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Abstract

It is well known that the religious movement called the emotional bhake distinctly
proclaimed itself in the poetry composed in Tamil language by Saiva and Vaisnava saints
in the period between 6* and 12 CE. One of its major contents is a description of
emotional attitudes of an adept towards the god. The range of such attitudes is very wide
and includes different human emotional states beginning from overwhelming joy and
ending with gloomy and even tragic feelings. Among them a position of self-humiliation
or self-condemnation of a devotee appears to be rather prominent. Poems composed by
the saints (n2dyanars and 4/vars) give a great number of examples demonstrating the
emotion of self-humiliation. Usually, poets call themselves slaves or servants (ati, rontan),
often dogs (ndyén), sinners (paviyén) and so on. They also express feelings of self-
disappointment, remorse, inner struggle, despair. One of the interesting turns in such
revelations is a feeling of despise towards one’s own body which is looked upon as a dirty
substance, not fit to get in contact with the god. The paper has its aim to represent the

theme of self-humiliation of adepts with more details and examples.
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The contents of the old Tamil poetry (roughly the first half of the first
millennium) is traditionally divided into two sections — akam (‘the inner’) and
puram (‘the outer’). The first is devoted to love and family matters, the second
mostly consists of poems extolling kings and chieftains. Poets who composed

* Sincere gratitude is to be expressed to Dr. Olga P. Vecherina (Research Fellow, Centre for
the Research of Indian Philosophy and Culture Purushottama of RUDN University, Moscow),
and Dr. Maria B. Pavlova (Moscow) for their kind and accurate revision of this article, especially as
for the Tamil texts.
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panegyric songs praised the patrons for their military skills, valour and also for
their generosity. In spite of the fact that many poets and performers who visited
the courts of chiefs belonged to low social strata, due to their important role in
what can be called ‘a praise-ritual’ they were respected and well rewarded for their
activity. At the same time, they understood the distance between them and their
patrons and sometimes notes of self-humiliation appeared in their songs. For
example, the poet Alattar Kilar addressing the king says: ‘I am nothing!™.
Another poet follows suit: “What is the measure of ours, those who were born
and raised in your shadow!>. Though such passages could imply the difference in
the social positions of the parties, they can also be interpreted as the poets’
humble estimation of their artistic gift which is not sufficient to properly
eulogise the greatness of their patrons. ‘How should I speak about you?”,
exclaims another poet. Such tunes of self-humiliation which are in fact rare in old
Tamil anthologies form, however, a characteristic feature of the later religious
poetry which describes a relationship between an adept and the god.

This poetry was born within the religious movement called the emotional
bhaktiand was represented in texts composed in the Tamil language by Saiva and
Vaisnava saints in the period between the 6" and 12" centuries*. One of its major
contents is a description of the emotional attitudes of an adept towards the god.
The range of such attitudes is very wide and includes different human emotional
states beginning from overwhelming joy and ending with gloomy and even tragic
feelings. Among them a position of self-humiliation or self-deprecation taken by
a devotee looks rather prominent. Poems composed by saints (Saiva nayanarand
Vaisnava 4/var) provide a great number of examples demonstrating this
emotional attitude. The feelings of one’s unworthiness, guilt or humility became
an important feature of a bhakta’s psychological portrait.

Self-deprecation which sometimes comes to the degree of self-flagellation
can be considered in terms of a ritual behaviour which in the end serves as a way
to point out an enormously high status of the patron in the dichotomy
“adept/god”. It is worth noting that in the poetic texts we are dealing with, the
authors position themselves as bhakeas and, thus, express their personal feelings
which at the same time represent the characteristic emotions of a religious person

1. PN 34, 19: yané taficam.

2. PN 38, 10-11: nin nilal pirantu nin nilal valarnta em afavu evano.

3.PN 39, 13: yarikapam moliké yané.

4. The expression “emotional bhakt?” was coined as the contradistinction to the “intellectual
bhaker” of the Bhagavadgita. See Hardy 1983, 41.
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as a type. It should be added that these emotions are far from being straight-
forward and include a range of psychological states, such as self-disappointment
or even self-despisal, remorse, doubts, inner struggle, despair and the like.

The motive of self-humiliation is perceptible first of all in terms which poets
regularly apply to themselves: a slave or servant (azz, rontan, i), a dog (niyén), a
sinner (paviyén) and so on. The term at/ can be considered the most frequent.
The first meaning of the word is ‘a foot’. Due to the process of semantic
extension it comes to denote a person who find himself at the feet of his master,
or lord, that is ‘a slave’ or ‘a servant’. In the context of religious poetry this word
loses its negative connotation and functions as a synonym of a devotee who
worships the god’s feet and praises them.

The same can be said about the term ronzan (‘a servant’)’. From this point of
view the nick-name of one of the Vaisnava poets ronraratippot literally ‘the dust
under the feet of the slaves [of the God]’, contains not only tones of self-
humiliation but also the pride of being among a group of Visnu’s adepts (a/vir).
The semantics of the noun 4/is connected with the verb 2/ (‘to rule’), and the
typical complex verb 4tko/ often met with in poetry means ‘to subdue, to take as
aservant’. The ambivalent character of these terms seems to be clear.

But the tone of self-humiliation is much more prominent in the semantics
of one more frequent term — ndy‘a dog’. ‘T am a dog’, ‘I am an ignorant dog’ says
one of the Saiva poets Cundarar®. The same lexicon is used by Manikkavicakar: ‘T
am a dog’, ‘in my doggie body” and other poets. One can argue that the
comparison of oneself with a dog may signify a position of high self-estimation
since the dog is universally considered to be an animal strongly devoted to its
owner. There is no denying that such a notion can be discerned in the given
examples.

However, in India the attitude towards dogs is known to be predominantly
negative which is sometimes stressed by poets. For instance, Manikkavacakar says
addressing Siva: ‘you invited me, a dog, to the good Tillai**. A parallel passage

S. The usage of terms af7and rongan in the poetry of Cundarar is shown in the article by Olga
Vecherina (Vecherina 2017).

6. nayép (Cundarar 1994, 42; Venneynallir 2, 1); ariviliniyép (Cundarar 1994, 399;
Tiruvatikai 38, 6). In quotations of Cundarar’s verses the name of the poem and the number of the
lines are given. In the case of the Manikkavacakar the numbers of the part and lines are added.

7. ndyinén (Manikkavacakar 1997, 35; TV 1. 127); ndy utal akaree (Manikkavacakar 1997, 59;
TVIIL 172).

8. nayinénai nalamali tillaiyul [...] varuka ena (Manikkavacakar 1997, 35; TV IL. 127). Tillai,
or Cidambaram, is one of the most famous and sacred Saiva temples in South India.
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clearly supports this interpretation: ‘Oh flawless, who took me, contemptible, as
aslave”. A juxtaposition between the low and high, that is the adept and the god,
is quite obvious here.

The poetry gives many examples of poets’ self-deprecation. Cundarar calls
himself kotiyén ‘rude’, states that pala poyyé uraippén ‘he a liar’ (Cundarar 1994,
43; Venneynallir 4, 3), paviyén ‘a sinner’ (Cundarar 1994, 394; Tiruvirir 1, 2),
compares himself with a ‘demon’-péy: péyay tirintu ‘strolling as a demon’ (ibid.
2, 3) etc. He is echoed by Manikkavacakar: pollivinaiyén ‘I committed bad
actions’, (Manikkavicakar 1997, 5; TV 1. 25), komyén ‘I am rude
(Manikkavacakar 1997, 59; TV 1I. 171), nalameanilita cirivén ‘T am little, lacking
goodness’ (Manikkavacakar 1997, 11; TV L. 58), ndyin kataiyiyk kitanta ativén ‘1
am a slave who is lower than a dog’ (Manikkavacakar 1997, 11; TV L 60),
péyanén ‘a demon’ (Manikkavacakar 1997, 100; TV V. 23, 7), vadcanén ‘an
impostor’ (Manikkavicakar 1997, 133; TV V. 73).

Self-humiliation of the bhakra-poet constitutes an unavoidable part of a
complicated system of his relationship with the God, of a pallet of his emotional
states and moods. One of these deserves special mention. This is a suffering from
being separated from the God. It is very emotionally expressed by the words of
Cundarar:

partimaiyum atimaiyaiyum kaivituvan pavien
pottina ndyatu itanai porul arintén poy toluvén
muttanal mamanitannai vayirattal muirkkanén
ettapai nal pirintirukkén en arar iraivanaiyé

I am a sinner to abandon bhakeiand slavery,

I have learned the meaning of my inner malady. I shall go and worship
[Him)], a pearl, a great precious stone, a diamond.

A fool, for how many days will I be separated from my God from Arar?
(Cundarar 1994, 394; TiruvararVIIS1. 1, 2).

In this strophe of the parikam, sung for Siva in 7T7ruvirir, Cundarar combines a
high estimation of the God with straight self-deprecation. He accuses himself of
being far from Siva, of giving up his service to him.

This motive is even more expressively presented in the patikams of another
Saiva poet — Appar, who was once converted to Jainism but, due to a miraculous

9. nicanénai (Sanskr. niccha ‘lowness, meanness’) dntukonta nimala (Sanskr. nirmala
“flawless’) (Manikkavacakar 1997, 136, TV V. 78).
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recovery from a disease, returned to the Saiva faith. His poems are full of
reminiscences of his Jaina past and of remorse and repentance.

kati onrum ariyaté kan alalait talai pariteu kaiyil unru
pati onru netuvitip palar kina nakai nanacu ulitarvérku
matf tanta araril var tépal viymatureup paruki uyyum

viti inri mati iliyén vilakku irukka minminit tik kaynea are

I was lacking the [true] understanding and the way of salvation [attained]
by drinking mouthfuls of the honey streaming in Artir

that gave the knowledge to me who roamed not knowing any shelter,
with inflaming eyes, having plucked hair from my head,

eating from my hands, not being ashamed by mockery,

when many people saw me in the long streets of the town.

(Appar 1985, 7; VIL S, 7).

When poets call themselves fools or ignorant, they do not only mean self-
accusation but sometimes also that Siva is not comprehensible to an ordinary
mind. For instance, Manikkavacakar says in one place: érrinar ettinéru iranrum
ariyénaiy¢ ‘you accepted me who do not know what eight plus two will be’
(Manikkavacakar 1997, 119; TV V. 49). It is extremely doubtful that the poet is
confessing his ignorance in simple arithmetic. It is possible that here he meant ten
syllables of the Saiva mantra 6m civanamacciviya. In this case he reproaches
himself for not knowing it, thus committing a fault.

Such self-accusation is often connected with emotions of remorse and
vexation produced by the poet’s state of apathy, his doubts and hesitation, the
lack of religious ardour. These moods are met with in the hymns of many bhakra-
poets, but in Minikkavacakar’s monumental composition Ziruvicakam they are
reflected in an especially expressive way. It seems that he managed to touch on all
aspects of the relationship between the God and the adept, describing the
dynamics of the adept’s spiritual life, his inner torments and pursuits. Emotions
of self-accusation, self-humiliation take a great deal of space in his hymns. One

more example:

vipaiyilé kitantépai p pukuntuninru
potunan vipaikkétan enpdy pola
Ipalfyannan enru epnal arivittu ennar
arkontu em pirin andykku irumpin pavai
apaiyanan patén nigru arén anto
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alaritén ulariténavi corén
munaivané muraiyonan ana vara
mutivu ariyénmutal antam dyininé

To you, who came to me, when I was in [the snares] of karma,

Asif'you say: “Enough, I am a destroyer of karma”

And informing me — “I am such”, took me in service,

To you, who became a Lord [to me],

I am like an iron doll: I do not sing, do not dance all the time, Lo!

I am not suffering, not withering, not losing my breath.

Oh, my leader! Is it a right way I am standing on?

I do not know a decision. Oh, you who have become the beginning and the
end! (Manikkaviacakar 1997, 99; TV V. 22, 88).

It is worth noting that such spiritual struggles are sometimes accompanied with
the motive of a physical, bodily impurity.

utaiyané nin tapaiufki uffum perukum perumkatal
utalydr utalydy ninpatam cérak kantuiriku arnayin
kataiyi nénneficu urukarén kalli manareén kaciyarén
mutaiyar pulukkiru irukaccuinku iruppa tika mutittayé.

Oh, Master! You who are the owner of those

who own the great love, which softens the heart, who think of you!

On seeing them reach your feet I, who am lower than a village dog,

L, with ignorant mind, do not melt in my heart, do not weep.

You chose that I'shall be here to save this nest filled with worms up to the top.
(Manikkavacakar 1997, 123; TV V. 56).

The motive of bodily impurity, along with the motive of the falseness of the
sense organs (by the way, common not only for Hindu but for Buddhist and,
especially, Jaina teachings) appears more than once in the poetry of
Manikkavicakar and can also be considered as a sort of self-deprecation.

The motive of a bad karma (valvinai) can be added to this. It is also often
mentioned in the poems and can be treated as a kind of original sin, which the
poet tries to expiate by addressing the only person who can help him, that is Siva.

One more aspect of the poet’s self-criticism is his complaint of his weakness,
solitude and inner disorder.

tanmai pirarl ariyita talaiva polli niyana
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punmaiyépai antu aiya purame pé]{a vituvayo
ennai nokku viryaré en nan ceykén emperuman
ponné tikalun tiruméni entdy eriku pukuvéné

Oh, Leader whose entity is unknown to others!

When ruling over me, the unworthy, a lousy dog,

will you let me go aside, o Lord?

Who will look at me [then]? What shall T do?

Oh, our greatness, our father, whose sacred body sparkles with gold!
Whence shall I go?

(Manikkavacakar 1997, 125; TV V. 59).

In many other places Manikkavacakar speaks about himself in like manner:
tafarneén ‘1T am exhausted’, atiyen ‘I am a slave’, camiyeén, taniyanén ‘I am alone’
(Manikkavacakar 1997, 78; TV IV. 170; Minikkavacakar 1997, 101; TV V. 26);
coranén ‘I am tired’ (Manikkavicakar 1997, 24; TV V. 57). As if concluding his
inner struggles, he states that he despises himself (#intanan ennai yane)". He
simultaneously praises Siva and asks him to end his life, but at the same time
implores his mercy, pointing out that ‘the duty of the great is to be patient to the
faults of others’ (pilaittavai porukkai ellim periyavar katamai)"'.

The verbal behaviour of an adept described here should not be taken too
literally. Different human feelings, including self-deprecation and self-abuse, can
be very strong and reach the level of ecstasy, but in the context of religious
poetry, they represent a ritual behaviour. Manikkavicakar should be looked upon
not only as the usual personal disposition of the adept but as attributes of his
specific ritual behaviour. The idea that underlies such behaviour is to place
oneself far from the sacred object and then to overcome the existing distance and
in the end to reach the object, that is the God. From this point of view, it
represents a sort of spiritual pilgrimage and the tactics of self-humiliation
metaphorically express such a distance. There is no doubt that this ritual
behaviour constitutes the so-called “rite of passage”. As is known, this rite has
three stages and during the second, that is the middle one, a participant loses his
usual characteristics, moves away from his normal state and enters the stage of
liminality, during which he usually undergoes different trials and sufferings. This
is the period of spiritual and mental transformation which leads to the third
stage, the stage of renovation or revival. For an adept it means that the God

10. Manikkavicakar 1997, 129; TV V. 66.
11. Manikkavacakar 1997, 129; TV V. 66.
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accepts him, recognises him as a servant and gives him a place at his feet. It is
worth noting that the rite in question has all the features of an initiation, and its
middle stage is usually combined with the process of learning and acquiring
knowledge. The tutor and master in this case is, of course, Siva himself. There are
too many places where poets mention how Siva enlightened them, eliminated
their ignorance, gave them the true knowledge and showed them the way to
salvation. In one place Appar describes this powerful and almighty teacher in an
extremely expressive way, addressing him thus:

artuvietal ar oruvar arataro
atakkuvitedl ar oruvar atarikacaro
ottuvittal ar oruvar 6tatiro
urukuvittal ar oruvar urukataré
pattuvicedl ar oruvar patataro
panivittal ar oruvar paniyatire
karruviteal ar oruvar kanataro
kanpar ar kannuraldy kartakkale
(Appar VL 95, 3).

If you make [us] dance is there one who won’t dance?

If you subdue [us] is there one who won’t be subdued?

If you make [us] run is there one who won’t run?

If you make [us] melt is there one who won’t melt?

If you make [us] sing is there one who won’t sing?

If you make [us] serve [you] is there one who won’t serve?

If you show [something] is there one who won’t see [it]?

Who will see, oh you with the forehead eye, when you don’t appear?

At last, the period of trials comes to its end and Siva pays attention to the bhakta,
chooses him as his servant and grants him his grace. In terms of the rite of passage
this is the point where its third stage starts, that is the period of revival and new
life. It manifests itself in the abrupt change of the inner state of the adept. The
former melancholy, inactivity, hesitations and doubts, self-humiliation and self-
abuse change to an emotional outburst, ecstatic behaviour and joy. They are
expressively depicted in the lines of Manikkavacakar:

tappd méram pitictatu caliyar
talalaru kanta melukaru polar
tolutufam uruki alututal kampiteu
atiyum alariyum patiyum paraviyum
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kotirum pétaiyum koptatu vititutenum
patiyé yakinal itaiyard anpin
pacumarat tapi araineal polak
kacivatu perukik katalena maruki
akarikulain tanukula maymey vitirttuc
czkzmpe'y enru tammaic cirippa
napatu volintu natavar palitturai
punatuvikak konuta linric

caturifan tarimal kontucaruri

katiyatu parama aticaya mika
(TVIV.59-72).

[He] grasped me not letting me go away,

As wax before the constant fire

[My] soul, worshipping [him], melted,

The body trembled with weeping,

I danced, shouted, sang, prayed.

As jaws and fools [never] let go what [they] take,

Thus, I became with my never failing love,

Asa Wedge driven into a young tree,

The tears increasing, I was like the storming sea,

The heart was soft and the body was shivering,

People laughed — the demon! - [but]

I threw away shame and considered scorn as a decoration,
Never swerving, I lost cleverness, but acquired knowledge
And thought as a higher wonder of my fate...
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