like a calf), t~en a~' 
WR, RWW, and RRWW sequence will be an affirmative 
response forecasting that once married, she will se~tle 
down. Yet if the girl is known to have an astrological 
anomaly, such as Mars in the seventh house (cevviii tosam), 
indicating infertility, then the R, RW, WRR, and WWRR 
sequences would assure the supplicant that in fact, af~er 
marriage, a red, hot, and fertile life is d~stined for ~~e girl. 
Not all astrological anomalies are nullified or modified by 
the R, RW, WRR, and WWRR sequence, however. If, for 
instance, the ascendant falls in the trimsamsa or the one
thirtieth division of a sign, it speaks of an adulterous 
nature-excessive heat. In this case, a W, WR, RWW, and 
RRWW sequence will be the favored one. 

In discussing question (8), the priest gave me an exam
ple. On a rare occasion he had found himsel~ at a loss when 
he was asked to divine the answer, because It so happened 
that the boy in question was madly in love with the girl. "~e 
was literally a madman [pittan]. But unfortunately, the g~rl 
had cevviii tc)sam, foreshadowing widowhood." He ex
pressed his predicament in song: 

pacukkoJ!~iyilla cevvaiya~a 

tiru nir varta trekamata 

Kunams Divined 

ka!ai kontarappuJ!ry6talayum 
kontalame kontalam natutata . . . . 

A rough translation goes like this: 

Mars is ominous for this tame cow 
Whose body is covered with holv ashes 
The bull, restlessness personified, roams 
Like a fire with a raging wound 
Searching for her locks to singe 
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The problem is, as you see, a difficult one. If he decided 
on a W, WR, RWW, and RRWW sequence, it would be good 
f?r the boy and his heat-caused state of "running around 
hke ~restless bull and raging fire with a wound in it," but it 
certamly would not suit the girl, who did not need to be told 
by the flowers, too, that she was going to be cold and 
infertile, something she already knew from her horoscope. 
An R, RW, WRR, and WWRR sequence would have been 
good news for the girl, promising her escape from her 
horoscope-but what good will it do the boy if he is going to 
remain unsatiated after marriage? 

The priest solved the problem by first deciding whom he 
should treat as patient, the boy or the girl. He decided upon 
the boy because the boy's father was the supplicant. The 
sequence turned out to be W, WR, RWW, and RRWW, so 
he gave his blessing and go ahead for the marriage. "The 
two have been married now for six years and have five sons. 
The horoscope was obviously wrong. But, then, it still 
could be right, and she could become a widow." 

Summary 

T~~ rit_ual of_flowers is a problem-specific and person
specific ntual mmed at divining a person's past, present, 
and future at the same time. This is done by identifying the 
kury.am complex and the karmam complex and then col-
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lapsing the two to form a new kul)am complex. Stated 
differently, the ritual of flowers helps identify the quality of 
one's kul)am substance vis-a-vis its hot-cold aspect. Fur
thermore, it helps in identifying the qualitative state, the 
fruition or nonfruition of karmam substance. When kar
mam substance is ripened, it is fully incorporated into the 
kunam substance, intrinsically altering the kul)am sub
stance for better or for worse. 

The red and white flowers, through their iconic and 
indexical relationship with hot and colq body states, are 
able to respond to a wide array of questions about sickness 
and health. The concepts of sickness and health, however, 
must be understood in their broadest sense, according to 
which, even being overly anxious or worried about some
thing is to be ill. 

Excessive heat or excessive cold, on the phenotypic level, 
is caused by the three humors. The perfect humoral balance 
is peculiar to person and time. Any deviation from this 
perfect, or ideal, balance results in either a heat-caused or a 
cold-caused bodily disorder. These disorders, however, 
caused by the ever-fluctuating humors, are no occasion for 
serious concern, unless, of course, it is discovered through 
the ritual of flowers that the patient's kul)am substance 
itself is isomorphic or sympathetic in some measure and 
conducive to the apparent disorders attributed to the 
humors, for this would indicate that the condition of the 
patient is more or less permanent and genotypic rather than 
merely phenotypic. 

The signifying mechanism in the ritual of flowers oper
ates most overtly by means of the indexical function. Yet, 
the iconic relationship between the various signs and their 
objects is unmistakably present and is certainly at the 
surface of the consciousness of the participants. Of all three 
functions, the symbolic mode is least clearly represented to 
the consciousness of the interpretants. 

Kul}ams Divined 
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I ~inally, t.here is considerable room for creative manipu
/tlon and m~erpretation on the part of the priest. There
ore, the choiCes he makes can only be understood con

textually and pragmatically. 



PART II 

Toward Equipoise 



6 
A Theoretical Interlude 

"Understanding a culture in its own terms" has been 
appropriated with such earnestness by certain schools of 
cultural anthropologists that to them it has become almost a 
creed. Such a creed, to say the least, is a zealous over
statement of a reality that is far more complicated than the 
believer will admit. Carried to its logical extreme, this 
concept neutralizes anthropology as anthropology. Under
standing a culture for its own terms is perhaps a more 
truthful and realistic enterprise. 1 This does not exclude the 
possibility of understanding, at one time or another, certain 
aspects of the culture in its own terms. Any field-worker 
worthy of the name must have on various occasions felt so 
intimately a part of what was going on that he or she could 
not have reflected on the experience even had he or she 
tried-at least not until much later. There was a time in the 
field when I had as good a command of the genealogical 
records of certain ANV kottirams as did a few elders who 
specialized in genealogy, and on more than one occasion I 
was called upon to partake in discussions pertaining to 

11 thank Lee Schlesinger for introducing me to this significant distinction 
(personal communication). 
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certain marriage proposals or dowry arrangements. On 
some of these occasions, discussions and disagreements 
would get so heated that passions would rise, especially 
with respect to property exchange. It didn't take long for 
my own passions to rise and fall with such cultural ap
propriateness, in perfect sympathy with the deliberate 
schemes and the unreasonable (as well as reasonable) emo
tions of the family whose concerns I had made mine; that 
dowrY, for instance, was no longer a mere academic matter 
but one of tradition, principle, wit, vengeance, honor, 
shame culture and reality-so much so that my Brahmin 

I I o 

field assistant once felt obliged to remind me that I was not 
an ANV, after all. These moments are moments of under
standing a culture in its own terms. However, no cultural 
account or interpretive account is possible from within 
these moments of perfect iconicity. 2 

Anthropologizing becomes possible only because a cer
tain measure of aniconicity between object (the native's web 
of signification) and rep~esentamen (the anthropologist's 
own web of signification, which attempts to tie in with that 
of the native) is possible. This aniconicity or difference 
makes significance possible. Without difference there can 
be no sign. This much is old wisdom for semeiologists, at 
least since de Saussure and Peirce. The interpretive account 
of a culture contained in these pages is in itself a sign, albeit 
a very complex sign, and owes its significance to its inherent 
structure of difference. 

Insofar as I claim to have understood the culture in which 
I have studied, I have understood it in my own terms, even 
though some of them, if not most of them, have been 
intimately and immensely informed and affected by the 
culture's o"own terms" because of my having entered into a 
deferential dialogue with my informants. This is why I also 
claim, in Lee Schlesinger's words, to have understood this 
culture for its own terms. 

2See mv treatment of the iconic First in the Introduction. 
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The terms in my understanding that I have jealously 
preserved throughout this study derive from my view of 
what constitutes culture. This view, as I have indicated in 
the Introduction, is a semeiotic one that holds that a culture 
is a loosely integrated system of signs created dialogically in 
the communicative act between an anthropologist and his 
informants. Given the semeiotic emphasis of this entire 
study, if one were to identify the locus classicus of this 
definition of culture, it would be the sign. The sign, we have 
seen, is constituted of three irreducible correlates: the rep
resentamen, the object, and the interpretant. These were 
also called Firsts, Seconds, and Thirds. These are relational 
terms, logical terms in which each subsequent term must 
presuppose the antecedent term(s), but the antecedent(s) 
need not presuppose the subsequent one(s). We went on to 
find that even as the sign itself was triadically constituted, 
signification, too, occurred in three modes, called iconic, 
indexical, and symbolic. In any given event of signification, 
one mode may become dominant at the expense of the 
others. Within the sign types, iconicity is a relative First, 
indexicality a relative Second, and the symbol, a relative 
Third. 

The relative Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness of 
icons, indexes, and symbols, respectively, may be under
stood developmentally as well. For reasons of simplicity, 
consider the example of a child's learning the meaning of a 
word. (This is not to imply that children learn a language by 
learning words. More than likely this is not the case, and 
more recently Western linguistics has begun to recognize 
that words are learned in the contexts of sentences, a piece 
of wisdom that Indian grammarians have had at least since 
Pa:t!ini [Staal 1979]. For our purposes, the substitution of 
sentence for word will not alter the basic point being made 
here.) If the Peircean hypothesis is correct, as I believe it to 
be, a child's first apperception of the sounds of a word or the 
mere utterance of these sounds occurs for the sake of its 
"quality." The word apple, when first apperceived or ut-
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tered is not done so because the referential connection is 
' made between sound and object. It begins as a mere savor-

ing of phonetic quality. Repeated presentation of sound 
and object creates "preindexical" contiguity. Actual learn
ing, however, or the first significant link between sounds, 
and object o, begins only when the similarity (iconicity) 
between s 1 and o1, and s2 and o2 , and s3 and o3

, and so on, 
are made. Until then the various pairs of s's and o's remain 
isolated dyads. The first significant link begins, then, with 
the recognition of resemblances or iconicity between and 
among these pairs. Then the child may go on boldly to the 
indexical application of pointing to a particular o and calling 
it an s. This is to know that o and s are tokens of types of o 
and s. When the child attempts to extend apple to an orange 
and is corrected, not only is the lesson of iconicity and 
indexicality drummed in but also the child begins to learn 
the limitations imposed by convention, or the symbolic 
aspect of language. As we move away from childhood, the 
symbolic function of learning becomes so preeminent that 
the indexical and iconic precursors in learning hold but a 
fleeting moment's reign in an adult's awareness. The mis
guided approach to equating learning with naming is a 
consequence of the imposition on teaching of an awareness 
dominated by the symbolic function. 

At the cost of dangerously simplifying the learning pro
cess (and not wanting to digress far enough to amplify and 
strengthen the Peircean theory), I have attempted to show 
why and how icon, index, and symbol are related to one 
another as First, Second, and Third, respectively. This brief 
excursion, however, will serve to relate this pervasively and 
persistently constituted semeiotic to the task of interpreta
tion at hand. 

I have said that ultimately, I have understood the culture 
I studied in my own terms. Yet I qualified this statement by 
saying that these terms of mine were informed, to a large 
measure, by the privilege of having been iconically linked 
with the web of signification that my native informants had 
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"naturally" spun. This has made it possible for me to say as 
well that I have understood this culture for its own terms. 
What, however, of the doggedly persistent core that consti
tutes my "terms of understanding"? The triadically consti
tuted semeiotic sign and its trimodal signification? Do I 
have any reason to claim that this core, too, has been in
formed by native categories, by native symbolic constructs? 

Had there been an indigenous theory of signs, my prob
lem might have been simplified. Of course, there are prob
ably more than one highly reflected-upon theories of mean
ing and theories of signs in the classical tradition of India. 
Interest in these theories among Indologists has been only 
recent, and accessible secondary sources on these theories 
are yet to become readily available. Even if there were such 
works, however, and even if I were a Sanskritist with direct 
access to the primary sources, I cannot presuppose that 
these theories would have any bearing on the unsystema
tized notions of signification found among the folks I stud
ied. Anthony Good's finding that the so-called jajmani 
system (from Skt. yajamana) has little or nothing to do with 
Tamil cultural categories is a case in point (1982). What we 
do have is considerable evidence that were we to attribute 
the existence of a systematic semeiotic to Tamil culture, the 
dominant or valued mode of representation tends to be 
away from the symbol and toward iconicity. The reason for 
this is the regnancy of the significance of "coded substance" 
in the culture. Coded substance in Tamil culture, like grav
ity in physics, pulls all other signs toward itself. Quite 
clearly, the defining feature of the iconic sign, its capacity to 
represent through sharing of qualities, which can range 
anywhere from isomorphism up to identity with the object, 
makes it the most preferred of representative possibilities in 
the culture. Elsewhere (1983b) I show that in Siddha medi
cal practice (and presumably in Ayurvedic practice as well) 
both diagnosis and treatment rely almost exclusively on 
iconicity (the sharing of pulses between physician and 
patient when the physician reads a pulse; the shared quali-
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ties between a drug and the patient's body substance 
["homeopathy"]; the shared attributes between an invad
ing quasi-pathogen or humor and the body that receives 
these; the iconicity between an ecological niche, a particular 
humor, and a particular drug [see also Zimmermann 1978]). 
Bv contrast, Western biomedicine relies almost exclusively 
o~ indexical (cause and effect, allopathy) and symbolic 
("somatization") modes of representation. 

In the absence of a systematically developed, indigen
ously formulated semeiosis, and until such semeiosis is 
made available through further intensive fieldwork as well 
as relevant textual research, I must build up evidence for my 
hypothesis with regard to the culturally preferred semeiotic 
gradient by seeing whether there are parallel processes in 
the culture outside the strict domain of signs. I do think that 
I have such a domain in the field experience recorded in 
chapter 7. The domain I speak of is that of the acquisition of 
knowledge. 

In chapter 7, apart from bringing the substance theory to 
an all-encompassing denouement, I attempt to examine my 
village informants' views on what knowledge is and what 
processes are involved in its acquisition. This theory of 
knowledge is far more explicit in the ethnographic material 
than the theory of signs I have hypothesized for the ethno
graphic data of the four preceding chapters. By juxtaposing 
this indigenous theory of knowledge against Peirce's theory 
of knowledge as expressed through his three phenomeno
logical categories, I will show how the former, though ex 
pressible in almost identical terms, is processually the in
verse of the latter. Given that Peirce's phenomenological 
categories are taken to be the generative of his semeiotic 
categories, it becomes even more reasonable for us to be
lieve that a similar (though inverted) set of phenomeno
logical-cum-epistemological categories in the Tamil cultural 
context should generate a similar (but inverted) set of 
semeiotic categories as well. 

7 
Equilibrium Regained 

We opened this study in the Introduction with a paro
chial variant of the Sankhya creation myth in which the 
creative process was seen also as a degenerative process. 
According to the myth, this generative-degenerative pro
cess was triggered by the disturbance of a state of perfect 
equilibrium and equipoise. This myth opened the curtains 
to reveal a culture and life of a people endlessly and obses
sively concerned with establishing, if not restoring, equilib
riated-cum-compatible relationships between themselves 
and other entities of the phenomenal universe, such as iir, 
house, and sexual partner, as well as with establishing and 
preserving substantial equilibrium within their own bodies, 
between kunam and karmam, bile and wind. The opening 
anecdote in ~hapter 2 was about the ANV expatriate gentle
man who returned to his natal village (conda iir) to make 
arrangements for his son's visit. This event introduced a 
subdominant theme of this study, namely, that of self
knowledge, which theme in fact may be seen as an insepa
rable corollary to the theme of compatible and equilibriated 
substances. I now tum to this theme. 

Knowledge about "the other" and knowledge about 
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"oneself" may appear to be different and distinct. In the 
Tamil world view, however, knowledge about the other, or 
object knowledge, is but an extension of self-knowledge. 
This double-edged knowledge can be acquired in two ways. 
In Tamil, the first mode of acquisition of knowledge is called 
il.wippal arital, and the second is known as pakuppal arital. 
h.zaippu means join, unite, coalesce, to be alike, connection, 
copulation, sameness, and so forth. b;aippiil arital, then, 
means to know by establishing relationships of unity, 
sameness, coalescence, to know by connecting, joining, 
and so on. We may approximately translate this kind of 
knowledge as "synthetic" knowledge. In pakuppal arital, 
the root paku means many, divide, distribute, apportion, 
allot, classify. Thus, pakuppal arital is to know by dividing, 
classifying-in short, by making distinctions. We may 
render this kind of knowledge as "analytic" knowledge. 

If the goal of synthetic knowledge is to discover the self in 
the other or to know the self by getting to know in the other 
that which is also in the self, then analytic knowledge aims 
at knowing the self by knowing that which is in the object 
that is not in the self. The former seeks to find that which is 
common between self and other and the latter seeks to 
distinguish the self from the other by noting how differ
ently they are constituted. 

Both synthetic knowledge and analytic knowledge place 
object knowledge at the service of self-knowledge, but syn
thetic knowledge distinguishes itself from analytic knowl
edge in that it aims at the incorporation of object knowledge 
by self-knowledge, or conversely, its aim is to expand self
knowledge so that it completely consumes object knowl
edge. At the point at which object knowledge is completely 
incorporated or engulfed in this manner, not only is there 
no longer object knowledge, but there is also no longer 
self-knowledge, which is defined against object knowl
edge. What remains is pure knowledge (arivu or vidyii). 

According to the Tamil, then, synthetic knowledge may 
be said to serve self-knowledge (and by extension, knowl-
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edge itself) more effectively than does analytic knowledge, 
even though, paradoxically, this synthetic knowledge cul
minates in the extinction of self-knowledge itself, which, 
after all, depends on its opposite, object knowledge, for its 
epistemic and ontological integrity. 

My guru 1 emphasized over and over again that in ordi
nary life, even as the distinction between self-knowledge 
(tannarivu or akapporu{arivu) and object knowledge ( purap
poru{arivu) cannot be transcended, so can one not transcend 
the distinction between synthetic knowledge and analytic 
knowledge. They are two sides of the same coin. 

I believe that among the Tamils, however, the emphasis 
on and the awareness of synthetic knowledge cannot be 
missed; that it is valorized (to borrow a term from Louis 
Dumont) cannot be denied. I believe that this is so because 
of the central place that substance, in its transactability, 
transformability, and compatibility, occupies in Indian 
thought. This fact is best and most frequently exemplified 
in contexts when strangers meet. 

When one stranger wishes to get to know another 
stranger, the most often employed opener is the question 
"What is your ur?" He hopes, of course, that the ur that is 
named will be known to him. He hopes not so much to 
discover that there is something about the ur that he knows 
but rather that there is some person already known to him 
in the named ur. If such a person is of the same jati, or better 
still, a kinsman, then he feels that he knows that ur even 
better than if the said person is but an acquaintance belong
ing to another jati. The underlying principle here is the 
cultural belief that two kinsmen share more of a common 
bodily substance than do nonkinsmen of the same jati, and 
that nonkinsmen of the same jati share more of a common 
bodily substance than do mere acquaintances or friends 

1The guru referred to here is Krishnaswamy, under whose guidance several of 
mv fellow pilgrims and I prepared ourselves for the pilgrimage (to be described 
below). 
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belonging to different jatis. By knowing someone with 
whom you can lay some claim to shared substance, you 
may als~) claim to know the ur whose substance that pe;son 
sha~res, and hence whose substance you, too, share by a 
transitive-cum-substantial logic. This is why Devadas felt he 
knew Pondicherry when he found out that one of his kins
men was already ~living there and had established substan
tial compatibility with that ur. 

In knowing an ur synthetically in this manner, you get to 
know an aspect of yourself "out there," so to speak, and 
based on the principle of shared substance, that entity out 
there is an extension of yourself, which is tantamount to 
saying it is a part of yourself. From this point of view, you 
may say that in knowing the ur in this way, your knowledge 
of yourself has been synthetically extended. It is in this 

, sen'se, then, that object~knowledg~ and self-knowledge are 
·.seen as corollaries, if not one and the same thing; at the 
same time, in the synthetic mode Df its acquisition, the 
object is incorporated into the self. 

In keeping with my guru's emphasis on the inseparabil
ity of the synthetic from the analytic and the object from the 
self, we have seen that Tamils, despite what they valorize, 
are nonetheless preoccupied if not obsessed with making 
finer and finer distinctions between their own substance 
and other substances, such as those of an ur, a house, and 
so forth. By making such distinctions, a Tamil strives to 
maintain substantial compatibility and equilibrium. Yet 
equilibriated states are continually disturbed when sub
stances move around. Everything in the manifest world is 
in flux, calling for incessant vigilance and effort to restore 
what is lost or disturbed. Insofar as such efforts are moti
vated by an inferior, analytic knowledge which is sustained 
by the making of distinctions and categories, however, they 
can only be exhausting and endless. There comes a point 
when one realizes this fact and seeks a way out. 

In the pilgrimage I am about to describe, several of the 
pilgrims with whom I walked a grueling forty miles had 
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reach:d such a point, either on their own or through the 
teacht~gs of the guru . .6~_p~lg~_m the~iscontented.12~r.son 
~_et~-~.I~self a n~w, goal, a goal. tg move away from differ
~~hated .. :k.flgwledg{;:' and differentiatab]e substance to 
kng~l~dge of the undifferentiated atman in terms of the 
essential unity of all su~star~ce. With this knowledge, the 
endless striving for relationships of compatibility has no 
relevance, since substance is once more undifferentiated 
and in perfect equilibrium. As will be demonstrated this 
kil}g of. ~11m~ledge is e:peri~11ced ~~th~r than a~pre
hen<:!~_9· The pilgrimage Itself is a ritual, a karmam-a very 
powerful and efficacious karmam at that-thaLseeks to 
generate this kind of knowing experience, ;-hich is ex
pected to help . the pilgrim to eventually obtain perfect 
knowledge, or vidya. 

Given that the value of anthropology lies in its contribu
tion to cross-cultural understanding, I wish to compare the 
cultural attitude toward knowledge and the knowing pro
cess that one encounters among Tamil Hindus with that 
extant in the West. This exercise is not intended to minimize 
the variations encountered in both traditions: India has its 
Paninis as much as the West has its Bergsons. Even here, 
however, one cannot miss the synthetic quality of PaDini's 
grammar, even as one cannot miss the analyticity of 
Bergson. 

In order to represent, for purposes of contrast, the valor
ized epistemology of the West, I have chosen as its repre
sentative the views of C. S. Peirce. The choice is not a 
capricious one. First, Peirce's theory of knowledge, as 
e~bodied in his three phenomenological categories, is 
directly related to his semeiotic categories, dealt with ex
tensively throughout Part I. In the interest of continuity, 
then, it is only reasonable that with respect to "knowl
edge," I should, once again, explore the appropriateness of 
Peirce's views. Second, I believe that the link between a 
Tamil theory of knowledge and Peirce's epistemology is 
even more overt than that which relates his semeiosis with a 
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hypothesized Tamil theory of signs. By arguing backward, 
so to speak, I wish to imply that the link between the 
systematically formulated Peircean semeiotic and the un
systematized Tamil semeiotic is a closer one than might 
have been initially imagined. Third, Peirce's view of knowl
edge and the systematic acquisition of it is broadly repre
sentative of Western commonsensical as well as philosoph
ical traditions. In other contexts and for other purposes, the 
differences between Peirce and Descartes, Peirce and 
Locke, or Peirce and Kant may be quite remarkable, acute, 
and crucial as well. Yet for the purpose at hand, the purpose 
of establishing a broad epistemological gradient or direc
tionality, these differences do not matter. In fact, the learn
ing theories of such psychologists as Jean Piaget and 
George Kelly (to mention the two whose writings I am most 
acquainted with) turn out to be Peircean orthodoxy. 

Peirce's phenomenological categories most lucidly sketch 
the epistemological value structure of Western rationality. 
By virtue of their being descriptively and analytically so 
precise and sensitive, the categories also turn out to be 
equally fine accounts of the Hindu knowing process, albeit 
in its inverted form. Furthermore, Peirce's categories lend 
themselves in many ways (again though as an inversion) to 
capture the knowing process as experienced in the pilgrimage 
itself. For these reasons I shall elucidate Peirce's categories 
at some length, for in grasping Peirce's categories one can 
also begin to grasp, in anticipation, intellectually (though 
inversely) that which is intended to be grasped empathet
ically in the description of the pilgrim's experience which 
follows. 

One of Peirce's least obscure accounts of his three cate
gories can be found in his Lowell lectures. He starts with a 
general formulation of them: "My view is that there are 
three modes of being, and [I] hold that we can directly 
observe them in elements of whatever is at any time before 
the mind in any way. They are the being of positive qualita-
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tive possibility, the being of actual fact, and the being of law 
that will govern in the future" (1.23). 

The being of positive qualitative possibility is what he 
calls Firstness; the being of actual fact is Secondness, and 
the being of law is Thirdness. 

Let us take up the three categories in detail by beginning 
with Firstness. Firstness, in other words, is the felt quality 
of experience in toto-present, immediate, uncategorized, 
prereflective, the manifold of sensuous impressions (in 
Kantian terms) before thought, either analytical or syn
thetic, has taken place. In Peirce's words, Firstness is "what 
the world was to Adam on the day he opened his eyes, 
before he had drawn any distinctions, or had become 
conscious of his own existence" (1.357). 

In one of the most forceful and elegantly constructed 
passages, Peirce goes on to describe Firstness as "that 
which is first, fresh, new, original, spontaneous, free, 
vivid, conscious, and evanescent. Only remember that 
every description of it must be false to it." He insists that 
"the First has to be present and immediate so as not to be a 
Second to a representation. It must be fresh and new, for if 
old, it is a second to its former state" (1.357). Insofar as it is 
vivid and conscious, "it avoids being the object of some 
sensation. It precedes all synthesis and all determination. It 
has no unity and no parts. It cannot be articulately thought. 
Assert it and it has already lost its characteristic innocence; 
for assertion always implies a denial of something else. Stop 
to think of it and it has flown" (1.357). 

Firstness is not an abstraction. That the sky appears to us 
positively now as blue before we make any judgment may 
not be apparent to every mind. Peirce maintained that at 
least it was not apparent to Hegel. "When anything is 
present to the mind," he wrote in 1903, "the first and 
simplest character to be noted in it is its presentness or 
immediacy" (5.44). So far, Peirce's Firstness is not unlike 
Hegel's sense of immediacy. Peirce and Hegel part com-
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pany, however, when Hegel makes immediacy an abstrac
tion. To use a well-known example from the Phenomenology 
of Mind, the now that is nighttime becomes the now that is 
dav. As nighttime it is not day; as daytime it is not night. 
Th~us far the now, or pure immediacy temporally viewed, is 
not immediate but something mediated for Hegel, deter
mined through and by means of the fact that something 
else, namely day or night, is not. It is for Hegel a universal, 
so immediacy in its presentness becomes an abstraction. 

This was not so for Peirce. What is present to the mind is 
present immediacy-the present "is just what it is regard
less of the absent, regardless of the past and future. It is 
such, as it is, utterly ignoring everything else. Conse
quently it cannot be abstracted" (5.44). 

For obvious reasons, "Firstness is the most elusive of 
Peirce's categories, since it signifies the thing in itself, or 
that primary limit to our thought which can never be con
ceptually grasped in its original state" (1.357-Stearns 
1952: 199). Firstness "is identifiable with feeling before the 
latter has been introspected and has thereby undergone 
change" (Stearns 1952; see also 1.303 and 1.304). "Firstness 
is fresh, free, and pregnant with variety" (1.302). Peirce's 
Firstness has much in common with Turner's communitas 

, and liminality, despite liminality's specifically sociological 
· implications and derivatives (Turner 1967). In this com-
1 monness lies much of communitas's and liminality's allure 
as well as elusiveness, which have moved its admirers to 
respect and its detractors to skepticism. 

Beyond a category of being, however, "Firstness pos
sesses a 'may-be' character which nonetheless still belongs 
to the mere idea unrealized" (1.304). The ideal First is then 
identified bv Peirce as "quite singular and quite out of 
consciousn~ss" (5.311) and as possessing a "may-be" qual
ity or as "a mere idea unrealized" (1.342). In other words, 
Firstness is not merely a mode of being, but it is a mode of 
becoming. Now let us move on to Peirce's Secondness. 
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Stearns gleans from several passages of Peirce scattered 
among his Collected Papers the essential characteristics of the 
cat~ gory of Firstness, and she highlights them quite lucidly, 
saymg: 

If Firstness for Peirce has the status of a dream, a quality in 
itself unanchored to any laws, being a mere "may-be," 
fugitive and evanescent. Secondness on the other hand 
represents the encounter with hard fact (1.324; 6. 95), the 
undeniable shock of contact with the outer world (1.334-
336). Secondness is the category of effort, of struggle and 
resistance (1.320, 322, 284); it is the category of existence 
become manifest or indeed possible .... [It is] only in the 
polarity of Secondness that Self and Not-Self becomes pre
cipitated out against each other. (1.324; Stearns 1952: 201) 

There is a real world, a sensuous, reactant world, inde
pendent of thought although thinkable, which is charac
terized by Secondness. It is the area of daily existence, 
where we come up against obstacles that will not give way 
to our fancies, against actualities that resist and oppose one 
another, where for every action there is an equal and oppo
site reaction. Such is the world of existent fact; such is the 
nature of existence. To exist is not to be perceived but to 
stand against another, take a place, oppose bodies, resist 
and react, to belong to a time and a place. 

Here is an example given by Peirce, which, in addition to 
being an illustration of Secondness, serves as a surprising 
revelation of his capacity for slapstick humor: "Let the 
universe be an evolution of Pure Reason if you will. Yet if, 
while you are walking in the street reflecting upon how 
everything is the pure distillate of Reason, a man carrying a 
heavy pole suddenly pokes you in the small of the back, 
that moment of brute fact is Secondness" (5-45). The 
moment of reaction that follows the encounter between the 
agent and patient, pole and polee, if you will, the moment 
of resistance, in short, the moment of "brute fact," before 
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any sort of third medium or any sort of law of action enters 
the picture-that moment is the moment of Secondness. 

Thirdness is the most subtle of Peirce's conceptions. 
Thirdness is the element of the "general" in our experience. 
In Stearn's rephrasing of Peirce, 

the category of Third ness is above all the category of media
tion. Without it we may suppose that Firstness and Second
ness as quality and event would remain completely out of 
significant relation to each other. Thirdness is the factor of 
final causation which manifests itself as a "gentle force" 
bringing together in a certain measure all that which with
out it must remain in arbitrary and unmediated opposition. 
Thirdness cannot in fact have any being apart from Firstness 
and Secondness. It exists in its role of mediation alone 
(5.121), and yet as general and as significant it always tran
scends that which it mediates. It goes beyond the actual 
instances to signify still other conceivable instances to 
which it may refer in the future. In terms of Peirce's concep
tion of Thirdness we may understand the "general" as of 
the nature of rule, or better still, a habitual mode of be
havior, a directive tendency which has meaning in relation 
to its instances to which still others could be substituted. 
(Stearns 1952: 203) 

Its power is its ability to predict, and its strength is its 
generalizability; its essence-to phrase it in terms of social 
anthropology-is its structure, and its anchor is in culture 
viewed in Schneiderian terms as a system of symbols and 
meanmgs. 

These are Peirce's triadic categories in outline. Now let us 
consider his epistemology, defined here as the "knowing 
process." The pilgrimage is an exploration and exercise in 
epistemology. It is also an exploration of cosmology, even 
as Peirce's categories explore the evolution of the cosmos. 

• For the Hindu pilgrim, the explorations in epistemology 
and cosmology are conjoined in an autological quest, the 

\quest after the answer to the question "Who am I?" 
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Ideally for Peirce, and intrinsic to the nature of the phan
eron,2 both cosmos and knowledge, matter and reason, fact 
and value, body and mind, 3 evolved from Firstness to 
Thirdness. The synechistic4 arrow points in the direction of 
a perfectly rational system. In terms of social structural 
org~ni~ation, t~e synechistic tendency is toward greater 
social mtegration, greater specialization of roles, and 
greater limitation on the possible varieties of individual 
b~havior. Progress, for Peirce, results "from every indi
VI~ual merging his individuality in sympathy with his 
neighbor's" (6.6294). 5 Peirce's ideal of Thirdness is to be 
achieved only when impulse and spontaneity give way to 
custom and then to law, law being a function of reasoned 
habit. Victor Turner, in his several studies on the ritual 
process, observed that the movement from communitas to 
societas, or from liminality to structure, was characterized 
by a movement from the "ludic" to the "ergic" (1974: 221-
223; Turner and Turner 1978: 35-37). Peirce's Thirdness is 
Turner's ergic, sans its encounter with resistance. For 
~ei:ce,. development, like knowledge, essentially involves a 
hmitahon of possibilities. In his words, "There is a ten
?enc~, ~s action is repeated again and again to approximate 
mdefimtely toward the perfection of that fixed character, 
which would be marked by the entire absence of self
reproach. The more closely this is appreciated, the less 
room for self-control there will be" (5.418). Peirce, how
ever, ~s als? awa:e here of the increasingly confining and 
self-ahenatmg direction of his epistemology and cos
mology. One cannot miss the echo of Weber's tyranny of 
bureaucratization, Durkheim's anomie, Marx's ~lienation, 

2
The phaneron is understood by Peirce as all that appears to the mind and 

wherem the mind itself is part of that appearance (1.2R0-287). 
3
Peirce's anti-Cartesian writings, especially with respect to Cartesian dualism, 

are well known. The Hindu, I am convinced, will take the side of Peirce in treating 
matter as effete mind (6.25). 

•synec~ism is defined as "the doctrine that all that exists is continuous" (1.172). 
5
For th1s and other parallels between Peirce's Pragmaticism and Marxism, see 

Karl-Otto Apel's Charles 5. Peirce: From Pragmatism to Pragmaticism. 
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and even de Tocqueville's apprehensions about a totally 
individualistic egalitarian society. For this reason, Peirce 
does a double take. He provides his Thirdness with a crucial 
ingredient, namely, that of indeterminacy or chance, which 
he called tychism. The modal nature of Firstness is that of 
logical possibility; the modal nature of Secondness is actual 
fact· but the modal nature of Thirdness is that future condi-, 

\ tiona! that must be regarded as a real potentiality both in our 
\ experience and in nature itself. The doctrine ofThirdness is, 
-then, an assertion that the imaginative freedom has its roots 

in the habit-taking character of the universe itself. But this 
habit taking is never so final that it does not permit excep
tions; indeed, a new and fruitful tendency may arise. The 
"general" is, in fact, in the process of growth through its 
instances; it does not bind them but receives its implemen
tation to a greater or lesser extent through them. 

The Hindu pilgrim is less optimistic about Thirdness and 
its aspect of tychism. In Thirdness he discovers the exalta
tion of that form of knowledge, namely, analytic knowl
edge, that his culture at its core devalues. He finds Third
ness and analytic knowledge binding, since this type of 
knowledge emphasizes the discontinuity of his substance 
and the substance of his ur, house, kinsmen, and so on 
through its incessant concern with the categorization and 
ranking of substances. To him, the emphasis on rules, laws, 
theories, categories, distinctions that are a part ofThirdness 
is the very kind of "knowledge" that alienates him from a 
true synthetic knowledge of the oneness and continuity of 
all substance. Therefore, he must strive to move away from 
the world of theories and laws, through Secondness, which 
dissolves the rules and theories that classify "the other" 
into just one other (in the case of the pilgrimage, pain), 
which looms out against the self, to Firstness, where the 
"other" is experienced in such immediacy that it is no 
longer clear where self ends and other begins. Firstness, is 
beyond all self and other distinctions, even beyond the 
m~diacy of perception. In_Firstness, the pilgrim leaves 
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~e hi~-~ !"ti~ -~~m poral, _differentia ted identity and_~xists only 
as the atman,·a--piir_~uriQ1ariifes'( and undifferentiated 
forw of substance. It is no longer meaningful to speak of self 
or other or of perception, since there are no distinct entities 
to perceive. Knowledge in this state is synthetic knowledge 
at its most complete, where one knows the self through 
having incorporated the other so completely that there is no 
longer any self or other. Incorporative, substantial oneness 
is then Firstness-piln.za vidyii-pure knowledge. 

Now I will turn to the pilgrimage itself, an exercise in tfie-\ 
progressive and processual acquisition of knowledge and ) 
the corresponding shedding of ignorance. Less abstractly, ! 

its purpose is to visit Lord Ayyappan, who sits upon a I 
mountain, known as Sabari Malai, located amid the hills of \ 
central Kerala in southwest India. __..-

Lord Ayyappan, as legend has it, was born to Siva and 
Visnu, two major sectarian deities of India. How was 
Ayyappan born to two male deities? Well, Visnu was not 
quite male when this happened. There was (I am making a 
very long story very short) a buffalo demoness who had 
received a very dangerous boon from Brahma, the creator. 
The boon was that she could not be killed by anyone born 
from the union of male and female. With this boon in hand, 
the demoness went about wreaking havoc on everything in 
her path. She overthrew Indra' s teval6kam ("heavens, abode 
of the gods"), captured the earth in one day, and exalted the 
netherworlds to such dizzy heights of power that the whole 
universe trembled at her footstep. So one day, Indra went 
to Siva and Vi?DU for help. As a result, Visnu took on the 
form of Mohini, a beautiful female, and then proceeded to 
bathe in the river that flowed by the place where Siva was 
meditating under a tree. Struck by this beauty incarnate 
who Siva saw "clinging to her dripping silk wrap," Siva's 
semen "sprang like an arrow from his lingam [phallus] and 
impregnated Vi?DU in his Mohini-rupa, or Mohini form. 
Nine months later, Ayyappan was born. To make a short
ened story shorter yet, Ayyappan, being the son of male 



246 Toward Equipoise 

and male, was not subject to Brahma's boon and so was able 
to slay the awful demoness. Yet no sooner had t_he 
demoness fallen to the ground dead then she rose agam, 
reincarnated as the most beautiful maiden. While the young 
Ayyappan stood there beauty-struck, the yo~ng god?ess 
thanked him for redeeming her from her ternble previous 
birth and expressed her wish to marry him. Ayyappan 
knew that it was his kanna ("fate") to marry her, but he ?lso 
had other promises to keep. So being the son ~f clever Si_va 
and tricky Vi~J!u, he made a conditional promise. He said: 
II on whichever year a virgin pilgrim does not come to ~,a ban 
Hill to worship me, on that year I shall marry you. ~h_e 
goddess in turn made her solemn vow to wait, even If_ It 
took forever. So to this day, the god and goddess are wait
ing on their respective hills in their respective shrin~s. An 
examination of Lord Ayyappan's iconic representation ~r 
the abundance of lithographs of this deity will reveal his 
very interesting squatting position. The weight of his body 
rests on his toes, and his knees are held up by a strap at an 
odd angle. One pilgrim assured me th~t if I w_e~e ever to be 
struck by an unvanquishable ithyphalh~ ~ondihon, all I had 
to do was to get into the Ayyappan position and I would be 
assured of flaccid relief. In any event, it has worked for Lord 
Ayyappan for the last seven or eight centuries. 

In 1976, I, in my small way, as one among thousands ~f 
other "virgin pilgrims," helped Ayyappan preserve his 
bachelorhood. In Tamil Nadu and Kerala, Lord Ayyappan 
has become the lord of celibacy par excellence. Conse
quently, only those who have taken a strict vow to celibacy 
can approach his shrine. No females, except the non
menstruating kind-prepubertal and postmenopausal
are allowed on this pilgrimage. 

The pilgrimage to Sabari Malai is . seasonal-b~tw~en 
December 15 and January 15. Preparations for the pilgnm
age are elaborate; it is probably one of the most ela~orate of 
any pilgrimage in India. Among these preparations are 
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several vows of austerity_that must be taken forty-five to 
sixty days prior to beginning the journey. These austerities 
involve: no sex~ no shoes oi sandals, ~0 more garments 
than two changes of ve~tis, which must not be in any color 
other than black, blue, or ocher, no meat or eggs, no intoxi- :Y 1 

eating beverages, no meals in other people's homes, three 
baths a day, three pujas a day, as many visits to as many 
temples as possible, giving of alms, no losing of one/s 
temper, no verbal, physical, or mental abuse toward others, 
no violence (even toward the smallest of insects), no sleep-
ing on beds or mattresses but only on a mat or on the bare 
floor, no unclean thoughts (mai~ly sexual), avoidance of 
the company of any woman (be she your wife, mother, 
sister, or stranger) and so on. 

During the forty-five to sixty days from the day the vow 
is taken to the day of the trip to Sabari Malai, the pilgrim 
begins to be weaned away from society. In our village, for 
instance, everyone addressed us as "Swami," and we in 
turn addressed everybody else as "Ayyappa Swami." In 
other words, everybody became an Ayyappan for us. Our 
external appearance-the wearing of a black, blue, or ocher 
ve~ti and holy ashes across our chests and foreheads, along 
with the consecrated beaded necklace-marked us as not 
belonging to the social order of the village. None can 
command an Ayyappan pilgrim, however lowly the pilgrim 
may be, in the caste structure. Everyone knew that we 
abstained from sex, and that made us ~ery powerful in the 
eyes of the villagers, for our curse, if we were to curse, 
would stick. 

On the eve of the pilgrimage, the pilgrims undergo an 
initiation rite in one of the local temples, in which a two
pouched cloth bag called the iru muti (literally, "double 
crown") is placed on each pilgrim's head in such a way that 
the waist of the bag rests on the head, with one pouch 
suspended in front of the head and other behind. The 
pouch in front contains coconuts, ghee, camphor, turmeric, 
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joss sticks, and other offertory items intended for the deity. 
The other pouch contains the pilgrim's own provisions for 
eating and sleeping. While this rite on the eve of the pil
grim's departure is called the iru muti rite, it contains within 
it, besides the placing of the iru muti on the pilgrim's head, 
several subrituals. Important among these is a miniature 
death ritual, which friends and kinsmen of the pilgrims 
perform by throwing three handfuls of raw rice into one of 
the pouches of the iru muti. This is not unlike the throwing 
of rice on a corpse before it is taken to be cremated, By this 
act, friends and kinsmen symbolically complete their duties 
toward one who is renouncing the world and shall hence
forth be as good as dead. 

After the iru muti was placed on our heads, we left the 
shrine by walking backward until we reached the temple 
courtyard. At this point we were stopped and told to tum 
around three times, even as a corpse is turned around three 
times on its way to the crematorium. After the third tum we 
faced the "wilderness," that is, away from the temple. We 
continued to stand in this position while our friends, kins
men, and almost anybody and everybody who happened to 
be in the temple or was passing by in the street came and 
prostrated before each one of us in order to gain merit by 
this very act. They were cautioned not to touch us, how
ever, lest we be polluted, and our power be too much for 
them to bear. While all this prostrating went on, the pilgrim 
was expected to look straight ahead; by no means was he 
allowed to turn around to look at what he is about to leave 
behind. After all the people gathered there had worshipped 
us to their hearts' content, ot1E~~~ga_!ljng<~trnest. 

There were seven of us in our group, and we traveled to 
Kerala by car until we reached a place called Eru Meli. (In 
days go~e by, pilgrims must have done the entire trip on 
foot. But in these times, given the practical difficulties of 
getting leave and so forth, one has little choice but to travel 
the two-hundred-odd miles to the base of the hill, Eru Meli, 
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by automobile or bus.) On our way, of course, we visited 
every single temple of any importance, especially temples 
of the goddesses, in order to obtain from them sakti, or 
power, that would sustain us throughout the arduous walk 
from Eru Melito Sabari Malai. 

Eru M.eli was the actual ~~~_P5:>int of ou:_p~l.~I?J~_ge, 
from wh1ch the forty-seven-mile treK to S'atiari Malai began. 
The forty-seven-mile footpath is not by any means the most : , 
direct route. There are two other paths to Sabari Malai, one 
a six-mile track and another a nineteen-mile track, both 
these being easier, safer, and shorter than our forty-seven
mile route, which winds its way through forests infested 
with elephants, bears, leopards, and all manner of creepy
crawly creatures, and, of course, very many less dangerous 
beasts and a few rather pleasant ones-birds, squirrels, and 
butterflies. The path is circuitous and goes up and down 
several hills before it gets to Sabari Malai. But our path, 
though less traveled, was special, because it is the very path 
that Lord Ayyappan walked on his way to Sabari. By shar-
ing in this historical experience of our Lord, we became 
special pilgrims, Ayyappans in the true sense; for our 
efforts we gained special rewards and privileges when we 
got to the getting place. 

When we got to Eru Meli it was about one in the after
noon, and thousands of pilgrims were gathered in groups 
around temporarily constructed hearths or a guru or a 
bhajan leader. There were stalls in Eru Meli where commer
cial activities were as spirited as those seen in the bazaars of 
big cities, but here an atmosphere of festivity reigned. Pil
grims and merchants alike seemed caught up in a spirit of 
freedom and celebration. The atmosphere seemed some
what like that of the second novena in the fiesta of three 
kings described by Victor Turner (1974: 194): "It stressed the 
commercial and festive aspects of the total situation which 
contained three major foci in space and time. These were 
solemnity, festivity and trade, all three representing types 
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of the liminal disengagement from day to day participation 
in structural role playing and status incumbency." 

After we had laid our loads down, taking great care to 
place our iru mutis on a special sacred mat, we proceeded 
toward the stream to perform our first ritual of the day. This 
was none other than ritual defecation and urination. We 
were to rid ourselves, to the best of our ability, of the 
contents of our bowels and bladder, which belonged to a 
world we were leaving behind. To me and to many other 
pilgrims-most of whom were urban, middle-class indi
viduals-this was quite a liminal experience. We had never 
done this in public before, in the company of ritual defe
cators to the right, left, front, and back, each only two feet 
away, solemnly doing his thing while precariously perched 
on two felled tree trunks thrown over trenches, with no 
walls around nor roof above. 

Following this sublime rite, we walked up a little hill to a 
small shrine, where we proceeded to daub one another with 
multicolored powdered dyes. It is true that my fellow vil
lagers had not addressed me as "sir" for over sixty-odd 
days, ever since we jointly took our vows and beca~e 
Ayyappa pilgrims. There still remained, however, a vestige 
of a deferential attitude in their behavior toward me, as a 
guest and as a foreigner. I seemed to receive special treat
ment in so many subtle ways, even though such treatinent 
was forbidden by the spirit of the pilgrimage. Yet as my 
fellow pilgrims-cum-fellow villagers, several of them belong
ing to lower jatis, began to paint colored spots all over my 
face and body, I saw a new glow light up their faces. I was 
being transformed, and the last residue of social differences 
of rank and status was beginning to disappear even as my 
features were being creatively disfigured and transformed. 
They all broke out in laughter, and so did I when I finished 
painting their faces and bodies. 

Following our transformation into brightly spotted, 
new individuals, we were given a tree branch. With this 
green branch in hand, the group broke into song, and we 
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danced in circles to the rhythm of the drums. We proceeded 
down the street, still dancing, still singing, "Swami tin
takattom, Ayyappa tintakattom." This is believed to be a 
song sung by Ayyappa and his hunters returning with the 
day's booty. Singing and dancing, we worked our way 
down to the Islamic shrine and tomb of the Muslim saint 
Vavar. 

A combination of legend and history traces the entry of 
this Islamic figure into the Ayyappan cult to around the 
eleventh or twelfth century. It is believed that Ayyappan is 
a variant, or transform, of the sentinel deity, Aiyanar. 
Aiyanar is seen in Tamil villages to this day, mounted on a 
horse and armed with bow and arrow (Dumont 1959). 
Krishna Chaitanya (1972) speculates that the early occu
pants of Kerala were migrant groups that made their wav 
through the mountain passes of the Western Ghats. Quit~ 
clearly, the biggest obstacles facing these early settlers were 
the thick jungles and dangerous wildlife. As a consequence, 
the sentinal deity of the plains village was transformed into 
Ayyappa, who was no longer a warrior mounted on a steed 
but a hunter whose hunting pack consisted of tigers. 

In the eleventh century, the Chera empire began to dis
integrate in its wars with the Cholas, and the Pandya kings 
of the east extended their rule over many parts of the 
country, west of the Ghats. The famous marauding and 
plundering Maravar tribes increased the frequency and in
tensity of their forays into the plains of Kerala, taking ad
vantage of the absence of a strong and integrating kingship. 
On one of these pillaging expeditions, the Maravars cap
tured a princess from the small kingdom of Pantalam, 
located in central Kerala. This princess, the story goes, was 
rescued by a Brahmin youth and taken to a refuge near 
Sabari hill. There they were married, and she gave birth to a 
princely child, who it is believed was Ayyappan incarnate. 
The boy was schooled by his father in the rigors of the 
spiritual as well as the martial life. When he reappeared in 
the king's court, the king of Pantalam instantly recognized 
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the lad to be his long-lost sister's son and commissioned 
him to be the captain of his army. 6 

In another variant of the legend, a childless king and 
queen are said to have been led to a place in the for~st where 
the babv A vvappan had been laid to rest by Vt~I)u. The 
royal co~pl~ ~dopted the child and raised him to be a great 

warrior. 7 

Regardless of which legend we choose, it is reasona_ble to 
assume that there was a famous captain of the army m the 
little kingdom of Pantalam. It is also a fact that while 
Maravar plunderers spoiled from the east, the coa~tal 
regions of Kerala had to contend with Arab. seafanng 
traders and pirates. The most famous of th~se ~trates was 
one named Vavar. The young Ayyappan ts satd to have 
engaged in military combat with Vavar and to ~ave success
fully subjugated him and his army. The vanqmshed turned 
devotee and most-favored lieutenant of Ayyappan, whose 
powers were by now recognized to be divine. W_ith Va:ar's 
assistance, Ayyappan put an end to Maravar mcurs10ns, 
and peace and prosperity were restored to Pantala~. In 
time Ayyappan disappeared into his retreat in the hills ?f 
Sabari. Vavar, the Islamic Arab, died and was entombed m 
Eru Meli, at the foot of Sabari. National hero, traditional 
deity, and Muslim saint all combine to give ~he A_ryappa 
cult its fascinating syncretistic quality. Of sooologtcal a~d 
cultural importance is the fact that the shrine of :'~var: hke 
Sabari Malai itself, provides a place where all dtstlnctlons, 
including religious ones, are broken down. It is also "':o~thy 
of note that a local Muslim festival known as kotzkuttu, 
celebrated in the Kanjiramattam mosque, takes place on the 

OThis version of Ayyappan's incarnation on earth may be found, among other 
places, in Krishna Chaitanya's Kerala (1972) and in Sabanmalm and lts Sastila by 

P. T. Thomas (1973). 
7This version is favored by most of the Tamil writers. See, for instance, E. V. 

Pillai (1974), T. K. Muthuswamy Sastrigal (1972), and the popular booklet m 
English by Pyyappan, Lord Ayyappan flu• Dharma Sasta (1973). 

Equilibrium Regailzed 253 

day that the stellar configuration known as makaram makes 
its appearance in the sky (in late December or early Jan
uary). This is also the same day that the makara vi{akku 
festival is celebrated on Sabari Malai by Ayyappan pilgrims 
(see Menon 1979: 174). 

At the Islamic shrine of Vavar, my fellow pilgrims broke 
coconuts and worshipped Allah in the way they knew best. 
Some also offered gifts to a follower of Vavar, a member of 
the Vaipur Muzaliar clan (P. T. Thomas 1973: 11; Menon 
1979: 170). Suddenly a pilgrim (who I later came to know 
was a Christian) broke into song. He had rendered into 
song the devotional poems of the ninth-century Saiva saint 
MaiJikkavacakar. I did not know at that time -that Manik
kavacakar's Tiruviicakam was the source of his songs, and at 
that time I wasn't able to tape them. I did hear the following 
refrain, in modern Tamil, however, which was repeated at 
intervals, between the singing of the ninth-century lyrical 
poems: 

inku matiyatuvom 
nam veriyatuvom 
pittan pittan pol 
urury.tatuvom 
inku parparillai 
ke!vi ketparillai 
Civananpil mu:rki 
ontrakuvom 

Fellow pilgrims soon caught onto the refrain and sang along 
with the singer. In order to provide the reader with the kind 
of poems that were sung on this occasion and with an idea 
of the devotional intensity contained and conveyed by 
these poems, I provide the following translation of a selec
tion of lines from the Tiruviicakam. From my notes, it is at 
least clear that most of the poems sung were selections from 
the same section in the Tiruviicakam from which the follow-



254 
Toward Equipoise 

ing translation was wrought, and the following verse(s) 
were indeed sung by our A yyappa devotee: 

He grabbed me 
lest I go astray 

Wax before an unspent fire, 
mind melted, 
body trembled. 

I bowed, I wept, 
danced, cried aloud, 
r sang, and I praised him. 

Unyielding, as they say, 
as an elephant's jaw 
or a woman's grasp, 
was love's unrelenting 
seizure. 

Love pierced me 
like a nail 

driven into a green tree. 

Overflowing, I tossed 
like a sea, 

heart growing tender, 
body shivering 

while the world called me Demon! 
and laughed at me, 

I left shame behind, 
took as an ornament the mockery of the loca~ folk. 
Unswerving, I lost my cleverness in the bewilderment 

of ecstasy. 8 

BTiruvacakam, 4: 59-70, in Ramanujan 1981: 118-119. 
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Refrain followed verse, refrain followed verse, until he was 
drowned out by the chorus that he sparked, and com
munitas prevailed. 

By about four that afternoon, after our first ritual bath in 
which we washed our bodies free of the dyes, we ate a 
hurried and frugal lunch, sharing our food with whomever 
happened to be near us, with no distinction between Brah
min and Parayan, Nayar and Turumban. If the Maharash
trian pilgrimage described by Karve stopped short of inter
caste commensalism, among Ayyappans no caste distinc
tions remained for caste commensalism to be practiced 
(Karve 1962: 19). I am somewhat ashamed to admit that I 
was the only pilgrim who jealously guarded his precious 
little boiled water, for reasons you will soon appreciate. 
After our meal of steamed farina, we solemnly placed our 
iru mutis on our heads and started on the long and arduous 
trek of forty-five miles. 

Unfortunately for the pilgrim traveling between sunrise 
and sunset, the forest area flanking the path has been 
subjected to much deforestation, thereby exposing the 
weary pilgrim to the scorching sun. The selective deforesta
tion, needless to say, was carried out by the Kerala govern
ment, whose best of intentions was to make it easier for the 
pilgrim. The path was either covered by sharp-edged 
stones and gravel or by the softest and finest earth. It so 
happened that there were very few round, smooth stones 
on which the traveler might have placed his tender bare 
feet, thereby avoiding the piercing of jagged stone edges. 
The areas covered by soft earth would have been so very 
welcome, if only the path had not been exposed to the direct 
sun. As it was, this soil merely absorbed and retained the 
heat of the sun and blistered the soles of the pilgrims' feet, 
which had already been lacerated and made tender by the 
stone-strewn pathway. Given the choice between the stony 
path and the soft earth, one invariably feels that the kind of 
path one happens not to be walking on at any given 
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moment is preferable to that on which one happens to be 
walking. The same is true of the ascents and descents. The 
track to Sabari takes one up four steep hills and down two 
steep descents. When one is climbing up the hill, one's feet 
long for the alternative-the descent; when one descends, 
one's feet long for the ascent. 

The mountain track involves as well the crossing of two 
rivers and two or three streams. The icy-cold water flowing 
over sore and blistered feet gives pleasure-this being the 
only physically pleasurable experience of the entire pilgrim
age, besides the physical relief experienced when one lies 
under a shady tree to rest or is free to quench the thirst with 
cool, clear water. Experienced pilgrims dissuade one from 
indulging in any one of these pleasures for too long. Soak
ing the feet in the stream softens the callouses on soles, 
hastening the blistering process and correspondingly 
retarding the healing process. Resting too long under a tree 
allows the limbs and muscles to set and become stiff, so that 
the recommencement of the walk becomes extremely diffi
cult and painful. According to local medical theories, to 
drink plentiful cool water when the body is hot from walk
ing in the sun can result in the sudden cooling and contrac
tion of the stomach and intestines, causing colics. I had my 
own germ theory, which kept me away from the same cool 
water. 

Even though many pilgrims make the trip at a more 
leisurely pace (that is, in three to four days), getting to the 
Sabari shrine as soon as possible is highly valued because it 
calls for great physical exertion on behalf of the Lord and 
indicates a burning desire on the part of the devotee to get to 
His feet without being distracted by the comforts of rest and 
other activities en route. If there is one single sensation that 
predominates over all other sensations, in terms of sheer 
intensity and quantity, it is the sensation of pain. The aim of 
the pilgrim is to conquer pain and also to conquer all other 
less intense sensations with pain. These less intense sensa-
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tions are (as gathered from fellow pilgrims): disgust, hate, 
frustration, irritation, anger, hunger, thirst, lust, joy, 
peace, and compassion. In this pilgrimage, the sensation of 
love (I use the term sensation instead of emotion, because the 
Tamil e~uivalent, u~zarcci, stresses the relationship between 
the fe~lm? and the sensory organ, which relationship I wish 
to mamtam) may be so called only insofar as it is associated 
with the love for Ayyappan. This sensation of love it is 
believed, must gradually build up, so that when pai~ has 
conquered all other sensations, pain itself will be conquered 
?Y love. Eventually, however, "love itself when grown to 
rts fullest dimensions must burst or swallow itself so that at 
the point of union with the Lord, no sensation should exist, 
even that of love." These were the words of the leader of our 
group of pilgrims. 

I will omit the details of the pilgrimage itself: the number 
of stations on the way, the various shrines, the sacred 
topography, the holy baths, the beggars, the mythology, 
and much more. Before bringing this chapter to a close, 
however, I will elucidate the connection already hinted at 
between _Peirce's. categories and the pilgrim's progress. 

For Petree, Thrrdness was the realm of law, and laws in 
th:ir most develped forms not merely describe and deter
rome but also predict. Not unlike Peirce's being of Third
ness: the Hind~ villager's life is fraught with attempts to 
predr~t a~d WI~~ ex~eriences in prediction; he is pre
occupred _m de_vrsmg, rf not discovering, laws of a general 
order whiCh wrll determine and describe his personal exis
tence. One might even go so far as to say that the Hindu is 
obsessed with prediction. The bhajans (devotional singing) 
and pracankams (sermons) that we attended during our sixty 
~ays of preparation were concerned as much with predic
tions about what we could expect on the pilgrimage as with 
stories of the life of Lord A yyappan. 

During the Sabari Hill pilgrimage's preparatory phase, 
when I asked pilgrims why they were going on this pilgrim-
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age, their responses were many. Some (exceptionally few) 
said that they were going to obtain mental peace; others 
expected some material gain from Lord A yyappan upon_ th~ 
successful completion of the pilgrimage; still others smd It 
was a miniexperience in motcam ["liberation, heaven:'], 
and so on. The pilgrimage itself, however, was an exerose 
in prediction and thus an exercise i~ T~irdne~s. The l~v~l of 
abstraction that each pilgrim bmlt mto his predictions 
varied, but prediction was invariably present. Never was 
there a doubt that the anticipated result would be obtained 
if the rite (the pilgrimage) were performed correctly. The 
effect, the boon, gift, or motcam, was encoded in the cause 
(the pilgrimage) itself, and therefore the question of doubt 
did not arise. 

On the first night, I talked to a group of Brahmin pilgrims 
who were convinced that the pilgrimage was a path to 
salvation. I asked them whether they considered this bhakti 
("devotion"), karma ("action"), or jiiilna ("knowledge") 
miir~a ("path"). After much discussion and debate it was 
gen'erally agreed that all three paths to salvation-the pat~s 
of devotion, action, and knowledge-were present herem 
and that with the progression of the pilgrimage, all three 
modes were going to increase before the pilgrim finally 
merged with the Lord. Discussions with many others 
brought agreement on this point. It became evident that 
there was little use in speaking of devotion, action, and 
wisdom as distinct alternatives as far as this pilgrimage was 
concerned. Over and over again the point was made that 
there could not be devotion without knowledge or knowl
edge without devotion; nor could there b~ devo~on and 
knowledge together in the absence of action, which was 
what the entire pilgrimage was about. 

Since I had recently become interested in the "knowing" 
process, I made it a point to discuss with pilgrims what they 
really meant by "knowledge" and "to know." On the fi~st 
evening, before the commencement of our walk up the hill, 
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our discussion on the subject of knowledge went off par
ticularly well; and it became noteworthy that many re
sponses emphasized the predictive aspect of knowledge or 
knowing. Some sample responses are: 

First Informant (henceforth Inf.): I say that I know someone 
when l've seen him once and can tell you what he looks 
like. The better I know him the more detailed mv 
description of him will be for you to recognize him whe~ 
you see him for the first time. [Note the predictive 
aspect.] 

Second In f.: I say I know Ayyappa Swami because I know 
that he will grant me my prayer. 

Third Inf.: Knowledge is to know the purpose of something. 

A.: And what is the purpose of this pilgrimage? 

Third Inf.: For me it is to experience motcam. For someone 
else it can be something else. Once you know you are 
doing this [the pilgrimage], that in itself is knowledge. 
[Note the mutual immanence of cause and effect.] 

There were two responses, however, that were to prove 
quintessential to my understanding of the pilgrim's 
progress and the knowing process. The first came from a 
blacksmith who was treated by the others as the least sen
sible and most inarticulate of the group. After he listened to 
my lengthy interview with the others, he turned to me and 
said: "You know only about all our knowledg[es]. You have 
come here with us only to try and know how we know, but 
you really don't know. You don't have knowledge. Not 
even as much as I have ... even though you know what 
each and every one of us knows." He seemed to indicate 
that I, who had "meta-knowledge," or the most abstract 
kind of knowledge, in fact had the least knowledge. 

The second piece of information that I was to find most 
enlightening and which prepared me to anticipate what I 
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was to subsequently inquire about was given to me by an 
old Brahmin who had been privy to the first three responses 
above, and of informants with many other similar re
sponses. When this Brahmin found himself alone with me 

he told me: 

They [referring to the informants] now think that they 
know, because they all expect a certain result. This is knowl
edge of a certain sort, which I don't deny. But you will see 
this knowledge get sharper as we progress and the walking 
gets rougher. They'll even say, "I don't know why I came on 
this pilgrimage." But when you hear them say things like 
that, don't think that they really do not have knowledge. 
On the contrary, it is then that they will be beginning to 

really acquire knowledge. 

Insofar as we treat the progress of the pilgrimage as a 
progressive process in the acquisition of knowledge, we 
shall find that Peirce's Secondness follows his Thirdness, 
and not vice versa. Let us briefly turn to Peirce's own 

exposition of the category of Secondness. 
An explanation of Secondness must consist mainly in 

directing attention to it-an ostensive definition, for 
Secondness lacks the "genuine" generality of Thirdness 
and even the "negative" generality of Firstness. However, 

of the three categories, the 

practical exigencies of life render Secondness the most 
prominent .... This is not a conception, nor is it a peculiar 
quality. It is an experience. It comes out most fully in the 
shock of reaction between ego and non-ego. It is there, the 
double consciousness of effort and resistance. That is some
thing which cannot properly be conceived. For to conceive it 
is to generalize it; and to generalize it is to miss altogether 
the hereness and the nowness which is its essence. (8.266) 

Secondness may be illustrated by the following excerpts 

from my diary. 
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My first holy bath 

!he ~ater of this tank was holy, very holy, or so everyone 
said. This tank was nothing more than a bunded area a hole 
rea_lly, ~he size of which was no larger than a st~ndard 
swimmmg pool. Water trickled into this tank from a stream 
~hich ~ilgrims used for what is euphemistically referred t~ 
m Tamil as washing one's feet, after the said stream's shores 
had been used as a latrine by the same pilgrims. When there 
was more water than the tank could contain, water flowed 
over the western bund and continued on its downward 
course. 

Thousands of pilgrims were in the tank, and several times 
that many were either drying themselves with their towels 
~r else ~ai_ting to enter the water. I entered the pool, toe tips 
first, Wishmg that this was all only a bad dream. The water 
was _not more than four feet deep. I crept through the 
pr~ymg, ~pitting, dipping, dripping, nose-blowing pil
gnms, trymg to find an area that had the least number of 
human beings per square foot. My futile search was inter
rupted by a Brahmin pilgrim who informed me with a smile 
that the water was so much cleaner than last year this time. 
My unspoken response was, "You mean to say that you are 
going through this a second time? How could you?" But my 
spoken response was, "But it is so filthy!" "You mustn't say 
such things," he advised, "this water is cuttam [Skt. sudda 
"pure"]. Call out the names of A yya ppa and immerse your~ 
self. You will receive His aru( [grace]." 

I held my nose, shut my eyes, tucked in my lips between 
my teeth_, ~ounted one, two, and three, gurgled the name of 
Ayyappa m my throat, and immersed myself in the holy 
water that refreshed the thousands around me, the millions 
that preceded me in ages past, and the millions that were 
likely to follow me in years to come. As I came out of the 
water, a pilgrim on my left called out to another pilgrim, 
"Ayyappa, Ayyappa!" [On this pilgrimage, once the vows 
have been taken, the pilgrim addresses everyone else as 
Ayyappa.] Failing to draw the attention of the second he 
prefixed the name of Ayyappa with a "Dr.," yelling, ,;Dr. 
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Ayyappa! Dr. Ayyappa! Look!" The pilgri~ w~o ':"as b~ing 
called was briskly massaging his scalp with his fmgertips, 
periodically dipping them into the water ~s if the l~tter were 
some precious hair lotion divinely prescnbed fo: h1s gather
ing baldness. So he is a doctor, I thought. He fmally h~ard 
his friend's call and turned around to face his friend. W1th a 
grin sparkling in the sunlight, ~he. frie.nd raised. his holy 
black vesti, which he had been nnsmg m the holler water, 
and held .it up for the doctor, saying, "Look!" Str.ands of 
lumpy phlegm of pilgrims who had cleansed th~1r lungs 
and throats by expectorating into the water outside w:r~ 
seen clinging to the fabric. "It is all the grace of Ayyappa, 
was the doctor's only response. I felt the question "Ho"': do 
you mean, Dr. Ayyappa?" feebly rise in my thro~t, whi~h, 
however, was instantly choked down by a gaggmg se~sa
tion that forcefully arose antiperistaltically from the pit of 
my stomach. The docto~'s friend receive~}he doctor's 
advice with a pious "Saranam Ayyappa (translated 
"Ayyappa, my refuge") and returned to rinsing his V~f?t~. 
Another joked about not having to use starch on the ve7tis 
washed m this holy tank. The doctor returned to massagmg 
his scanty scalp, and I scrambled out of the water as fast a~ I 
could, lest I retch into a public bathing pool and pollute 1t. 
As [ neared the edge, all other sensations disappeared; 
there were no other pilgrims, there was no pilgrimage, 
there was no fieldwork, there was no dissertation to be 
written, there was no pride, no hate, no love, no animosity, 
no admiration, no resentment-there was nothing except 
me and the phlegmy water around me. 

My second holy bath 

The river was called A~uda. The water that flowed in it 
was, according to mythology, the tears of the goddess. In 
all, over 100,000 pilgrims were either bathing, about to 
bathe, or had just finished bathing in the river. The roc~y/ 
gravelly shores were covered with squatters i~ the m?rnmg 
twilight. It would have taken an acrobat t? tiptoe his way 
through the piles of human excrement, which seemed to be 
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as numerous as the stones and pebbles that covered the 
shores. I was of half a mind to turn back, to hide, to vanish 
into the mist, to do something or anything else besides 
having to take my holy bath. But there was no wav out or 
around. P~g!i_~ressure V\'C!S indefatigable. I f~lt as if 
thousands of eyes were fixed on me and me alone, to see 
that I did not escape. I sludged and slid my way into the 
water and quickly immersed myself but one~ and returned 
to the river bank feeling helples~ly filthy. I fetched my comb 
from my knapsack and let it slide through my drippi~g hair. 
! looked at ~he comb and saw something brown adhering to 
Its teeth. I lifted the comb to my nose. It stank of night soil. 
For a few moments, which in fact seemed like forever 
nothing else existed besides me and the world outside me: 
~his world, however, was not differentiated into pilgrims, a 
river, trees, stones, huts, campfires, or any other sensation 
that reached the five senses. The world outside was reduced 
to a oneness: It was all shit! And I was the onlv "other" 
existing apart from this world, acutely and painf~lly sensi-
tive to its brutal force on all my senses. · 

My cli111b up Aruda hill 

Th~ hill was steep. The path was so straight and so long 
that It seemed like a modified version of Jacob's ladder. 
When I lifted up my eyes to see if I could see the end or at 
least the point where the climb ended and the descent was 
to begin, all I saw were heads and heads and more heads of 
the crawling throng of pilgrims who had gone ahead of 
me. They had accomplished so much! Could I possibly 
equal them, I wondered. I felt so feeble at the very sight 
an~ thought of the task. With me was a group of pilgrims 
which responded in unison to a leader's recitative chant
ing of praises to Ayyappan. We were all familiar with the 
108 "recitative calls" and their appropriate "recitative 
responses." 

It was tacitly agreed that group leaders [or Guruswamies, 
as they were called here] were to carry out the recitative 
calls, and the others were expected to respond. There was 
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no hard and fast rule as to the sequence in which the 108 
stanzas had to be recited. However, frequent repetition of 
the same line by a Guruswamy indicated limited knowl
edge, bad mem(;ry, or a lack of familiarity with the ~erses. A 
perfect reciter would repeat a line but once in fifteen to 
twenty lines. The lines thus repeated tended to belong to 
the fi~st five lines, indicating that when memory failed 
reciters tended to go back to the lines that were first com
mitted to memorv in somewhat of a Jakobsonian fashion. 

~ ' 

The pattern in the recitation changed as the climb pro
gressed. These changes may be noted to occur in several 

stages. 

First stage 

1. The leaders of the various groups led the recitation, 
and the followers responded to the call of their respec-
tive Guruswamies. 

2. The lines were recited loudly, clearly, and energeti-

cally. 
3. Th~ members of each group walked together, around 

their leader. 
4. When one group overtook another, each group leader 

shouted out his recitative call so that his call would not 
be drowned out by the call of the other leader, and also 
so that the members of his group could shout out the 
recitative response appropriate to that call and not to 
the call of the Guruswamy of another group. 

5. The pace of walking was relatively constant a~d ~ain
tained an approximate rhythm with the recitation. 

Second stage 

1. The Guruswamy gave up reciting the call, which duty 
was assumed by another member of the group (usu-
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ally one who tended to be more aggressive than the 
rest), and the leader joined the others in reciting the 
responses instead of leading with calls. 

2. The substitute leader's call continued to be loud and 
clear because of its newness, but the responses were 
beginning to dim. 

3. The group continued to stay together. A slight in
crease in spacing was beginning to be observed, 
however. 

4. The pace of walking slowed down but continued 
constant. 

Third stage 

1. The call was recited by various members of the group, 
each one calling only for short periods, with long lulls 
in between when one caller stopped and another as
sumed the calling. 

2. The calls and responses were less loud and not as 
clear, because the pilgrims were beginning to run out 
of breath. 

3. Repetition became more frequent, a line among the 
first five familiar lines being repeated every fifteen 
lines or oftener. 

4. The distance between members of the group began to 
increase even further, which resulted in many mem
bers falling outside the sound area of their caller and 
lagging into the sound area of another caller belonging 
to a strange group. This drifting resulted in the break
ing up of the group and a state of affairs in which 
everyone was willing to respond to any caller, regard
less of whether or not the caller belonged to the 
respondent's own group. 

5. The pace of walking became extremely erratic; "stag
gering" would be an apt description. 
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Fourth stage 

1. The distinction between call lines and response lines 
was lost. Often the caller cried out response lines, and 
the responders replied with call lines. 

2. Calls and responses sounded more like feeble cries for 

help. 
3. The group split up into pairs of individuals, with one 

calling and the other responding, neither one kn?w
ing or, for that matter, caring whether what he recited 
was the call or the response. 

Fifth stage 

1. Individuals tended to pick out a single line, regardless 
of whether it was a call line or a response line, regard
less of whether anybody called or responded; they 
merely kept repeating the same line over and over 

again. 
2. The most common line recited was either the call or the 

response of stanza one, so that each on his own was 
gasping out the call, "Oh Lord! Oh Lord!" or 
"Ayyappo, Ayyappo ... " 

This final stage, or phase of physical and emotional re
duction and exhaustion is another example, I believe, of 
Peirce's category of Secondness. In the words of one pil
grim who reflected on this phase of the climb_, "there is 
nothing else I knew, heard, or felt. I was too tired to feel 
tired. All I heard was my voice calling out, "Ayyapp(), 
Ayyappo, Ayyappo." Nothing else existed except my call 
and I. This was when I began to know my Lord m the true 
sense. And then I realized how little I knew him when I took 
the short six-mile trek last year." To know through Second
ness is to become acutely aware that there is nothing else 
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besides yourself and that one other sensation coming from 
the exterior, which makes you acutely aware of yourself as 
against that "other." 

Secondness is once again illustrated in the pilgrim's ex
perience of pain in his climb down the hill called Kari Malai 
(the mountain of elephants). The path here is rough and 
rugged, covered with root stumps and sharp-edged stones. 
At the beginning of this trek one experiments in mini
exer~ises of Thirdness. One says to oneself, "If I place my 
foot m such and such a manner at such and such an angle, 
the pain will be minimized." Or one plans and schemes 
how one should dodge the roots and rocks. One tells one
self, "I shall walk on this side or that" or "Look! There's a 
patch of grass. Let me go and walk on that. It will make my 
feet feel good, even though the patch is only three feet 
long." During this phase, one is able to differentiate be
tween the pain caused by the blisters under one's toenails 
and those on one's heels. Then again, one is able to distin
guish between the pain caused by blisters, wherever they 
happen to be, and the pain arising from strained calf 
muscles and tendons. One knows or speculates that if one 
places one's leg at such and such an angle on such and such 
a surface of one's foot, the pain in one's knee will be allevi
ated. The headache caused by the heat of the noon sun and 
the load of the iru muti can be distinguished from the pain 
resulting from the straps of the knapsack biting into one's 
shoulders. So one adjusts the iru muti and the shoulder 
straps in order to reduce the pain in the head and the 
shoulders. 

Sooner or later, however, all the different kinds of pain 
begin to merge. You stop predicting. Your knowledge via 
Thirdness begins to cease to function. It is replaced by 
Secondness. The experience of pain makes one acutely 
aware of oneself (ego) as the victim, and the outside (undif
fere~tiated as roots, stones, and hot sand) as the pain
causmg agent. This again is Secondness. 
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True to the old Brahmin's prediction, sevNal pilgrims, 
when asked what or how they felt about the pilgrimage or 
whY they came on it, said that they really did not know or, 
for -that ~atter, care. Many of these were pilgrims who in 
their reflective Thirdness had come out with lengthy expo
sitions on the whys and the wherefores of their pilgrimage. 
Now they ceased to predict. But they still said they loved 
the Lord~ However, all of them said that their predomi
nant-if not sole-sensation was that of pain and that they 
did not (for the most part) know or care who was around 
them or what was said. Some of the responses on Second
ness I obtained when the weary pilgrims paused to rest. 
Needless to say, my task was a difficult one, not only 
because I myself had to extricate myself from the state of 
Secondness and transport myself to the general level of 
Thirdness in formulating the questions but also because 
I had to force my interlocutors out of their own Second
ness. Much of what Secondness was about I was to learn 
later, when aches and pains had been rested and soothed 
away, from pilgrims who were eager to reflect upon their 

experiences. 
Pain also has an element of Firstness. This is a further 

step in the direction of knowledge. With time, pain stops 
having a causative agent, and ego is obscured or snuffed 
out because it has nothing to contrast itself with or stand 
against. Ego is no longer a victim, as in Secondness, b~
cause the identity of the pain-causing agent is lost. There Is 
a ''feeling'' of pain, of course, butitis a sensation that has no 
agent, no tense, and no comparative. One does not k~o:V 
whence the pain came, how it is caused, or whether It IS 
more or less intense than the pain a moment or an hour ago; 
for there is no before or after. Pain is the only sensation 
belonging to the eternal present. 

Here now is a quote from Peirce about Firstness: "If we 
imagine that feeling retains its positive ch~~acter but ~bs~
lutely loses all relation (and thereby all vmzdness, which Is 
only~ the sense of shock), it is no longer exactly what we call 
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feeling. It is a mere sense of quality. It is the sort of element 
that makes red to be such as it is, whatever anything else 
may be" (8.267). If we were to substitute pain for Peirce's 
"red," the definition would still hold, and our point would 
be made. 

As stated earlier, of all the sensations informants talked 
about, pain was the sensation that was emphasized over 
and over again, as predominant. Several pilgrims seemed 
to believe, however, that after a while, pain, having become 
so intense, began to disappear. In the words of one pilgrim 
from my village, "At one moment everything is pain. But at 
the next moment everything is love (anpu). Everything is 
love for the Lord." 

Again, this experience of love, I believe, is an experience 
in Firstness. The old Brahmin (henceforth B) who was with 
us insisted that the worth of a true devotee is established 
only when he begins to feel no pain. 

A: Must he feel love then? 

B. Once pain is conquered, love is there whether you feel it 
or not. 

A: Is this love a special kind of love? 

B. It is a love that cannot be contrasted with hate. It has no 
opposite. No before or after. It was never there before, 
and yet it was always there. Its existence does not de
pend on its being felt. 

This statement begs to be compared in its simplicity with 
Peirce's illustration of Firstness containing his favorite 
example of red: "The mode of being a redness, before 
anything in the universe was yet red, was nevertheless a 
positive qualitative possibility. And redness in itself even if 
it be embodied is something positive sui generis. That I call 
Firstness" (1.25). In the old Brahmin's understanding of 
love, love, too, is a positive qualitative possibility. Quoting 
Tirumoolar, the Tamil Siddha poet, the old Brahmin con-
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tinued to explain the concept of love as follows: "The poet 
said, 'those who say that love and God are two are ignor
ant.' True knowledge comes in learning that love is God. As 
long as the love one talks about is separate from God, that 
love is contrastable with hate; it has a before and an after. 
But when Love is God you have nothing to contrast it 
with." 

At the very end of the long and arduous trek, just before 
the pilgrim reaches the presence of Lord Ayyappan, there 
are eighteen neatly built steps to climb. Each one of these 
steps is symbolic. Together they are symbolic of the entire 
pilgrimage. Taken individually, the eighteen steps stand for 
the five senses, the three kuryams, or reals, the eight ragas, 
avidyii, and vidya. 

The eight ragas and their approximate English equiva
lents are as follows: kiimam ("lust or desire"), kri5dam ("jeal
ousy, envy"), lObam ("greed, avarice, stinginess"), moham 
("presumptuousness, pride, conceit, recklessness"), miit
saryam ("arrogance"), titik?a (whose meaning was unknown 
to all but whose attempted translation was, "the fixing of 
one's mind on a single object", or "persistence") and £jam
bam ("flamboyance" or "showiness"). The pilgrimage, 
symbolically a progressive movement in the direction of 
salvation and knowledge, involves and demands the over
coming of these eight ragas. 

The five intiriams, or senses, are the most talked about 
by the pilgrims of the eighteen entities. It is interesting 
that the elimination/vanquishing/transcendence/collaps
ing/coalescing (all these being words used by informants 
themselves) of the five intiriams is done in a certain se
quence. The first to go, so to speak, is the sense of hearing. 
Here is an excerpt from my field notes. 

Inf.: I cease to hear the chatter and talk of those around me. 
I cease to hear the beggars by the roadside call out. That 
is why I stopped answering you after Kari Malai. [I found 
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it curious_ that h~ knew that I had been speaking to him 
after Kan Mala1 but claimed that he still didn't hear 
me-but I did not press the issue.] I cease to hear even 
the vendors selling oranges to quench my thirst. I see 
t~em,_ but I don't hear them. All I hear are the recitative 
hnes m praise of Ayyappan. 

A: Isn't hearin? these recitative lines "hearing"? How can 
yo~ th_e~ claim that you transcend [me/onku] that particu
lar mtmam? 

In f.: I begin to feel, not hear. 

A: Where or how do you feel? 

In f.: All over my body. My skin, my heart, my head, ... 
my whole body. 

A: You feel in your ear? 

Inf.: Yes. I feel in my ears, but I do not hear with them. 

The argum_ent seeme_d ~t first a little strained, overdone, 
and trapped m contradictions. The informant was a youth 
of twenty-one, of ~he N~ic;iu caste and a high school gradu
ate. In my other discussions with him he had always been 
coherent. I therefore, had enough reason to treat his state
ments regarding the sense of hearing seriously. Subse
quently I was to discover the same pattern in the responses 
of several other informants. The distinction made was not 
me_rely one between hearing and listening. It was generally 
believed that the ear, as a sense organ, stopped hearing, 
and began to feel (as a tactile organ would). 

!he next intiriam to be affected was the sense of smell 
With respect to this particular sense, my prize informan~ 
was a yo_un? Ayyangar Brahmin, a bigot outside the context 
of the pllgnmage. 

In f.: _r stopped smelling things after Aruda Nati. [As you 
will remember, the shores of Aruda emit but one odor, 
strong and clear, that of human excrement.] I could have 
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spent the next night in the gutter. I wouldn't have 
known the place by its smell. And mind you, this is a 
great achievement as far as I am concerned. For when I 
started the journey at Eru Meli, I could smell the foods of 
all the pilgrims cooking. And you know, I could tell you 
which was non-Brahmin food, even though all the cook
ing there was vegetarian. In fact, my sense of smell is so 
strong that I could tell a non-Brahmin from a Brahmin 
simply from his body odor. But after Aruda Nati I over
came my sense of smell. 

A: Did you not even smell the camphor and incense sticks 
offered at the various shrines on the way after Aruda? 

Inf.: You might say I felt it. I didn't smell it. 

The next intiriam to fall under is that of sight. Below is an 
excerpt from my diary. This experience of mine was sup
ported and corroborated by those of the many fellow pil
grims with whom I talked. 

We had walked a mile or so down Aruda Hill. I was 
overcome by fatigue and felt that I would collapse before 
long. The blisters on my feet had long since broken and 
been torn open, and the gravel had begun to cause me 
excruciating pain by lacerating the tender skin underneath 
the now nonexistent cuticular layer. The shoulder strap of 
my knapsack ate into my flesh, and the iru muti on my head 
had just begun to give me a headache, which thumped 
contrapuntally between temples and medula oblongata. 
Our pace of walking had been reduced to a crawl now, since 
there had been somewhat of a traffic jam caused by the 
falling across our path of an ancient banyan tree. Since the 
girth of the fallen tree was so massive, no one was able to 
climb over it and cross over to the other side. Instead, the 
pilgrims had dug a hole in the ground underneath the fallen 
tree's trunk, through which we tunneled across. The sun 
glared at us despotically from a cloudless sky. My response 
to the recitative calls had become mechanical. I reasoned to 
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myself that to open my mouth any more than absolutely 
ne~essary would cause dehydration through evaporation of 
saliva, dehydration which J could not afford, given that my 
~ater bottle was now empty. But my eyes were alert, study
mg every stone, slope, and root stump along my path. 
Halfway do~n the hill, something strange happened: I 
s~opped lo?kmg. I don't think it would have made any 
difference If I had been blind. I did not care whether I 
slipped or stepped on stone or stump. I simply walked on 
and on, led by an unguided momentum, until the sun had 
set and darkness had made the leaves of the forest trees 
indi_stinguishable against the black night. Only then did I 
realize how little the light and my sense of sight had 
mattered. 

Informants were not clear about what exactly the sense 
organ th~ mouth represented. Some thought it indicated 
taste, while others associated it with speech or the sensation 
of speech. Most informants tended to believe that the 
mouth, ?r viii, referred to both speech and eating, with the 
emphasis on eating. 

If the last six miles to the top of the shrine is climbed as 
prescribed, the devotee is expected to abstain from all food 
and drink. ?nly two of the fifteen pilgrims I observed 
cl~sely reframed eve_n from quenching their thirst during 
this last lap of the JOurney. These two claimed to have 
temporarily overcome hunger and thirst. 
. Pilgrims were stricter in their observance of the vow to 

stl~~ce. O~viously, the use of the speech apparatus for 
reCitmg praises to Ayyappan was not considered a violation 
o~ the vow to_silence. When questioned about this apparent 
~:hscrepancy m the execution of the vow of silence, one 
mformant told me: "By the time I reached the last six miles 
n:Y tongue began to function in a detached manner. I de
nved ne~ther pleasure nor pain from it. It went on praising 
God while I remained silent. I was not aware of the activities 
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of my tongue. It acted on its own without it knowing what it 
was doing." This was the only informant who was able to 
formulate his response in such a well-articulated manner. 
The rest were by and large surprised by the inherent contra
diction when it was pointed out to them. The upshot of 
their responses, however, was that "praises to the Lord are 
as good as silence." Another informant said, "I feel my 
tongue move and sounds come out. But I really don't talk. 
All I do is feel." 

The pattern is clear. The four senses of sight, hearing, 
smell, and taste merge into the fifth sense of touch, or 
feeling. The organ that receives and reacts to touch or 
feeling, w:zarcci, is called mei in Tamil. The word mei refers to 
the entire body or sarlra (Skt.). Those schooled in Siddha 
theories of the body or Siddhanta metaphysics will tell you 
that mei refers only to the two outermost body sheaths, or 
kosas, namely, to the siik$ma and stula sarirams, and does 
not include the three inner bodies or body sheaths. 

The sense associated with the sense organ known as the 
mei is called ur~arcci. U:t:tarcci may be roughly equated with 
tactile sensations and is the last sense to be overcome. As 
has already been indicated, the sensation of pain is the 
predominant if not the only one that impinges upon the 
sense of touch. Pain, to begin with, is multiple and differ
entiated. With time, the various kinds of pain merge into a 
unitary sensation of pain. This pain persists for some time 
and is then replaced by numbness (in my case) or the 
sudden disappearance of pain, with love taking its place (in 
the case of most of my fellow pilgrims). This "love" is also 
spoken of as acting upon the mei. Yet the perfect pilg~m 
must not merely stop feeling pain, he must also stop feehng 
love. He symbolically does this, in fact, in the final ritual of 
breaking the coconut filled with ghee and pouring the ghee 
on the image of Ayyappan. Before we say anything more 
about this fascinating, ghee-filled coconut, I will elaborate 
on the term intiriam. 
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If a villager is asked what the five intriyas are, he will 
seriously recite out loud the names of the five senses. If, 
however, you were to ask a villager what intiriam meant, the 
response would usually be an embarrassed giggle. Intiriam 
in and of itself, refers most commonly to male and femal~ 
sexual fluids (usually semen). As is well known and amply 
documented, for the Indian, semen is the essence of all 
body substances, even as ghee is the essence of all food 
substances. Thus, intiriam, besides referring to the five 
senses in general, refers in particular to the sexual fluids, 
and sexual fluids are associated with sensation par excel
lence, the essence of all the sensations as well as the sum of 
all the sensations experienced by the mei. This is why the 
taboo that demands the strictest observance is the taboo 
against sexual intercourse. All the other vows of abstinence 
and austerity are only intended to help the devotee observe 
the sex taboo; they are ancillary and complementary, not 
central. 

The aim of the pilgrim, then, is to overcome the mei. The 
tr.ans~en?ence of the mei is the goal with which he begins 
hts pllgnmage, but the actual triumph over the mei must 
wait for the very last, after all the senses have been 
overcome. 

After having climbed the steps of the eight ragas and the 
five intiriams, one has to climb the steps of the three 
kur~ams, or reals. Pilgrims were able to tell me that the three 
kur~ams were tamas or tamatam, rajas, and satv!kam and 
also what they implied. All that man is is due to the exis
tence of the three kur~ams in different proportions within 
us. In each human being, the proportion is different. The 
proportion of the three kut:tams in human beings in general 
IS relati:ely ~imil~r when compared to the corresponding 
proportions m ammals, plants, or any other entity in the 
phenomenal universe. 

In man, tamas is said to cause inaction, lethargy, mental 
dullness, and base thoughts; rajas is physically activating 
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and supplies brute strength; siitv!kam causes mental keen
ness, enlightenment, patience, love, and all other noble 
qualities. 

Pilgrims indicated that before they set out on the pil
grimage, tamas dominated their constitutional being. Phys
ical, mental, and spiritual lethargy dominated their exis
tence. The rise of rajas at the expense of tamas was marked 
at Eru Meli, when they began to "walk like kings, warriors, 
and hunters of old" the long and rugged trek to Sabari Hill. 
(Kings, warriors, and hunters, according to the vart:~a 
asrama dharma, are believed to be rajasik personalities.) 
After a certain point along the way, when rajas had equalled 
tamas, the unchecked growth of rajas is prevented by the 
rise of satvikam. Satvikam was always there but only in a 
docile, subdominant state. Satvikam was first sparked to 
action when the decision to make the pilgrimage was taken, 
but its growth really began only when the five senses be
came extra sensitive to the bombardment by hitherto un
experienced forces. Satvikam reaches its fullness, beyond 
which its growth is checked, when pain is replaced by love. 

What, then, is symbolically represented in the entire 
pilgrimage as well as by the crossing of the three steps that 
stand for the three kut:~ams is that the three kut:~ams are 
brought into a state of equilibrium and equipoise, as it was 
"in the beginning," where no one kul)am is said to have 
dominated. Only after this state has been achieved is one 
ready to cross the seventeenth step, symbolizing avidya. 

A "clear exposition of the concept of avidya is a task too 
great for a short account, such as this, to handle. Avidyii 
may be approximately translated as "ignorance, illusion, 
lack of knowledge, unenlightenment," and so on-with 
the emphasis on the qualification approximate. 

The last and final step, the eighteenth step, is the step of 
vidya, that is, all that is opposed to avidya. "At this point," 
a pilgrim informed me, ''one can trulysaythatone knows.'' 

These eighteen steps, as I have said, are symbolic. A 
further elaboration on these eighteen steps makes them 
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more than symbolic, however. It is believed that a pilgrim 
becomes one with Ayyappan only after he has come on this 
pilgrimage eighteen plus one times. On his first journey he 
does two things. First, by symbolically crossing all eighteen 
steps he symbolically previews what he has to overcome 
before final union with the Lord. Second, on this first 
journey, one of the eight ragas is singled out for permanent 
annihilation. In the stone of this step lies concealed the 
specific sakti required to bum a given raga. On the second 
year, the sakti inherent in the stone of the second step 
consumes a second raga. On every consecutive year, the 
sakti of a new step is activated and consumes a new raga or 
intiriam, or kul)am, and so on, until on the eighteenth year, 
vidya itself is consumed by the sakti of the eighteenth step, 
making the devotee completely free to fuse with the Lord in 
permanent union on the nineteenth year. The fact that 
these eighteen entities are in tum substantially conceptual
ized is evidenced by devotees' belief that with each con
suming step, they lose some weight, appropriate to the 
given entity's dominance in one's life. 

After this eighteenth step of vidya, or knowledge, is 
crossed, a simple but important ritual is performed, a ritual 
that is the climax and fulfillment of the whole pilgrimage. 

You will recall that the iru muti has two pouches, the rear 
one of which contains various provisions for the journey. 
As the pilgrimage progresses, this pouch is gradually de
pleted of its contents, thereby making a statement that a 
world with its own material needs is being exhausted, even 
as it is left behind. The front pouch contains various offer
tory items for the shrines and deities on the way. The most 
important and sacred of items contained in this pouch is the 
ghee-filled coconut that the pilgrim receives when he leaves 
his village temple after having the death ritual performed 
for him. This coconut must be protected with the greatest 
care until the very last. When the pilgrim reaches the deity 
in his shrine, the coconut is broken and the ghee is poured 
over the deity. In order to understand the significance of 
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this coconut, we need to understand, in outline, the body
sheath theory, to which we now turn. 

The Five Body Sheaths or Bodies 
(Paiicamayakosas) 

In everyday language, the word utampu or utal refers, in 
its unmarked sense, to the body as a totality. In its marked 
sense, utampu or utal contrasts with uflutampu or uflutal 
("inner body") or coppana utal ("dream body"), the former 
being gross and the latter (inner body, dream body, ethereal 
body, and so on) being subtle. Villagers will also tell you 
that the atman is concealed within the uHutampu. Some do 
know that there are five bodies in all, one inside the other, 
but rarely, if ever, are they able to name these other bodies, 
except to say that the three innermost bodies are enclosed 
by the utampu and uHutampu and, unlike the last two, are 
formless. 

The Ayyappan pilgrim is instructed on the five bodies or 
body sheaths in greater detail than is the average villager 
because of the sacred ghee-filled coconut he carries in the 
front pouch of his iru muti. He knows that this coconut is 
the symbol of his body, since the coconut, like his body, has 
five sheaths. The coconut's five sheaths are the outer skin, 
the husk, the shell, the inner skin, and the kernel. In the 
very center of the coconut, ghee is poured. As anyone 
familiar with Hindu dietetics knows, cow's milk is con
sidered to be the essence of all food. By boiling down milk to 
its essence, one obtains ghee. As an essence it corresponds 
to man's own essence, his jlviitmii, which flows freely with 
the paramiitmii ("the universal soul"-the Lord Ayyappan) 
only when the other body sheaths are torn asunder or 
broken, as in the case of the coconut which must be broken 
for the ghee to flow on, over, and with the deity. What 
follows is a brief account of the five sheaths of the body, 
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starting from the outermost sheath and moving to the 
center. 

Ayyappa pilgrims learn to substitute the Sanskrit word 
sarlram for the Tamil utampu or utal. The gross body, or ve{i 
utampu, comes to be known as the stiila sariram. The stiila 
sariram is formed through the transformation, evolution, 
and modification of the five elements (pancca puta pirama
.r;attalu.r;takum sariram). This body has weight and form. 
The name of a person is attached to this body only as long as 
it is conjoined with the subtle u!(utampu, also known as the 
suk~ma sariram which it covers ( p6rttal). The moment the 
suk~ma sariram leaves the smla sariram, the latter becomes 
immobile and is called a pi~zam, cavam, or katfai ("corpse"). 

As a sheath, this body is known as the annamaya kosam, 
because it is sustained by annanz (rice in particular, but food 
in general). 

The stiila sarlram is also the body wherein the humors 
move around. Bodily ailments caused by humors affect the 
s tUla sariram. 

The u{{utampu or coppana utal is also known as the 
silk?ma sariram. The silk?ma sariram is ensheathed by the 
annamaya ko~am, and its own sheath is the prii~w maya 
kosam. This body is also called the yiidanii sariram (from 
yiidanai, which means pain; it is the body that feels pain 
because it is the body that undergoes suffering in hell). This 
body is also known as the pukarutampu (the body that reacts 
to or senses praise or fame). 

As a sheath it is known as pra.r;a maya kosam because it is 
impelled (iyakkutal) to action by the ten dasaviiyus ("vital airs 
or vital forces") of which prii1_zan is the leader. The ten 
dasavayus are as follows: 

1. Pra.r;an impels the heart to beat and the lungs to 
function. 

2. Abiinan resides slightly behind and below the navel 
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between anus (kutam) and genitals (kuyyam) and aids 
in excretion. 

3. Vit;a~wn resides in the joints of the body and creates 
fatigue and thirst. 

4. Udanan resides in the navel and causes the conversion 
of food into blood by moving through the throat up 
into the head when it is necessary to promote 
digestion. 

5. Samii~zan resides in the nerves and makes digestion 
pleasurable. 

6. Nagan resides in the throat and causes hiccups and 
yawning and also aids in speech. 

7. Kzlrman resides in the eyes and controls one's waking 
and sleeping, besides causing horripilation from fear. 

8. Ocvadattan is that which causes shock on hearing a 
sudden noise, increases heat with the rise in one's 
anger, and controls the horripilation associated with 
pleasurable experiences. 

9. Oanajeyan controls the fattening and thinning pro
cesses of one's body. 

The suksma sariram is identical in form to the outer srula 
sariram and even has hair and skin color that are the same 
as that of the stula sariram. The suk~ma sariram, how
ever, lacks weight. Furthermore, the organs and the body 
parts of the suk~ma sariram cannot be felt by the sen~e of 
touch. Needless to say, "the suk~ma sariram also has either 
male or female genitals, and this is why when a person 
dies it is said, 'May he or she (as the case may be) reach 
tevalokam.' " 

In one's waking state the suk~ma sariram has to carry the 
dead weight of the shlla sariram. Only in the dream state 
can the suksma sariram leave the stula sariram behind and 
roam where.ver it chooses. When the suk~ma sariram leaves 
the stula sariram, even for a moment or two, to wander 
around in the dream state, the shlla sariram is a pi~am, or 
corpse. This is also why the early morning bath on awaken-
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ing_ is so important, because it purifies the stula sariram, 
which has become acuttam ("impure"), having been a 
corpse several times during the night. 

Paittiyarn ("madness") can be caused either by the mal
functioning of the srula sariram or of the suksma sariram. 
The paittiyam of the stula sariram is comparabl~ to Deborah 
Bhattacharyya's (1977) "deep level pagliimi" and is often 
called mii{aikko{aru (literally, "a disturbance or malfunction
ing of the brain"). This is a state in which the brain of the 
stula sariram, because of a malformation, disturbs and dis
torts information sent by the suk~ma sariram, causing the 
person to behave in an irrational or "mad" manner. Certain 
d~liriums during high fevers are also believed to belong to 
this category. This kind of paittiyam contrasts with that of 
th~ ~uk~ma sariram,_ which is the kind that one gets during 
spmt or any other kmd of possession. "It takes hold of the 
suk~ma sariram," as an informant put it. In such cases the 
messages for behavior generated by the suk~ma sariram 
are thought of as "crazy" or "irrational" or else merely 
extraordinary. 

The suk~ma sariram is also the seat of emotions, such as 
love and hate. It has desires and preferences. A story is told 
of ~ teenage Brahmin girl who was possessed by the spirit 
(pez) or suk~ma sariram of a Naidu woman who happened to 
have died in an accidental fire in which "her stula sariram 
was burned." Once possessed by the Naidu woman's 
suk~ma sariram, the young Brahmin girl began to demand 
non vegetarian foods, as would have the Naidu woman who 
was used to a nonvegetarian diet. 

The suk~ma sariram is also a source of pelam or sakti. This 
was seen to be established by the fact that the possessed 
Brahmin girl was able to carry a heavy pot of water on her 
hip and another on her head, when before her possession 
she was able to carry but one small pot of water on her hip. 

The five sense organs-the ear, nose, eyes, mouth and 
mei (body as a tactile organ)-have two aspects each, 
namely, the gross and the subtle aspects. The gross aspects 
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belong to the stula sariram and are called purajnanentri
ankal ("outer sensory organs"), and the subtle aspects, 
which belong to the suk~ma sariram, are known as 
akajnanentrianka1 ("inner sensory organs"). The percep
tions of the five sensory organs are, in the same order, ocai 
("sound"), ma~zam ("smell"), uruvam ("form"), cuvai 
("taste"), and wwrcci ("tactility"). 

The five motor organs (km.1mentrianka!) are also divided 
into external (gross) and internal (subtle) ones, associated 
with the stula and suk~ma sarirams, respectively. These 
five motor organs are hands, feet, mouth, anus, and geni
tals. The actions of the five motor organs are: hands for kotai 
("giving"), legs for natai ("walking"), mouth for peccu 
("speech"), anus for karippu ("excretion"), and the genera
tive organs for inpam ("enjoyment"). 

During the waking state, the uyir (sometimes called avi or 
atma) is in the lala<;lastanam of the suk~ma sar}ram, the 
lala<:fastanam being located in between the eyebrows. 
When in this position it is able to link the five senses of the 
stula sariram to the five senses of the suksma sariram. The 
seats of the five senses are arranged in such a manner that 
the ears, eyes, nose, and mouth are in the front, and the 
locus of the sense of touch is in the back of the head. (Note 
the sense of touch's special if not unique position, suggest
ing a possible parallel between this position and the special
ness of the intiriam mei in the pilgrimage.) From the 
lala<;iastanam the uyir is able to control the five senses. 

In the dream state, the uyir leaves the lala<;iastanam and 
moves to the ka~:t.9astanam (near the medula oblongata). In 
this state the suk~ma sariram does not have to carry the 
dead weight of the stula sariram with it. Freed from the load 
of the stula sariram, the suk~ma sariram can pass through 
solid matter, such as walls. In this freed state the suk~ma 
sar!ram is more relaxed than when it is conjoined to the 
stula sariram. 

However, deep sleep (arnta tukkam) is achieved only 
when the avi leaves the ka~:t.<;lastanam and moves to the 
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irutayastanam, located in the chest. While the uyir is in the 
ka~<;fastanam, the apprehensive powers of the senses are 
sharpened (visayikarikkum sakti kurmaiyakum). Visayi
karittal means to cognize, with the added connotation· of 
possession or inheritance derived from the phonetically 
paradigmatic word ankikarittal, which means to possess 
and/or inherit, also to accept or approve. 

When the uyir is in the irutayastanam, this state is called 
aviccai nilai and in fact can be maintained at will only by 
yogis. In this state cognizance of the five senses is com
pletely neutralized, and only ajiianam ("ignorance"), mayai 
("illusion"), and ti~wvam ("pride") remain as the soul's 
impurities. 

The uyir, under appropriate yogic conditions, is able to 
migrate further down from the chest to the nabhi, or navel. 
Here, pra~:t.an is cognizant of itself alone (tannaiye visayi-
karikkum mana nilai; turiya nilai). · · 

When the uyir moves to the muladaram (a cakkaram, or 
nerve plexus in the body, described as a four-petaled lotus 
[ntinkitar tamarai] situated between kuyyam ["genitals"] and 
kutam ["anus"], this state is described as the turiyatlta nilai. 
The muladaram was also described to me by our guru in the 
pilgrimage as the seat of one's orgasm (kama inpam uccik
kum itam), especially that experienced in one's early 
youth-"say, when twelve years of age" (note that Lord 
Ayyappan was twelve years old when he reached the hill of 
Sabari). In this state, the uyirmay be called atman orattumii, 
in the true sense of that word. For here the soul becomes 
cognizant of the essence, or miittirai, of aviccai ("ignorance, 
illusion, pride"). 

The word miittirai, which I have translated as "essence," 
is quite enlightening because it indicates a fleeting fraction 
of a second, a primordial unit, a short vowel; more con
temporaneously it also means a capsule or a pill. In one of 
the Tamil dialects of Sri Lanka, it means a flash of good luck 
or fortune. The state of turiyafitam, then, is not only one 
that reveals the "momentariness" and fleeting quality of 
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aviccai, but insofar as it stands for a state in which the soul 
enters eternal self-apperception, it transforms this fleeting 
moment into an eternitv. 

The three innermost bodies are collectively known as 
kiirwza s(ik~nw sarlram, and this is to be distinguished from 
the ordinary suk~ma sariram, or dream body. It is also 
known as the puriyattaga sariram. This body cannot be per
ceived by the five senses and is not impelled or controlled 
by the twenty-five tattuvams ("basic gross substances"). 
This body is indestructible and knows no beginning or end. 
This is the body that enters a new yoni each time it is to be 
reborn. The puriyattaga sariram, unlike the slik?ma sariram 
and the stula sariram, is formless. This body encases the 
soul and moves with it from one place to another inside and 
outside the suk~ma sariram. The puriyattaga sariram has 
three body sheaths. 

The outermost sheath is known as the manomayakosam, 
because it is the locus of the four intellectual faculties, or the 
andakaranankal, which consist of manam ("mind") as the 
leader (hence the name manomayakosam), putti ("intellect"), 
cittam ("will"), and akankaram ("primordial power for ac
tion"). As a body, it is also known as the kw.za sarlram, 
because it is here that the three kul)ams are located. 

The next innermost body is the kaiijuga sar!ram, whose 
sheath is known as the vijnanamayakosam. This is the seat 
of kiilam ("time"), niyati (same as iirvinai, "destiny," also 
karmam), kalai ("art"), vittai ("science"), and ariilwm 
("absence of desire"). 

Finally, the innermost body, enclosing the soul, is known 
as the kiira~za sari ram and its sheath as the iinandamayakosam. 
This is the seat of vidya, or knowledge. One attains true 
iinandam ("happiness" or "bliss") when one taps this inner
most source of vidya. 

The progression parallel to the yogi's route to self
realization is the pilgrim's attempt to know himself by 
crossing the eighteen steps and moving inward into and 
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through. his five bo~y sheaths, which may be diagrammed 
for possible compansons (see figure 4). 
W~th the crossing of the eighteenth step, especially for 

the eighteenth time, avidya is vanquished, making the soul 
free to become one with all that had once been an exterior 
an_ othe~. In the formulation of the Hindu great tradition: 
this, as IS well known to every beginning student of Indian 
religions, is seen as the merging of the atman with the 
u~iv~rsal soul, or brahman. Such a formulation by humble 
pilgnms (especially the unschooled ones), though not en
tirely absen~, was certainly not prevalent. Of those pilgrims 
I walked With and talked with, however, none failed to 

Figure 4. The Synthesis of Body Sheaths, Yoga, 
and the Eighteen Steps 

The Bodies 

Five Intiriyas 

The Eighteen Steps 
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express-even if only in the most inarticulate of ways-the 
experience of having lost their identity and individuality, 
even if it had been only for a fleeting moment. This sense of 
union was often not expressed in words (quite appropri
ately so) but in states of trance. These moments of loss of 
self-consciousness and even consciousness were later 
referred to as the purpose and the highest point of the entire 
pilgrimage-if not of their entire life. Many expressed the 
wish that death would have claimed them at that time so 
that they could have merged with the Lord permanently. 

In this final merging, there are no analytic distinctions to 
separate self from other (Thirdness); no rude consciousness 
of the other (Secondness). In Firstness the pilgrim is able to 
know (if not say), "Now I really know." For Peirce, as for 
the dominant Western tradition he represents, the episte
mological movement is from Firstness to Thirdness, from 
synthetic to analytic knowledge. For the Hindu pilgrim, 
however, the knowing process moves from Thirdness to 
Firstness, from analysis to synthesis and then further, to 
where there is nothing left to know either through analysis 
or synthesis. This is ptir~w vidya, perfect knowledge. 

This is how our guru described the moment of vidya, 
which he equated with that moment when the uyir reaches 
the lalac;iastanam. Note the use of the word miittirai in his 
description: 

Ajnanam, mayai, al)avam, ivai muntrum innilaiyil min
nal pol tantrum. lmmuntru aviccai minnal pontralla, min
nalin mattiraiyentre kuralam. Ato minnal, ito nan entru 
colluvatatrkillai. ituve vittyam. ltuve jnanam ... ituve 
nittyam. 

Which may be translated as: 

Ignorance, illusion, and pride, these three will "appear" 
like lightning. These three aviccai [their appearance] may be 
called not merely as lightning but as a "fraction of the time 
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taken for lightning to flash." One cannot say, "Behold 
there! That is lightning" and "Behold here! This is me." 
Such is wisdom. Such is knowledge .... Such is eternity. 

When the weary pilgrim approaches the deity, his body is 
as good as broken and torn, with his senses defeated and 
r~gas overcome. His three km).ams are in a state of equilib
num and equipoise. There is nothing left that conceals his 
true essence or soul. 

When the pilgrim descends the eighteen steps on his 
return to where he will spend the night on the eastern 
slopes of the hill, he sees a huge bonfire rage to the sky, fed 
by the shells of the coconuts that were sacrificially broken 
over the deity. Karma burns itself in its own flames, thereby 
kindling in the devotee the awareness of his unburnabl~ 
identity, his soul, which has now become one with the soul 
of his Lord. 



8 
A 11Differant" Conclusion 

I began this study with the aim of writing a cultural 
account of a culture. David Schneider, who invented for us 
the concept of a cultural account, unfortunately went on to 
define culture in terms far more positivistic than are war
ranted. By defining culture as a system of ~ymbols and 
meanings, on the one hand he overemphasized ~he sys
tematicity of culture, and on the other he deemphasized ~he 
nonsymbolic semeiotic functions in a _cu~ture. In co~re~ting 
for both of these deficiencies of commiSSion and omission, I 
argued in favor of a semeiotic cultural accou~t that paid 
special attention not only to symbols bu~ to mde~e~ ~nd 
icons as well. Such a semeiotic account Is, by defmition, 
also an interpretive account. In adumbrating a. further 
refinement of the structure of signification, a refinement 
that I only partially employed, I held o'!t the h?pe that 
someday someone will be able to write a highly r~~ned and 
rich semeiotic cultural account, more keenly sensitive to the 
variety of interpretive possibilities _than mine h~s been. 
Interpretation itself, I have argued, IS a ~om~lex ~Ig~'. and 
by virtue of its metaphoric structure denves Its sigmficant 

A "Differant" Conclusion 289 

force from the confluence of iconic, indexical, and symbolic 
functions. 

In the introductory chapter I sketched the ten sign types 
that were generated by Peirce's first taxonomic system. 
These signs are products of a logical system and were pri
marily intended to facilitate the analysis of an argument in a 
logical context. In selectively focusing on the icon, the 
index, and the symbol, our emphasis has been on the qual
ity of the relationship that inheres between sign, or repre
sentamen, and the object for which it stands. These quali
ties were ones of similarity, contiguity, and convention. 
Needless to say, the full significance of these qualitative 
bonds is realized only by virtue of the interpretant complet
ing the triad. In other words, whenever and wherever we 
stressed an iconic, indexical, or symbolic mode of significa
tion, as the case may have been, there was a tacit acknowl
edgment of the obvious part the interpretant played in 
completing the mode in question. However, given the fact 
that this study claims to be an interpretive account, the 
interpretant dimension deserves to be highlighted a little 
more than it has been. The three possible interpretants 
found in the logical system-the rheme, the dicent sign, 
and the argument-are not, however, as appropriate in the 
ethnographic context as they might be in a context of un
packing a logical proposition or argument. In a logical con
text, the focus is still on the sign: on how the sign represents 
itself to the interpretant, namely, in the case of the rheme, 
as a sign of possibility; in the case of the dicent sign, as a 
sign of fact; or in the case of the argument, as a sign of 
reason. This system was developed by Peirce in 1904. By 
1908, in a letter to Lady Welby (Peirce and Welby 1977: 
73-86), Peirce shifts to a more elaborate classification of 
signs, in which the interpretant is not slighted in favor of 
the representamen, or sign. In this later typology, Peirce 
seems to take his definition of the interpretant-the effect a 
sign has on an interpreter-more seriously than he did in 



290 Toward Equipoise 

the earlier typology. In the interest of brevity and economy, 
J shall not involve myself in the controversial pursuit of 
relating the two systems or, for that matter, even in laying 
out the later system in all its detail. I have chosen, rather, to 
present to you the three types of interpretants provided for 
us by Peirce in this system along with the three subtypes of 
interpretants generated by one of the main types. I do this 
not as an exercise for its own sake but to reveal the kinds of 
interpretants that I have implicitly acknowledged in this 
interpretive account, and with which someone else may 
choose to structure his or her account more explicitly. 

If the interpretant is taken to be the effect of the sign on 
J those for whom it is a sign, interpretants can be classed into 

three types: immediate, dynamical, and final. 
The immediate interprctant is defined by Peirce as "the 

quality of the impression that the sign is fit to produce and 
does not consist in any actual reaction" (8.315). Strictly 
speaking then, the immediate interpretant, insofar as it 
does not have any effect on someone or something, is not 
an interpretant. Rather, it points to the "interpretability [of] 
a sign before it gets any interpreter" (Peirce and Welby 1977: 
111). Thus, when Sounderam PiHai, the famed skinflint of 
Kalappur, planted the scarecrow in front of his house, the 
scarecrow became an immediate interpretant. It was a sign 
that was predisposed to have the effect of warding off the 
evil eye, regardless of whether anybody would ever arrive 
to look at it. 

Setting aside the dynamical interpretant for the moment, 
let us consider the final interprctant. The notion of the ulti
mate opinion of the scientific community figures centrally 
in any understanding of the final interpretant. The final 
interpretant is defined as "that which would finally be 

\/ decided to be the true interpretation if consideration of the 
matter were carried so far that an ultimate opinion were 
reached" (8.184). Admittedly, this is a difficult concept, one 
on which much ink has been spent in attempts to defend 
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and to question its defensibility. It is not in our interest to 
get embroiled in any extensive controversy over this matter; 
it suffices to grant that the final interpretant appears "to be 
the effect the sign finally has, or would have, on the fully 
developed mind of the scientific community. It is that effect 
which the sign would finally produce, or have, on the mind 
of the scientific community were it allowed an indefinite 
amount of time to investigate" (Almeder 1980: 28). 

The dynamical interprctant is of greatest value for us as ,_ 
anthropologists. The dynamical interpretant "is the actual 
effect which the sign determines .... It is the direct effect 
produced by a sign upon the interpreter of it" (4.536). There 1 

are three kinds of dynamical interpretants. These are the 
emotional, the energetic, and the logical; all three are essen
tial for the craft of cultural anthropology. "The first proper 
significant effect is a feeling produced by it. There is almost 
always a feeling which we come to interpret as evidence 
that we comprehend the proper effect of the sign .... This 
"emotional interpretant" as I call it, may amount to much 
more than the feeling of recognition; and, in some cases, is 
the only proper significant effect that a sign produces" 
(5.476). 

Several years ago, I read an early draft of the ur chapter at 
a South Asia seminar, held at the University of Chicago, on 
the subject "Persons and Interpersonal Relationships: An 
Exploration of Indigenous Conceptual Systems." One of 
the nicest compliments I received after having read the 
paper was from Prof. Kali Charan Bahl, who said, "This is 
the first time that I have seen a village ethnography that has 
created in me a feeling of recognition." Some years ago, Ian 
Goonetileke, then librarian of the University of Ceylon at 
Peradeniya, posed the following challenge (which I para
phrase): Assume that there is a house in America furnished 
with nothing but American furniture and furnishings. As
sume that first-generation immigrants from India live in 
this house, a fact you are unaware of. Assume further that 
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the only odor in the house is the odor of an American meal. 
Also suppose that none of the regular occupants of the 
house are present when you enter it. Will you or will you 
not be able to say whether the regular occupants of the 
house are first-generation immigrants from India? Both he 
and I agreed that the probability of our identifying the 
occupants as Indians in a context such as this was quite 
high. We had excluded the obvious clues that could lead us 
to such a conclusion in this imagined experiment. Rather, 
the inferential means were more than likely to be tacit, 
largely based on a feeling of recognition of "the organiza
tion of space" (to use Goonetileke's phrase). An ANY 
expatriate who returned to his natal village in India after 
many years reports of experiencing a feeling of recognition. 
When pressed to explain why and how, this otherwise 
articulate man floundered for the appropriate verbal ex
pression and finally settled on, "an inner feeling" (ullu
narcci). A fellow expatriate attributed this feeling of recogni
tion to the smell of the dry palmyra palm fronds. In all these 
and in similarly conceivable instances, the feeling of recog
nition may be traced to a source that is, for the most part, 
diffuse. Furthermore, to the extent that an inferential pro
cess is involved in arriving at such an emotional interpre
tant, it is a process of abduction. 1 

Unlike induction and deduction, wherein the inferential 
steps are readily available for cognitive reconstruction, 
abduction presents itself as a flash of insight, invariably 
charged with emotion. Whenever the nervous system is 
disturbed in a complicated way, says Peirce, 

the result is a single harmonious disturbance which I call an 
emotion. Thus the various sounds made by the instruments 
of the orchestra strike upon the ear, and the result is a 

1 For a more extensive discussion of abduction, see chaps. 1 and 2 of William H. 
Davis's Peirce's Epistemology; for an ethnographic application of the same subject, 

see Daniel 1981. 
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peculiar musical emotion, quite distinct from the sounds 
themselves. This emotion is the same as a hypothetic [i.e., 
~n abductive] inference, and every hypothetic inference 
mvolves the formation of such an emotion. (Cited in Wil
liam Davis 1972: 46) 

The charge of emotion that accompanies abduction or that 
is present in the precipitation of an emotional interpretant is 
not_ always robust. To be sure, the experience of deja vu is 
an mstance of an emotional interpretant. The more devel
oped dynamical interpretants must, by definition, be medi
ated by or built upon an emotional interpretant. 

The energetic interpretant goes beyond a mere feeling of 1./ 

recognition and impels one to act, to expend effort. 

The perform~n~e of a piece of concerted music is a sign. It 
~onveys and ts mtended to convey, the composer's musical 
tdeas~ but these usually consist merely in a series of feelings. 
If _a stgn produces any further proper significant effect, it 
wtll do so through the mediation of the emotional interpre
tant; and such further effect will always involve an effort. I 
calltt the energetic interpretant. The effort may be a muscu
lar o~e: as it is in the case of the command to ground arms; 
but 1t ts much more usually an exertion upon the Inner 
World, a mental effort. (5.476) 

When a villager is moved to prostrate himself when the 
deity ~ppears i_n p~ocession before his house, the significant 
effect m question ts an energetic interpretant. When, after 
several months in an Indian village and after having sat at 
se_veral fe~sts, the anthropologist responds to a hearty meal 
~1th a satiated belch, this behavior, by its sheer naturalness 
~n that context, becomes a culturally accepted energetic 
111 terpretan t. 

The logical interpretant is the meaning of an intellectual 
concept, something that the emotional and energetic inter
pretants can never be. The energetic interpretant is a partie-
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ular act. The logical interpretant is of a general nature. This 
thesis is a logical interpretant in that it expresses or captures 
the meaning of the sign (writ large) of the culture it purports 
to represent. The cultural order is a sign of a general nature. 
The logical interpretant (this thesis, for instance) strives to 

'/ express the generality of the sign(s) of culture. Almeder 
explicates the logical interpretant in the following manner: 

, The logical interpretant is not the meaning of the original 
! sign. Rather it expresses, or gives, the same meaning that 
the original sign expresses. The meaning of the original sign 
itself, and which is expressed in the logical interpretant, is 
not itself a sign but rather the habit or Thirdness which the 
sign itself expresses and which is subsequently expressed in 
the logical interpretant. This "habit" which is expressed by 
the sign is the meaning of the sign and Peirce frequently 
calls it the ultimate logical interpretant. (1980: 30) 

The ultimate logical interpretant, at least where the human 
sciences are concerned, will remain an unreachable goal. 
The flow of human life is such that the best account of it is 
but a trace of what was. Every logical interpretant of a 
culture is but an anisomorphic simulacrum of it. The pres
ent one is no exception. The logical interpretant of cultural 
anthropology, by being an integral part of a creative pro
cess, is a very special and, I dare say, the finest embodiment 
of the dynamism of semeiosis. Final interpretants or even 
ultimate logical interpretants have no place in anthropolog
ical inquiry. Anthropological fieldwork tends to begin with 
every conversation being construed as implicit inquiry. 
However, as fieldwork matures, it must be transformed m 
such a way that inquiry becomes "routine conversation" 
(Rorty 1979: 318). 

In the Introduction, we examined the dialogic structure 
of the sign and argued that in this very structure lay the 
open-endedness of semeiosis. The anthropological en
counter between field-worker and informant itself is an 
encounter between two worlds of signs, or an encounter 
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between two signs writ large. It is an encounter in which the 
anthropologist-a composite sign in his own right-seeks 
out his field of study, including his informants, objectivizes 
it, and sets himself or his understanding of this object as the 
representamen of the object. The externalization of yet 
another sign, the monograph deployed, is the interpretant 
that opens up the semeiotic process for other signs and 
other interpretants to understand, and in so doing trans
forms the original object. All these encounters and juxta
positions between and among representamen (anthropolo
gist), object (informant), and interpretant (the written 
account) entail a certain play or lack of fit. This play, which 
constitutes the tychastic dynamism of the sign process, is 
what Derrida calls the play of differance, 2 a quasi-concept that 
I have considered to be integral to an understanding of 
culture. 

It is time now for us to return, one last time, to the 
definition of culture with which we opened our study and 
~h~re we were first introduced to the misspelled neologism 
dWeran~e. In that definition we stated that the anthropolo
gist stnves to defer to the creativity of his informants and 
self-consciously reflects upon the differance inherent in this 
creative product of deference. When Derrida invented this 
neologism, he intended it to convey, as does the Latin 
rh~me, two distinct significations. The first signifies tempo
rality, as does the English defer; the second, spatiality, as the 
English differ. 3 

In our discussion on the dialogistic structure of the sign 
and the consequent openness of the semeiotic process (and 

2
"Differance" has been adapted from jacques Derrida's now-famous essav of 

the same titlt>, which appeared in English in a collection of his essays Pntitled 
"Speech and Plll'nomcna" and Other Essays on Husser/'s Theory of Signs (1973). 

-'It is this spatial dimension of differance that constitutes the core of de Saus
sure's structural linguistics wherein the focus is on langue, understood as a svstem 
of "difft>rences without positive terms" (de Saussure 1959: 120). Temporality has 
no place m the synchronic langue, and by relegating parole and diachronv to a 
place of nonimportance, the temporal dimension of differance falls outside the 
scope of his consideration. 
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by extension, the cultural process), we obser:ed that sig
nification could not occur in the absence of difference be
tween representamen and interpretant. We have also ob
served that this difference, as well as that which obtains 
between representamen and object on the one hand and 
interpretant and object on the other, makes interpretation 
both necessary and possible. In the present study, by self
consciously reflecting on the spatial difference that consti
tutes our interpretation, we were able to identify, among 
other things, two semeiotic styles, one favoring symboliza
tion, the other favoring iconicity. These "styles," or pre
ferred modes of signification, we found, have implications 
for phenomena ranging from our different conceptions of 
village, house, and sex to illness, person, and knowled~e. 
These styles may also be conceptualized as styles of dis
course. The relations between these discourses are to be 
seen as strands in an ongoing conversation, a conversation 
that does not dogmatically presuppose an epistemological 
matrix that unites the speakers "but where the hope of 
agreement is never lost as long as the conversation lasts" 
(Rorty 1979: 318). 

This brings us to the other meaning of diff~rance, _the 
temporally determined, defer. In fact, at least m Enghsh, 
defer has two meanings: one belonging to the temporal 
notion of postponement (deferment), at which we have 
already hinted, and the other to the intran~itive :erb that 
means to submit in opinion or judgment; yield with cour
tesy; be respectful (deference). This meaning is an intere_st
ing hybrid of temporal and spatial senses. A~ong Tamils, 
deference behavior is signified through a vanety of cultur
ally calculated manipulations of space: standing when a 
superior sits, squatting on one's haunches when the 
respected one sits on a chair, standing to the ~ide (rat~er 
than directly in front) of an elder when speakmg ~o _him, 
sitting on the left of an honored guest at meal, ~mldi_ng a 
house so that it does not exceed the temple tower m height, 
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looking at the ground when walking through an audience 
of respected elders, not looking a teacher straight in the eye 
when he castigates you, and so on. Deference (and its 
obverse) is also conveyed through the manipulation of 
time: receiving pracatam from the priest after a member of a 
higher jati has done so, delaying payment for services 
rendered, making a petitioner wait "his turn" for bureau
cratic services, speaking only when and only after you are 
spoken to, and so on. 

By deferring to the creative input of my Tamil village 
informants and friends, whose contributions have been 
greedily assimilated into the interpretive product, I was 
able to encounter a certain significant construct that kept 
reappearing in a variety of ethnographic contexts and cul
tural domains. I have identified this pervasively present 
construct as a regnant sign in Tamil culture. This regnant 
sign is characterized by the fact that in all the cultural 
domains I have considered in this book (and many that I 
have intentionally left out), a whole array of cultural repre
sentations turned out to be representations of a plurality of 
coded substances and ultimately turned out to be repre
sentations of a singular coded substance. Differently stated, 
in the culture that my Tamil friends and informants helped 
me create and called their own, coded substance emerged 
as the hallmark of this creation. 

Given the values of our time and the epistemological 
roots of our discipline, it is tempting to declare with posi
tivistic conceit that this "hallmark" of Tamil culture is 
indeed the ultimate logical interpretant-or even the final 
interpretant-of our inquiry. Thankfully, however, the 
other, purely temporal intention of differance would frus
trate any such effort. Constrained by the structuralist preju
dice, de Saussure saw the place and play of differance 
within the sign only in its spatial sense, in langue (de 
Saussure 1959: 120). For this reason, neither parole nor 
diachrony occupied the place of importance that langue did 
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in his structural linguistics. The admission of the temporal 
dimension of differance insists upon the openness of the 
world, especially the world as constituted by man. Such an 
admission results in the perpetual deferment of the ultimate 
or final meaning of any sign. 

The signified concept is never present in itself, in an ade
quate presence that would refer only to itself. Every concept 
is necessarily and essentially inscribed in a chain or a sys
tem, within which it refers to another and to other concepts, 
by the systematic play of differences. Such a play, then
differance-is no longer simply a concept, but the possibil
ity of conceptuality, of the conceptual system and process in 
general. (Derrida 1973: 140) 

The pseudonym of the village of which this monograph is 
a study means "a place of mixed substances." It is of mixed 
substance in more than one sense. Most dramatically, this 
mixing began with the false oath of the caste story of the 
ANVs. Less dramatically but no less significantly, the vil
lage is a place of mixed substance in that ideas from the 
outside world are regularly brought in and blended with the 
preexisting ones of Kalappur. Carriers of these ideas range 
from mendicants, visiting astrologers, Siddha physicians 
invited for consultation, the doctors and nurses of the local 
hospital who are trained in Western medicine, hawkers, 
guests from other villages, ANVs who return from Sri 
Lanka and Malaysia and a few from such faraway places as 
England and the United States, to the resident anthropolo
gists. These ideas, too, along with sounds and gazes and so 
forth, are substances, albeit very subtle, very fluid ones. As 
have their gross counterparts, however, some of these 
ideas have mixed well with Kalappur and Kalappurans and 
have proved to be compatible, while others have not. 

This interpretive study has been one attempt to capture 
the cultural imagination in its dynamic flux, to trap the flow 
and hold it in a moment of introspection. The metaphors of 
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webs, faceted gems, and even molecular clouds are all to 
one degree or another inadequate. They are attempts at 
providing a certain measure of fixity, a provisional limita
tion upon possibilities that has made the crafting of this 
study possible. To this extent they have been assets, but 
they are liabilities as well in that they paint a picture of 
stasis, of imaginative arrest. Such a picture, it must be 
emphasized, is partial at best. To compensate for this de
ficiency, I wish to close with an image that was given to me 
by one of my best informants, Sadaya Kavm:ttan, which 
more than any other does justice to the process of culture. 

Of all my informants in Kalappur, Sadaya Kavul).tan was 
the most loquacious. He also, more than anyone else, 
seemed to appreciate my quest despite its diffuseness. He 
knew that I wanted to study his "culture." In the early days 
of our encounter, I attempted to describe to him what I 
meant by "culture." He told me point blank that there was 
no Tamil equivalent for the concept of culture and that he 
doubted that such a thing existed among them. His candor 
drove home the point of the anthropological exercise in 
general, of its own ethnohistorical and intellectual roots. He 
was willing, though, to join in creatin;;: a culture for me. He 
offered me an approximate Tamil equivalent for the term 
culture, cankati. Cankati means affair, circumstance, news, a 
matter of interest, and also a secret. My other major in
formants were continually dragging me off to this ritual and 
that one. Not so with Sadayan. He was a poet and a teller of 
stories. He chose to visit me when nothing seemed to 
happen, in summer afternoons when the temperature hov
ered around a hundred in the shade; when the only sound 
to be heard was that of a stray cow trying its halfhearted 
moo against open space or the crepitation of a dry palm 
frond submitting to the village mute's footstep in the field. 
Sadayan would remind me that beneath the stillness of the 
scene, there was a seething life of gossip and intrigue and a 
calmer one of myths, dreams, and refreshing recess. He 
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was there to remind me that images of stasis were false and 
that no cankati could ever be found amid such images. 

When the rains come, the village is abruptly unstilled. 
Static images have no place then. For two years prior to 
1974, rain clouds had skirted Kalappur. In June 1974 (thanks 
to the auspiciousness of our presence, the villagers said), 
the monsoons brought torrents. One afternoon that second 
year, when the showers had briefly paused to allow the 
village to catch its breath, Sadayan, the man gifted with 
calmly articulate speech, was beside himself. Silenced by 
wads of animated words, he beckoned me to come with 
him. He took me to the edge of a newly formed stream, 
gashed by the anarchic floodwaters that were rushing in 
from Kalappur's northern neighbor, muddying its way 
through Kalappur and heading toward the village reser
voir. In silence punctuated only by Sadayan's intermittent 
exclamation, "this is our cankati!" we watched the stream 
flux and lapse for several hours. Once again, later that year 
prior to our leaving the field, he took me to see the cankatis 
of his people. This time the trip was to the village reservoir. 
The sediment had settled and the water was a deep and 
transparent green, inviting us to clarify our thoughts 
against its depth and silence. In its stillness and in its 
silence, there was movement: the maundering of a thought
less cloud, the rhythm of farmers leading their oxen home 
along the bund of the reservoir, the flutter of children 
throwing grass arrows at one another, the gait of women 
returning home with pots of water on their hips and heads, 
the constrained leaps of tongues of fire over which Parayans 
(drummers) held their drums to stretch them to the desired 
tone as they prepared to lead a corpse to the crematorium. 
The dead man, they said, was a victim of witchcraft. The 
drummers decided that their drums had been sufficiently 
primed. What began as a flurry of erratic raps on the taut 
drumskins blended into a parade of rhythmic beats that 
bounced off the huge tamarind tree at the reservoir's edge, 
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charging the air with their contrapuntal reverberations. The 
drumming further animated the children's play. One of the 
grass arrows pierced the water, sending a shiver of reticu
late images across its surface. "These are our cankatis," said 
Sadayan, pointing. "A reticulate of fluid signs," I recorded 
in mv notebook. 

The signs that constitute the culture of Kalappur are 
fluid. In this respect, the structural metaphors employed in 
the greater part of this text are provisional and inadequate 
heuristic devices. The recurrent patterns among these fluid 
signs we have identified as regnant. Such regnancy, how
ever, does in no way imply a view of Kalappur as either an 
isolated or an insulated village, or of Kalappurans as iso
lated or insulated individuals. On the contrary, the very 
meaningful constitution of these regnant signs marks Ka
lappur not only as a place that receives ideas and other 
substances from the outside but also as one that gives. In 
this sense, then, every Indian village and town with per
meable thresholds is a Kalappur, and every Indian villager 
is a Kalappuran. In this spirit, I hope that what has been 
said of Kalappur and Kalappurans is not limited to this 
village and to these villagers alone but may prove compati
ble with the cultural substance of other villages and towns 
in other parts of the Indian subcontinent as well. 

This chapter is not a conclusion in the strict sense of the 
term; neither, for that matter, is this book. This study is, as a 
sign, a fluid buoy marking its own passage through fluid 
signs. As an interpretation, it is a "differant" one, in the 
temporal sense of Derrida's neologism; its conclusion, like 
that of culture, must remain deferred. 
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also Compatability; Pilgrimage 
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Evil spirits, 138, 143 

Fate, 140, 160, 198-199, 210. See also 
Head writing; Karmam (action); 
K,lfmam complex 
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Fertility, 118-120 
Fetus, 163-164, 176-179, 180-181 
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Signs, categories of 
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Fluidity of boundaries. See Ellai (bound-
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Genotypy, 188, 201-202, 222 
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Indexes and indexical signs, 30, 31, 
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Sabari Malai, 246-247 
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vsis and, 214- 211\; self and, 40 -42; 
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30-47. Sec also Peirce, Charles S.; 
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ners and, 168-170, 172-175, 179-
11\1; frequency of, 170-171; men and, 
171-172; processes of, 165-166; 
women and, 172; yoga and, 171. See 
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Shifters, 32, 46. Sec also Silverstein, 
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Siddha medicine, 173-175, 11\6, 187, 

231, 298 
Signs, l.S-16, 229, 231, 297; categories 

of, 30-40, 229; dialogic, 21-24, 42, 
294, 295; fluidity of, 9, 301; modality 
of, 30-40; Peircean view of, 14-56, 
289-294; polysemic nature of, 39-
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217-223; self and, 40-42; texture of, 
19-21; triadic structure of, 15, 19-
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Silverstein, Michael, 10, 12, 32, 39, 45, 
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Singer, Milton, 15, 42 
Sinsign. Sec Signs, c<Jtegories of 
Siva, 137, 13H, 245-246 
Soil: flavors of, 1\5-1\6, 121-122; kins

men and, lll-83; ku~am of, 1\4-85, 
H9-90, 94- !02; personality of, 9-
10; substance of, 79-1\0. See also Dr 
(village. town, district); Or-person 
relationship 

Sopher, David E., 71\ 
South Asia, 200, 215 
Space, conceptualization of, 70, 72, 

110. Sec also Kir.lmom; Na~u (coun
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town, district) 

Spivack, Gayatri C., 42, 56 
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92, 93, 103, 154, 157, 185 
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Stearns, Isabel S., 240, 241 
Structuralism, 15, 29, 46 
Stula sariram (gross body), 279, 280 
Subbarayalu, Y., 71\ 
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2; bodily, 6, 79, 101, 172, 179-181; 
code for conduct and, 2 n. 2, 6, 71; 
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rium of, 3, 6, 71-72, 183, 237; fluidity 
of, 3; kinsmen and, 235-236; mixing 
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281, 284 

Syllogism, 24 
Symbolic anthropologists. See Signs 
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Synechism, 243 

Tambiah, S.]., 2 n. 1, 211 
Tamil Nadu, 2, 56, 64, 67, 68, 69, 95 
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174-175 
Tecam (nation), 68-70, 101 
Temples, 135-138, 139-140 
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Tocqueville, Alexis de, 244 
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Trace, 55 n. 15 

319 

Transactional strategies, 70 n. 6. See 
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Vil!nu, 245-246 
Viti. Sec Fate 
Vitu. See Houses 
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