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Note on Translation and Transliteration

Translating conversations and stories into English from Kannada 

has been a deeply engaging process within which to negotiate the com-

plexities of oral and written textualities. For readers who may be inter-

ested, the process was roughly the following: I usually began by translating 

fairly literally, making sure that the English meanings of Kannada words 

were contextually appropriate. I then relistened to tapes many times for 

linguistic and extralinguistic traces such as emphases, pauses, or elisions so 

that the printed text could refl ect something of the ways of speaking. My 

translations draw on my familiarity over the years with individual styles and 

rhythms of speakers. However, to avoid burdening readers with overly no-

tated texts,  I use a simple transcription system in which indentation index-

es orality, line breaks indicate breaks in speech or shifts in thought, and text 

enclosed in * * indicates words or phrases originally spoken in English by 

speakers (the asterisks notation I modify from Kirin Narayan’s Storytellers, 
Saints, and Scoundrels). Within oral narrative my “stage directions” appear 

in italics in parentheses, such as (Leela laughs), while all glosses and brief 



explanations remain in roman, also in parentheses, for example, “aviveka 

(indiscrimination).” Emphasis in oral speech is indicated through italics.

Diacritical marks for Indian language terms and phrases that appear fre-

quently in this volume are indicated in the list below, but, in the book, 

these words appear without diacritics. However, diacritical marks are re-

tained for titles of works (Śan
³
kara Digvijaya) and words or phrases that 

appear infrequently.

I spell names of people, caste groups, and places in accordance with un-

diacritized standard usage in English. Thus Sringeri, not Śr ³n
³
geri, Krishna, 

not Kr ³s ³n ³a, and Virashaiva, not Vīraśaiva. The only caste name I do not 

capitalize is “brahman” in order to keep it distinct from the metaphysical 

concept “Brahman.”

Diacritics
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abhisheka abhis ³eka darshan darśan

abhyanjana abhyañjana dashanami daśanāmi

acara ācāra deshi deśī

adrishtha adr ³s ³t ³a devi devī

adda pallaki ad ³d ³a pallakki dharmadhikari dharmādhikāri

adige ad ³ige dipa dīpā

agama āgama drishtha dr ³s ³t ³a

agrahara agrahārā durve dūrve

ahvana āhvāna Gayatri Gāyatrī

Alvar Ālvār grihasta gr ³hasta

apacara apacāra inam inām

apaurusheya apaurus ³eya jagirdari jāgirdāri

arati āratī janivara janivāra

ashirvada āśīrvāda kadita kad ³itā

ashis āśis kama kāma

atithya ātithya Kartaviryarjuna Kārtavīryārjuna

auchitya aucitya madi mad ³i

bhiksha bhiks ³ā Mahabharata Mahābhārata

brahmachari brahmacāri mahajana mahājana

Chandi Can ³dī Malnad Malnād ³

Chitpavan Citpāvan mangala gouri man
³
gal ³a gourī

dakshine daks ³ine mantrakshate mañtrāks ³ate

dana dāna marga mārga



Note on Translation and Transliteration xv

matha mat ³ha samsthana sam³ sthāna

Mimamsa Mīmām
³
sā sanyasi sannyāsi

moksha moks ³a Sharada Śāradā

muhurta muhūrta shastra śāstra

murne mūrne seve sēve

murti mūrti shistha śis ³t ³a

naivedya naivēdya shisthu śis ³t ³u

namaskara namaskāra shloka śloka

navaratri navarātri smarta smārta

panche-shalya pañce-śalya smriti smr ³ti

Pancharatra Pañcarātra shraaddha śrāddha

pangada pañgad ³a (annual rite of

pankti pañkti feeding ancestors)

parayana pārāyan ³a shraddha śraddhā or 

paurusheya paurus ³eya śraddhe (faith)

phala phalā shruti śruti

pitha pīt ³ha Shringapura Śr ³ingapura

prasada prasād(a) sthala purana sthal ³a purān ³a

prayaschitta prāyascitta sukshma sūks ³ma

puja pūjā tambula tāmbūla

Purana Purān ³a tirtha tīrtha

raja dharma rāja dharma turiya turīya

rakshasa rāks ³asa upacara upacāra

Ramayana Rāmāyan ³a upakarma upākarma

rina rin ³a/r ³n ³a Upanishad Upanis ³ad

sadachara sadācāra Vaishnava Vais ³n ³ava

sadhana sādhanā vakya vākya

sahridaya sahr ³daya vichara vicāra

shakti śakti Virashaiva Vīraśaiva

samadhi samādhi vyavahara vyavahāra

sampradaya sampradāya





Introduction

Puranas like to stretch their own genealogies. If I were to tell the 

story of Sringeri, a pilgrimage town in south India, as a Puranic narrative, 

it would begin many, many centuries ago. That beginning is beyond my 

power to recall, but the part familiar to me began in the summers that my 

parents would take us children to Sringeri on a pilgrimage. I remember 

those visits not as a pious pilgrim, but as providing an escape from summer 

school homework, a series of exhilarating rides on trains, buses, and, best of 

all, on a boat across the river Tunga. We would board the night bus from 

Bangalore, get tossed around as we dozed while the bus steadily climbed the 

winding, often rain-soaked roads of the Western Ghats (mountain ranges). 

We would fi nally wake up at dawn to look out at the misty, cloud-packed 

green valleys of areca palms and paddy fi elds and deep forests before we 

reached Sringeri in a few hours.

Sringeri, with a population of about four thousand people, is a small town 

in northwestern Karnataka. At Chikmagalur, the district headquarters,1 

about four hours before Sringeri, the bus would nearly empty, leaving just 

disheveled pilgrims and tourists and, occasionally, some residents returning 



home, to journey bumpily upward into the ghats. The bus would stop many 

times, often at one-house “villages,” dropping off  or picking up milkmen, 

school-bound children, or those shuttling to workplaces. Once, it is said, 

Krishnaraja Wodeyar, the maharaja of Mysore, was so overcome by the tran-

quil beauty of Sringeri, and by the friendly fi sh that rush to meet you on the 

steps of the temple leading to the Tunga river, that he took off  his gold ring 

and slipped it onto the pouting nose of a fi sh. And you hear that even today, 

if you are lucky, you can see the fi sh with its royal nose ring, a fl eck of gold 

in the holy Tunga. I loved the story, and always wondered if I would ever see 

the gold-ringed fi sh when I sat on the riverbank and watched the fi sh rush to 

catch the puff ed rice we threw into the water. On the steps, carved into the 

stone, is an imprint of the sight that the philosopher Shankara is popularly 

believed to have seen twelve centuries ago: a cobra shielding a frog from the 

sun’s rays. Stories, journeys, have a way of enticing you, and it must have 

been on one of those awe-inspiring, journeys that our family made every 

year that I fell in love with Sringeri.

Gradually, I came to know Sringeri as almost everyone who visits it oc-

casionally knows it: temples and the matha (monastery). Buses taking one 

into Sringeri stop in front of the arched gateway of the temple complex, 

over which a large sign declares that this is the Sharada pīt ³ham2 established 

figure 1. The river Tunga fl owing next to the matha. Photo by Baba Prasad
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by Shankara in approximately ce 800 for the dissemination of Advaita, the 

philosophy of nondualism. Shankara established mathas at three other plac-

es: Dwaraka on the west coast, Puri on the eastern seashore, and Badrinath 

in the Himalayas in the north. My father would book a room for us in one 

of the matha’s guesthouses for three days, and, rising early, we would get 

all the pujas performed, one by one. To have pujas performed for some of 

the past gurus of the matha, we had to cross the Tunga in a wooden boat, 
dōn ³i, to the Narasimhavana (Narasimha Gardens), which were separated 

from the Sharada temple complex by the river. One could not do that in the 

monsoon season, from June to late August when the river rose and raged. 

(There is now a concrete bridge linking the temples to the Narasimhavana 

where the guru resides.)

The only people we really knew in the town were the Murthys: Dodda 

Murthy and his wife, Chayamma. Dodda Murthy (the “elder” Murthy), or, 

offi  cially, N. S. Laks ³hminarasimha Murthy, is a retired schoolteacher, who, 

in 2004, is in his mid-eighties. We used to eat the prasada (sanctifi ed food) 

in the temple until the last day of our visit when the Murthys, who live in 

one of the oldest homes in Sringeri, over two hundred years old, would 

invite us for dinner before we caught the bus back to Bangalore. We would 

eat the wonderful meal on banana leaves and enjoy the sweet water of the 

Tunga. “Gangā snāna, Tungā pāna,” goes the saying: Bathe in the Ganga, 

drink from the Tunga.

Dodda Murthy is a good friend of my father, just as his father had been a 

good friend of my grandfather, who had been a district judge in the Sring-

eri area for a few years. After my grandfather retired, he had lived in Sring-

eri from 1950 to 1955 in a small house opposite the Murthys. The house was 

called Lakshmi Nivas after the mother of the then guru of the matha, Sri 

Chandrashekara Bharati, who had asked my grandfather to live there fol-

lowing a personal tragedy in my grandfather’s life. While living in Sringeri, 

my grandfather became an occasional honorary correspondent for the Ma-

dras-based national English newspaper, the Hindu. Many Sringeri residents 

and offi  cers of the matha also consulted him informally for legal advice. He 

and Dodda Murthy’s father, who was a local landlord, would meet in the 

evenings after their evening pujas and (sitting on the stone bench outside 

the Murthy house) read with the help of a Sanskrit pandit the Chānd ³ōgya 

and the Taittirīya Upanis ³ads. My father, who taught English in Govern-

ment colleges in Jabalpur and Amaravati in central India, spent his summers 

in Sringeri, a practice he continued after his return to India in 1960 from 

Harvard where he got his doctorate in English. He used to visit Sringeri 
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even after my grandparents had moved to Bangalore. When I told Dodda 

Murthy years later that I was going to live in Sringeri for doctoral research, 

he said, as he was to say many times during my stay, “Nimma grandfather 

kālada ninda hāge it ³t ³ukond ³u bandiddīra” (you’re maintaining the tradition 

from your grandfather’s times).

In the days when I visited Sringeri with my family, I spoke no Kannada, 

having grown up in Pune speaking Marathi and my mother tongue, Telugu. 

So while my father, who was raised in Karnataka, chatted in fl uent Kannada 

with the Murthys, my mother and my two brothers and I participated in 

the conversations through smiles and nods. After I got married, when my 

husband, Prasad, and I went to Sringeri, we had the customary meal with 

the Murthys, of course, and I still spoke no Kannada. When Prasad and I 

met in graduate school at the University of Hyderabad, I did not know 

that his Kannada-speaking family also followed the teachings of the Sringeri 

gurus, nor did I know that when I would next visit Sringeri from the U.S., 

where we had gone for graduate study, I would return speaking Kannada 

comfortably. Rather oddly, I had learned to speak it in the small university 

town of Hanover, New Hampshire, talking to Prasad, who was the only 

other Kannada speaker in town. In Sringeri, Dodda Murthy was amused 

and Chayamma was incredulous.

Dodda Murthy and Chayamma

“Nobody else has seen these in forty years,” said Dodda Murthy, as he 

carefully handed me some books and newspaper clippings. “Take them 

home and read them. It’s too noisy around here with the kids.” Stunned, 

I held the barely yellowed and dry-and-crisp papers. How could he pre-

serve them so well in Sringeri, I wondered, my mind jumping to the damp 

books on my bookshelf in my Sringeri apartment. This was the facet that 

I have come to associate with Dodda Murthy—with his small-built frame 

and thick black-framed glasses, muslin undershirt and white dhoti, and a 

passion for history and the documented past.

I stopped by Dodda Murthy and Chayamma’s house virtually every 

other day, for at least ten minutes, drawn both by the fact they were my 

longest, most familiar, connection to Sringeri and because I fell into the 

habit of sharing the day’s “events” with them. I used to gravitate to Chay-

amma for everything during my fi rst full year in Sringeri. Once I franti-

cally rushed across to her house (my apartment was about a hundred feet 
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away from their house) after misplacing my gold ring. She asked me to 

have a puja done to Kartaviryarjuna, a deity who helps to recover lost 

objects. “Hurry, the temple will still be accepting puja tickets,” she urged. 

I had the puja done, the priest and I standing on a stone ledge along the 

outer wall of the Vidyashankara temple near a relief of Kartaviryarjuna 

that is always freshly adorned with kumkum and fl owers. I found my ring 

that evening. Thanks to this and my absentmindedness, I have since had 

to have countless pujas performed to Kartaviryarjuna. Ten-minute visits 

frequently turned into absorbing two- to three-hour conversations with 

Dodda Murthy and Chayamma. Chayamma, sprightly and petite, usually 

walked in and out of the room, adding details, explaining things that she 

felt I perhaps did not know. Dodda Murthy retired as a schoolteacher, 

a profession that he said he had simply wandered into—nobody in his 

extended family had ever been a teacher. I could not, however, imagine 

Dodda Murthy in any other profession. I heard from others that he had 

been a strict, but fi ne teacher. He lost most of his agricultural lands to 

tenants following land reforms, and the remaining continue to be man-

aged by his nephews, Panduranga and Nagaraja, since Dodda Murthy and 

Chayamma do not have children. Dodda Murthy was twenty-seven when 

he married fourteen-year-old Chayamma, who came from Hassan (in 

the plains) in 1947. A photograph taken right after the four-day wedding 

hangs in the inner room where Dodda Murthy stores his precious papers 

and mementos. Dodda Murthy has a way of preserving things; in 2004 he 

showed me the still-new-looking umbrella I had given him in 1995. “I use 

this all the time,” he told me, and Chayamma added, somewhat irritated, 

“And he doesn’t let anybody touch it.”

Dodda Murthy’s narratives were typically about the past, and as I now 

synthesize my experiences of Sringeri into this book, I realize that much of 

the detail I know about Sringeri in relation to the world outside it comes 

from both the fi ne and broad strokes that Dodda Murthy’s reminiscences 

have painted on the canvas of my mind. His history of the house itself was 

braided with a history of Sringeri’s development and personages. The fi rst 

bank to open in Sringeri, Sharada Bank, and its associated Sharada Co-

operative Society, were owned by his father (C. N. Subba Rao) and oper-

ated from one of the rooms. Dodda Murthy’s stories about pilgrims who 

came annually to Sringeri from South Kanara and camped in the Murthy 

courtyard and his descriptions of the royal Mysore durbar evoked for me 

a sense of the concrete ways in which relationships were forged across re-

gions. Along with these stories, narratives about the initiation of diff erent 
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gurus into sanyasa, the presanyasa days of Sri Abhinava Vidyatirtha (the 

thirty-fourth guru), who had been Dodda Murthy’s childhood playmate, 

British Residents, the power play between the matha’s “Agents” and local 

communities, and everyday life in Sringeri during the 1930s, 1940s, and ear-

ly 1950s, before the jagirdari (land-grant state) was abolished, fi lled count-

less hours and my audiotapes. An avid follower of world events and Indian 

politics, he made the Indian freedom struggle familiar to me with accounts 

of visits to the Mysore region by well-known leaders of the Independence 

movement. He had a photographic memory of how some of them spoke in 

public. He occasionally illustrated his recollections with extremely well-pre-

served photographs, old invitations, journal issues, newspapers, and—most 

precious of all to me—his own diaries, which he wrote weekly from 1940 

to 1950. Once when he was narrating his travels through India, Chayamma 

interjected that Dodda Murthy “never drank water on his travels”—for 

health reasons, but I burst out laughing when she said, “Can you believe 

it? He asks instead for sāru [steaming hot spicy, watery soup].” Over the 

years Dodda Murthy and I settled into a comfortable raconteur-listener 

relationship, one that became doubly enthused when Prasad, my husband, 

joined the conversations. We traded stories and experiences.

Many of Dodda Murthy’s narrations compared times past and times 

present or compared practices across cultures. Deferring judgments, he 

ended such stories with variations of “āgina kāla hāge ittu” (Those times 

were like that) or “avattina prapañca bere; ivattina prapañca bere” (The 

world of those times was diff erent; the world today is diff erent). For Dod-

da Murthy, more than anyone else I knew in Sringeri, it was a matter of 

“sticking to fact,” not to give in to embellishment, when narrating or 

describing. It was perhaps this fi delity to “things as they are” as he knew 

them that explains the fact that his narratives, ten years apart, on my tapes 

are almost exactly the same in detail and emphasis. From Dodda Murthy 

I learned that narration itself is an ethical act: One evening in late May in 

1995, as my stay in Sringeri came to a close, when he was visiting Prasad 

and me in our apartment, talk turned to Sringeri matters, and I mentioned 

someone with whom I’d chatted that afternoon. He asked me if I knew 

the tragic manner in which the resident’s father had passed away many 

years ago. When I said no, he started to recount the incident, but then 

stopped in mid-sentence, noticing that I had brought a cup of boiled milk 

for him. “Let me fi nish this fi rst,” he said. “It isn’t right to drink milk after 

narrating such a story,” he explained briefl y. Finishing the milk quickly, 

dwelling for a few minutes on mundane issues like how hot or how cold 
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For centuries the Shankara matha has been a prominent exponent of, and 

an authority on, Advaitic texts and Hindu codes of conduct known as the 

Dharmasutras and the Dharmashastras for a vast following of Hindus all 

over India and, of late, in the Hindu diaspora.3 The Dharmasutras and the 

Dharmashastras themselves, in astonishing diversity and detail, discuss a 

wide variety of topics relating to social and religious conduct, law, and righ-

teousness. By no means uniform, these vast normative compendia, com-

monly referred to as the “shastras” in everyday parlance, have been com-

piled by diff erent authors approximately between 500 bce and  400 ce. In 

an unbroken lineage of over twelve hundred years, the gurus who head the 

matha, and matha-appointed scholars, have interpreted the Dharmashastras 

he liked his food to be, he returned to a description of the tragic episode. 

To have drunk the milk after narrating such an episode would have been 

an inappropriate and callous mixing of “tragedy” with “satisfaction.”

figure 2. Dodda Murthy with his 

archive. Photo by Leela Prasad
figure 3. Chayamma. Photo by 
Leela Prasad
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and counseled royalty and the lay public on matters ranging from military 

campaigns and land disputes to the suitability of marriage alliances and the 

ethics of business practice. Historical records, including the kaditas (led-

gers) of the matha, from the fourteenth century, show that powerful rul-

ers like the Vijayanagara emperors, the Muslim kings Hyder Ali and Tipu 

Sultan of Mysore, the local Keladi Nayakas and the Mysore Wodeyars, and 

the colonizing British engaged in complex politicoreligious exchanges with 

the matha, perceiving its strategic importance in regional politics. Until the 

1960s and 1970s, when land reform legislation altered its powerful economic 

status, the matha owned and governed Sringeri as an independent land-

grant state through an intimate web of tenancy relationships with local pop-

ulations.4 Pontifi cal authority gradually grew to be politically empowered, 

transforming a hermitage and temple into a powerful monastic institution 

with political leverage. To a visitor the monastic institution that sprawls in 

the middle of the town seems to symbolize its indisputable centrality in the 

normative and cultural life of the region.

figure 4. Shankara matha and Sharada temple. Photo by S. Shankar
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�
Yet what exactly constitutes the “normative” in practice, I was to discover, 

would manifest itself as a problem to investigate. In 1992, many years after 

my summer visits to Sringeri had come to an end, I returned to it as a Ph.D. 

student at the University of Pennsylvania, troubled by prevailing academic 

classifi cations of the cultural knowledge systems of India. My training in 

the social sciences and humanities in the U.S. had been invigorating, but I 

felt burdened with analytic dichotomies that are a familiar part of Western 

discourse about “Indian culture.” The grand dichotomy was the division of 

cultural traditions into “classical” and “folk.” In the Hindu context “classi-

cal” had for long been characterized as pan-Indian, high caste, and Sanskrit-

ic, and the “folk” as localized, low caste, and vernacular. In early conceptu-

alizations of this categorization, folk or little traditions were appreciated as 

derivative ones that drew inspiration from the classical or Great Tradition.5

However, as wide-ranging empirical research on oral and written epic tra-

ditions, art forms, and cultural practices began to register the crisscrossing 

ways in which expressive forms relate to one another and respond to chang-

ing political climates, scholars found it diffi  cult to work with this partitioned 

analytic hypostatization of Indian culture. Instead, they began to consider 

the complex exchanges between expressive traditions, arguing along the lines 

of Stuart Blackburn and A. K. Ramanujan that both folk and classical tradi-

tions are “coexistent and available (in varying degrees) to everyone, as codes 

switched by rules of context like speech varieties in a speaker’s repertoire.”6

Although I was excited by the reenvisaging of Indian cultural traditions 

as plural and elastic, a view that came down heavily on an “upstairs/down-

stairs view of India,”7 I was still uneasy with the categories themselves since 

they were based on studies of specifi c performance genres and ignored the 

“everyday” contexts of cultural experience.8 How would one classify an ev-

eryday conversation, for instance, in which a personal experience narrative 

triggers a reference to a popular fi lm, which could in turn lead to a scrip-

tural citation or an allusion to the epic Mahabharata, and end in a joke or 

an anecdote? The need for locating theory building about culture in eth-

nographic understandings of everyday contexts had been voiced by Roger 

Abrahams in his call for the study of conversational genres and had even 

earlier found particular admission in the ethnography of speaking school.9 

Although we now talked of a continuum and not a hierarchy of traditions, 

how individuals actually selected and ordered their knowledge of various 

cultural traditions in daily discourse remained a puzzle.
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In one sense Sringeri seemed to embody “classical” culture. Its temples 

and the twelve-hundred-year-old matha were virtually icons of Vedic tra-

ditions: the daily pujas in the temples, the philosophical debates (vidvat 
sabhas) organized by the matha in which Sanskrit scholars from all over 

India participated, and the Sanskrit Vidyapitha (university) spoke for the 

Sanskritic persuasion of Sringeri. However, when I began to live in Sringeri 

for extended periods of time on my visits in 1992 and 1993, I became aware 

of the diversity of the region’s expressive culture. I learned about the popu-

lar dance drama, the yakshagana, the ant ³ige-pant ³ige festival of the Vokka-

liga community during Deepavali, the seasonal jātre (fairs), and the harvest 

celebrations.

During 1992–1993 I also began to gain a more grounded perspective of 

Sringeri’s demographics and geography. I met N. S. Chandrashekar (Putta 

Murthy, or “the younger Murthy”), Dodda Murthy’s younger brother, and 

his son, Panduranga, who is editor and owner of Srunkona, a widely circu-

lated local weekly. Then in his mid-sixties, Putta Murthy had been president 

of the Sringeri municipality, and, although he had retired, he remained in-

fl uential in the public aff airs of the town. A visionary community presence, 

Putta Murthy campaigned for the inclusion of women in the political ad-

ministration of Sringeri (Lakshmidevamma, his wife, had served as municipal 

councillor for many years). He had convinced the municipality to construct 

roads and bridges in the interior rural areas and had organized numerous fo-

rums for debating and resolving communitywide issues that cut across caste 

and religious lines. When I described to Putta Murthy and Panduranga the 

academic debate about folk and classical categories, elaborating that I had 

felt this categorization did not account for everyday life, they suggested that 

the conversations that occurred during the seasonal processing of harvested 

areca nut in Sringeri might give me a structured setting in which to examine 

the mingling of cultural forms.

Areca nut, occupying more than 25 percent of Sringeri’s arable land, is 

cultivated by most of the local land-owning community, and, because it is 

not labor intensive, it off ers viable supplementary occupation for those em-

ployed in other means of livelihood. Between September, when the lashing 

monsoon dwindles into a thin drizzle, and mid-January, when Sankranti, 

the harvest festival, arrives, the nuts are plucked from the soaring palms by 

skilled workers and brought to the homes of the owners. Families of owners 

as well as hired workers—a heterogeneous group in terms of caste, age, and 

gender—husk the nuts late into the night for several days, and keep awake 
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and engaged through conversation and occasional cups of tea and coff ee. 

So, in 1994, I returned to Sringeri to study the talk that takes place during 

the processing of the areca nut. As I listened to the conversations unpredict-

ably unfold (as conversations often do), with anecdotes, jokes, and gossip 

tumbling into each other, it became vividly clear to me that the matha was 

only one among many other markers of Sringeri culture. Most important, 

I also came to realize that the matha is not the sole infl uence on normative 

thinking in the region. In everyday life the matha (rather, the Dharmashas-

tric practices and models it endorses) is but one among many sources of 

the normative that compete, collaborate, or even ignore one another in the 

moral imagination of individuals.

Thus independent of the matha’s sponsorship is a culture that celebrates 

regional festivals, dance dramas, and especially the wider region’s famous 

traditions of hospitality. Upachara, the term for hospitality in Kannada also 

means “right conduct.” With considerable normative implications that per-

meate everyday practice and parlance in Sringeri, the notion of upachara 

enjoys a long cultural history in the region, and, as I show in this book, the 

practice of upachara has come to claim its own poetic. I tried to clumsily 

follow up on commentary and anecdotes that I had recorded and noticed 

during areca-nut-shelling sessions, often stubbing against complicated re-

sponses to my identity as guest, young married woman, brahman, Ph.D. 

student (and so on).10 I soon learned that seemingly ordinary day-to-day 

proprieties—who visits whom and for how long, what modes of speaking 

are employed, what food is cooked and how it is served, for instance—be-

longed to fi ne-grained but pervasive understandings of upachara.

A prominent expression of upachara that is unique to Sringeri is an 

oral performance tradition known as ashirvada (ceremonial blessing). In 

ashirvada priests or male elders are invited to make exegetical “speeches” to 

audiences at the end of festive ceremonies conducted in homes or temples. 

These extemporaneous speeches, which seek to provide the “essence” of 

the ritual event in terms of purpose, enactment, and eff ect, present ideal-

ized ethical models, and thereby make a rhetorical statement about what 

constitutes appropriate conduct. While the ashirvada tradition is a perfor-

mative expression of upachara, and explicitly emphasizes ideas that are un-

derwritten by treatises on conduct such as the Dharmashastras, the cultural 

consciousness about appropriate conduct that is central to upachara is seen 

not only in grand gestures of hospitality or ritual performance but also in 

acts of everyday life.
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Although I had arrived in Sringeri assuming that the matha would be un-

questionably central in the normative worldview of Sringeri residents, Sring-

eri conversations brought to the surface plural sources and vocabularies of 

the normative that often, in fact, did not always refl ect views endorsed by 

the matha in its offi  cial capacity. The countless lifestories, narratives of local 

history, and stories about deities, miracles, and itinerant ascetics compel-

lingly unsettled my initial perception, and I began to ask how quotidian 

contexts (characterized by gender, age, economic status, caste identity, and 

social situation) and everyday conversations refl ected the cultural attention 

given to the notion of appropriate conduct. Put another way, if the ashirvada 

tradition, with its emphasis on shastric idealizations of conduct, constitutes 

the performative expression of Sringeri upachara, how do narratives shared 

in spontaneous conversation refl ect and shape moral being and becoming 

and display the more likely labyrinthine relationships between canons that 

prescribe conduct (even as they express canonical ambiguities) and complex 

exigencies of everyday life? How do smarta brahmans situate the normative 

authority of the matha and the Sanskrit codes of conduct in their daily lives? 

Or do they?11 Defi nitionally, smarta brahmans take their name from their 

adherence to the smriti (“remembered”) tradition that mainly comprises the 

Dharmashastras and the Dharmasutras.

Thus the central questions of this book are: How do people living in the 

vicinity of a powerful institution, with a local and panregional reach, that for 

centuries has been an infl uential interpreter of the Dharmashastras, imagine 

and express their moral worlds? What indeed is normative for whom and 

when, and what vocabulary defi nes it? How do individuals make connections 

between “knowing” and “doing” the right thing when sources of the nor-

mative are many? In attempting to answer these questions, this book pres-

ents and discusses stories that Sringeri residents shared with me in everyday 

conversations, stories about renunciates, ritual worship, commensal eating, 

domestic activities, and human relationships with the divine, for example. 

Translating these stories from Kannada, I argue that although such top-

ics may be treated extensively in Dharmashastra texts and authenticated by 

the monastic authority in the vicinity, these stories from everyday life reveal 

intricate and dynamic relationships between “prescribed” and “practiced” 

conduct. Drawing also on conversations and observations outside narrated 

contexts, the book shows, fi rst, that “shastra” in lived Hinduism is truly elas-

tic in its creative engagement of tradition, text, practice, and moral authority 

12 Introduction



and, second, that as a moral concept, shastra coexists with other concepts 

of the normative. At the same time, the book also analyzes the explicitly 

prescriptive ashirvada tradition, presenting one illustrative ashirvada perfor-

mance. In the face of “Hindu” fundamentalist rhetoric or generalized Marx-

ist readings that privilege monolithic, exclusionary narratives about morality, 

this study hopes to crucially illustrate the plurality of moral discourse even in 

a scripturally conscious setting, and raise an important larger question. How 

do, or do, multiple discourses about conduct relate to each other in the daily 

lives of people? As I try to understand the many kinds of diglossia that are 

at work in the articulation of moral experience, I fi nd the work of language 

philosophers like Paul Ricoeur and Mikhael Bakhtin helpful.12

�
I also had to dismantle another assumption: that institutions such as the 

matha that are centers of brahmanical ideology are unidimensionally domi-

nant. Oral and written histories about the matha and ongoing engagements 

with it reminded me of what the public eye is prone to miss: the matha is 

a peopled place with historically located relationships to local communities, 

individuals, and families. Once I recognized this, I began to perceive that 

there are several structures of authority within the matha, multiple reciprocal 

agreements and possibilities for negotiation between the matha and families, 

and diff erences of opinion among individuals in administrative positions in 

the matha. Ultimately, one is compelled to rethink the constructs of “the 

matha” and “the community.” Even though many in Sringeri’s community 

work in the matha, they lead lives quite distinct from it, and the phrase 

“the matha ” does not always mean the same structure of pontifi cal author-

ity to everybody, or always. By the term the matha, individuals could refer 

to a geopolitical authority, to a cultural institution, to an institution that is 

embodied by particular persons, or to a symbol of certain historical periods. 

Principally, however, many individuals and families regard particular spiritual 

heads of the matha as their guru(s), and such relationships inform their daily 

lives and their assessments of current practices of the matha. Evaluations of 

the matha are critical of specifi c policies—and personages—of the matha. 

At the same time, people are generally aware of the complex position of the 

matha, especially since it has seen signifi cant sociopolitical transformations 

in its own structure especially in the 1960s and 1970s. Individuals in Sringeri 

also pointed out that the matha has obligations as a social institution, obli-

gations that are likely to clash sometimes with local priorities.
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I carry a backpack of theoretical perspectives, oddly mirroring what Putta 

Murthy once said about me (and my husband, who was visiting) when we 

came rushing into their house, late for lunch, “Bandru ibbaru, benna mēle 

cīla hākkond ³u!” (Here come the two, with bags on their backs!). The book’s 

theoretical bases derive from “oral literary criticism” from Sringeri,13 from 

early Indian sociophilosophical theories, from Sanskrit poetics and perfor-

mance theory, from folkloristic performance studies, and from Anglo-Amer-

ican perspectives on narrative. Thus not only does theory appear in many 

shapes and forms, but it also asks that we reexamine the concept of theory 

itself. I take more seriously than perhaps intended by “new ethnography” 

that refl exive ethnography is an attempt to engage with theorizations oc-

curring in varied and particularized contexts of human life, theorizations 

that, at the minimum, go beyond the academe and beyond Euro-American 

notions of what might count as theory.14 What is theory, who makes it, and 

who validates it as theory? What, and by whom, is a way of thinking desig-

nated as not theory? Margaret Mills, pointing out gender blindness inherent 

to visions of what theory is in the study of folklore (and one might consider 

such myopia to be even more glaring in other disciplines) says, “If you buy 

(as I do) Marta Weigle’s idea that gossip-anecdote can speak (constitute and 

articulate) cosmic order(s) just as much as cosmotactic myths do, then our 

data—are always already speaking ‘theory’—somebody’s theory, theory in 

the everyday—and it’s our job to sort out whose theory . . . we might best 

make our high claim be low theory, to see how ‘experience near’ (from our 

subjects’ point of view) our theoretical constructions can be.”15

As we interrogate the construct of theory, we might also ask, what rela-

tionships are possible or imagined between theory and practice? James Laid-

law insightfully explores this question in his rich ethnography of religious 

practices prevalent in a Jain community in Jaipur, Rajasthan, a study with 

which my own work fi nds affi  nities. Taking up the problem of how in every-

day life Jains (a largely prosperous business community) interpret and live 

out what seem to be “impossible ideals and values” of austere renunciation, 

Laidlaw points out how necessary it is to recognize Jainism not simply as an 

unfolding of doctrines but as an “enduring form of life . . . [that] seems to 

provide its followers with ideas, institutions, relationships, and practices—a 

set of ways of going on—which together make confl icting values compos-

sible, and impossible ideals compelling.”16 If “doctrines” are understood as 

“theory,” Sheldon Pollock concludes after an extensive study of the notion 

of shastra that, in contrast to the West, in Sanskritic culture “‘theory’ is held 
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always and necessarily to precede and govern practice; there is no dialectical 

interaction between them. Two important implications of this fundamental 

postulate are that all knowledge is pre-existent, and that progress can only 

be achieved by a regressive re-appropriation of the past.”17 This is an im-

portant unsettling of the idea in Western cultures that theory follows from 

practice or data. Still, relationships between theory and practice need not 

necessarily exist, as Laidlaw fi nds: “Much religious practice takes place in the 

absence of a theory to explain it; and even where such theories are formulat-

ed, it would be a mistake to assume they underlie experience or practice, or 

that people’s religious lives are in any sense based upon them.”18 However, 

the chapters that follow in this book modify both Pollock’s and Laidlaw’s 

observations somewhat to suggest that once you admit moral theorization 

as taking place in everyday life where “practitioners” identify, historicize, 

and improvise upon plural sources of the normative, “dialectical” relations 

between “theory” and “practice” necessarily follow. Theorization that oc-

curs in everyday life dissolves lines between “theory” and “practice,” and 

the challenge comes from such theorization being both explicit and embed-

ded in everyday practice, and maddeningly plural. Can we, as Yeats asked, 

know the dancer from the dance? As Roger Abrahams, one of the most pro-

lifi c scholars of modern everyday experience and expressivity, has remarked 

recently, “We look for meanings, not behind our vernacular artifacts and 

interactions, but in them” (emphasis mine).19

My location helps me fi nd perhaps surprising dialogue between theories 

that emerge in Sringeri self-representations and Hindu written texts, on the 

one hand, and theories that are external to both (Wittgenstein, Ricoeur, for 

example), on the other. For example, one of the most exciting explorations 

for me in this study has been an engagement with Sanskrit poetics, specifi -

cally with the concept of dramaturgical propriety (auchitya). Understood as 

the appropriate adaptation of poetic means to the poetic end, the concept 

of auchitya was systematized by the eleventh-century critic, Kshemendra, in 

his Aucityavicāracarca (Inquiry into deliberations on propriety). Although 

Sanskrit critics debated for centuries what the most important constituent 

of poetry was (was it fi gurative speech, style, or suggestion, for example?), 

they all agreed that auchitya was an indispensable regulatory principle in 

judging the poetic merit of a work of art. But Kshemendra took this ar-

gument further to say that only when every aspect of artistic representa-

tion—character, diction, style, and intent, for instance—is deployed in the 

manner most befi tting the whole could a work of art eff ectively evoke aes-

thetic emotion (rasa) which was the goal of all poetic eff ort. I fi nd parallels 
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between dramatic propriety conceptualized more than ten centuries ago 

and the contemporary oral poetics of the ashirvada tradition as well as the 

moral propriety in everyday life in Sringeri. Such a dialogue has uncovered 

connections between aesthetics and persuasiveness, areas that imply one 

another but have remained hermetic in scholarship. By bringing perfor-

mance studies—understood not only as a recent development but also as 

formulated in India two millennia ago—to ethical inquiry, this book posits 

that moral narration is intimately tied to the aesthetics of narrativization 

so that the socially situated moral self and the artistic self are continuous 

with, and shape, each other or, sometimes, provide ironic commentary on 

each other.

Diverging from studies of ethics that center on written compendia of 

moral codes designated by cultural historians as normative, this book builds 

on the recognition that the moral lives of people are not ossifi ed products 

of “authoritative” texts. Instead, narratives, spontaneously shared and cer-

emonially delivered, hold up the moral self as dynamic and gendered, with 

a historical presence, a political agency, and endowed with a capacity for ar-

tistic expression that mediates many sources of knowledge to articulate ap-

propriateness in conduct. In writing this book, I am persuaded by oral nar-

ratives and narrators that relationships between ethical precept and practice 

are intertwined and that conceptualizing an ethics-in-practice necessitates 

understanding the tremendous role of imagination in confi guring the moral 

self in relation to “text,” authority, and community.20

For centuries the Hindu context with its Puranic stories, epics, folk-

tales, and hagiographies, in all their limitless variations, has recognized 

that narrative—encompassing the oral, the written, and the visual—is a 

brilliant and enduring medium for the expression of moral discourse.21 

Two wonderful folkloric collections immediately come to mind. Kirin 

Narayan shows how Swamiji, a holy man in Nasik (western India), with 

great compassion, humor, and wisdom employs storytelling to enliven 

moral teaching. While sometimes Swamiji’s stories resemble known liter-

ary story traditions, his stories are ultimately narrations that are deeply 

sensitive to the situational contexts of the listening audience. In this he 

exemplifi es and particularizes one of the oldest thriving ways in which the 

moral life is imparted and learned in India.22 More recently, in a hundred 

oral tales shared with him in various villages in Tamilnadu, Stuart Black-

burn fi nds that the tales are explicitly moral in orientation and refl ect 

not only moral content but tellers’ perspectives on that content. In their 

focus on crime and justice, Blackburn suggests that these “Tamil tales of 
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morality” outline a moral system that is “parallel” to a karma-centered 

ethics.23 The moral content of the tales is hardly static or contained only 

in symbols; rather, it is shaped by tellers’ perspectives that operate within 

“the boundaries of historically transmitted understandings attached to 

specifi c characters, motifs and episodes.”24 While the Sanskrit epics of 

the Ramayana and the Mahabharata themselves accommodate multi-

ple, competing moral visions within their narrative frames, innumerable 

retellings of these epic stories accentuate this interrogative tendency.25 

Hagiographic narrative is frequently seen as exemplifying moral teaching 

through the devotionalism and life story of the saint.26 Indian narrative 

traditions, wide-ranging in genre and content that have back-and-forth 

reverberations, indeed provoke us to think about how we frame the moral 

debates they encode.

Our reading of “moral content,” already complicated by contexts and 

genres of communication, is further challenged by narrative that takes non-

verbal forms. C. S. Patil, for example, describes how various architectural 

structures—pillars, temples, wells, rocks—from the seventh to the twelfth 

centuries spanning India, Bangladesh, and Indonesia fascinatingly display 

episodes from the morally didactic tales of the Panchatantra with their 

lively animal and human protagonists. These architectural depictions, Patil 

argues, indicate ways in which diff erent literary traditions of the Panchat-
antra are deployed. Although the question is not relevant to Patil’s inquiry, 

we could ask whether the sculptures themselves refl ect any shifts in moral 

emphases depending on the literary traditions they express.27

In the Euro-American context, dissatisfaction with rule-oriented moral 

theory (Descartes, Kant) has led to the formulation of “narrative ethics” in 

the last few decades. The objection has been that rule-driven moral theory, 

in its attempt to universalize ethics, forgets to adequately factor in the enor-

mous signifi cance of individual experience, of contexts of time and space, or 

of contexts of communities and cultures in the formation (and expression) 

of moral understanding. The recognition that narrative accounts for these 

various contexts, and is also attentive to individual experience of language 

and social process, has informed the work of various scholars who, although 

diff ering in their emphases, share the view that it is primarily through narra-

tive—more than by propositions or rules—that moral knowledge is formed 

and moral knowing occurs.28 Narrative ethics argues that ethical delibera-

tion is a narrative endeavor, one that allows the individual agent to explore 

through refl ection, recollection, and retelling, the all too common human 

predicaments of ambiguity, uncertainty, failure, or possibility. The anxiety 
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that narrative ethics could breed moral relativism is answered by the recog-

nition that narratives are social products, linguistically mediated and cultur-

ally conditioned—and that therefore narrative always expresses a relation to 

something larger than itself.

As I discuss in chapters 5 and 6, in fact in Sanskrit poetics of the seventh 

to eleventh centuries a serious concern was how to make narrative align 

itself to its larger goals—of creating a particular emotion or evoking a 

moral perspective.

These important insights highlight the ethical underpinnings of the nar-

rative experience, but leave open, or altogether ignore, the implications of 

oral narrative for ethical inquiry. In fact, narrative ethics has largely con-

cerned itself with written narrative, particularly Western literary and para-

bolic narrative, leaving out human voices and visages and the lived cultural 

contexts that form the rationale for this fi eld.29 I argue that the dynamic 

nature of oral narrative and the seeing-and-doing orientations—a literacy 

of practice—that are part of everyday life brings fresh questions to studies 

of ethics, compelling that we ask how individuals imagine or create the 

normative and negotiate and express it amidst their gendered identities, 

their belongings to family and community, and their varied circumstances 

of time and place. Oral narration, by virtue of being embedded in everyday 

life, captures “texts” that often defy fi xity, that are emergent and contex-

tual, and whose authorship is frequently coconstructed.30 If the oral per-

formance of ethical discourse (as in the ashirvada tradition) underscores 

social consensus on appropriate conduct, how do conversational narratives 

and the life situations they embody disturb that consensus or identify more 

complex processes of moral refl ection? A consideration of oral narrative 

takes the study of ethics beyond the literary experience and fosters critical 

recognition of its own distinct dramatic, compositional aesthetic. Even as 

this book focuses on narrative, implicit in its various chapters is a central 

understanding that has shaped this exploration: moral learning and “appro-

priateness” in conduct are to a great extent imbibed through what I have 

just called seeing-and-doing orientations. Thus, my study of narrativized 

experience often encounters the verbalized construct, in Wittgensteinian 

fashion, “that’s just the way it is done” or “I just know this.” Such know-

ing is embedded in nonverbal transmission gained by being immersed in 

an environment. As somebody remarked to me in Halanduru, a village fi ve 

miles into the forest from Sringeri town (where I used to live in a rented 

apartment), how will you know what to do and how if you stay with us for 

two days and go away?
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The interpretations I propose of stories and performances are shaped 

either explicitly through “oral literary criticism” or through the interpretive 

agency that necessarily suff uses (and surrounds) the narrations I present. 

Since the ashirvada tradition is considered formal “performance” in Sring-

eri,31 I draw on performance theories developed both in folkloristics (since 

the 1960s, with the coming together of sociolinguistics and ethnography) 

and in Sanskrit poetics of the tenth to eleventh centuries, particularly the 

concept of dramaturgical propriety. On the other hand, since conversation-

ally shared stories (which are many times personal experience narratives) are 

for the most part not seen as “performances” by narrators, I rely more on 

conversational rhythms and contextual knowledge for interpretation.

Linguistic anthropologists (whose work interfaces folklore, phenomenol-

ogy, and developmental psychology) have usefully identifi ed aspects that 

“quotidian narratives” perhaps share across cultures despite being always 

locally situated. Elinor Ochs and Lisa Capps identify such “dimensions” as 

“tellership” (who narrates), “tellability” (what is and is not selected for nar-

ration), “embeddedness” (discourse context), “linearity” (ordering of nar-

rative time), and “moral stance” (perspective on experience).32 Indeed, for 

folklorists studying verbal artistic communication, these dimensions have for 

decades been integral to providing one kind of “context.”33 However, I am 

deliberately reticent about drawing on sociolinguistic approaches to conver-

sational narrative. While thinking of stories and conversations in terms of in-

teractional “frames,” emphases and elisions, topical detours and repetitions, 

and so on does help me attend to the individuated poetics of speaking,34 I 

must ask that the conversational stories I present be understood ultimately 

within the context of the relationships that I have come to share with the in-

dividuals whose stories appear here. Particular interactive moments perhaps 

produce narrations, but these moments belong in relationships and speak in 

complex ways to the memory and self-understandings of narrators—indeed, 

scholarship on life story illuminates this complexity, weaving as it does the 

“macros” and the “micros” of living and speaking that build on a process of 

sustained engagement.35

Also shaping my study is the recognition that the work of interpretation 

is perpetual, neither beginning with the ethnographer nor ending with her. 

Therefore, the challenge becomes not how to provide a conclusive inter-

pretation, but how to keep interpretations provisional, so that the oral text 

remains “open” despite its fi xity in print. Margaret Mills explores several 

mechanisms by which texts could be rendered open on the printed page—

for example, by providing continuous transcripts of narrative, rather than 
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frequently interspersing the narrative with the ethnographer’s directorial in-

terpretations, or by presenting material that seems muddlesome or contra-

dictory to the ethnographer’s perspective. But, as Mills reminds us, despite 

these attempts, complete textual openness may well remain a chimera.

I have shared the book in drafts at fi rst and then in entirety with many 

people in Sringeri, but particularly with those whose voices are recorded 

in these pages. Apart from the lengthy discussions we have had about per-

spectives when I visited Sringeri, most recently in summer 2005, Sringeri 

residents have provided continuous and active feedback through phone 

calls and e-mail. When levels of English fl uency did not match, and I could 

not physically be present to provide the Kannada translation, Sringeri resi-

dents shared the chapters (or at least sections of it they wished to have 

read) with those who could translate for them to be able to engage. Thus 

this process has been one of serious, mutual engagement through varying 

means. For example, Ramachandra Bhatta reviewed recordings of the sto-

ries he narrated to me, read my translations, and also commented specifi -

cally on chapter 3, saying he agreed that what was lost during colonial in-

tervention was the sense of fl exibility that goes with shastra. When I asked 

Giridhara Shastry—somebody who read every word of this book as well 

as its many drafts—whether I could present the story of the meal event 

hosted by the matha (in chapter 6), he said I could present it provided 

I did not use it to “prove” an agenda that was external or hostile to the 

context of that episode. I discussed the story, as I did with other narrators, 

and shared my translation and interpretation of it. Without exception, the 

interpretations I propose have been allowed to remain. Perhaps this is less 

a refl ection of the correctness of my views than of the pluralism I encoun-

tered in Sringeri society.

�
The plan of the book is as follows: chapter 1 (“Place and Placeness”) ex-

plores multiple Sringeri locations in order to evoke some of the many ways 

in which “a Sringeri ethos” is expressed. Moral articulations, the chap-

ter suggests, occur in situated contexts that encode layered affi  nities and 

distances to place, history, and community. I thus present demographics, 

town histories, geophysical mappings of the region, festival celebrations, 

and the place of ashirvada in Sringeri consciousness to demonstrate how 

they contribute to diff ering and temporal senses of belonging. The chapter 

ends with the question that is at the core of Sringeri traditions of upachara: 

What is appropriate conduct?
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Chapter 2 considers this question in the light of Sringeri’s history, par-

ticularly in the context of historical relationships between the matha, various 

kings and governments, and diverse local communities. Drawing on dif-

ferent sources of history—place lore, oral accounts, monuments, inscrip-

tions, and ledgers—this chapter traces the wide web of obligatory linkages 

between king and ascetic, landlord and tenant, guru and communities, and 

deity and devotee. The modes in which these linkages were forged, main-

tained, or repudiated, I suggest, reveal conceptions of what constitutes ap-

propriate conduct. I draw on traditional Hindu sociophilosophical theories 

of rina (debt), dana (gifting), and upachara to demonstrate the complexity 

of these linkages and especially their invisible and indirect impetuses.

The perpetual question of what constitutes dharmic conduct (dharma 

being duty, righteousness, law) and how to enact it is often linked to the 

notion of shastra, a concept that fuses precept and practice and that even 

defi nes itself as a “theory of practice.”36 So powerful is shastra as a nor-

mative concept that it has sustained debate and deliberation on its nature 

across the millennia. Contemporary Hindu society, including the society 

of Sringeri, continues to grapple with shastric questions about the nature 

and source of moral authority, jurisdictions of moral knowledge, and the 

effi  cacy, permissibility, and the rigidity of prescriptions. In chapter 3 I turn 

to the identity of the matha, as it crystallized around the fourteenth century 

into a Dharmashastra-interpreting authority, to explore conceptualizations 

of shastra in early India across various schools of philosophy and in medi-

eval bhakti and court literature. European protoethnographic observations 

about a fl uid, largely oral system of jurisprudence in precolonial south India 

seem to contradict British colonial policy, which relied on a parochial book-

based understanding of shastra to eff ect profound changes in indigenous 

judicial systems. Understanding these broader developments, I argue, helps 

us perceive the changes that occurred consequently in the judicial reach and 

authority of the Sringeri matha.

The stories and conversations in chapter 4 challenge us to widen our 

understanding of text and textuality so that we can recognize that the world 

of material and oral practices also provides “texts” that function as vibrant 

forms of moral guidance for Hindus. From such a widening emerges a lived 

grammar of the normative, a sociosemantic fi eld of normative discourse and 

praxis marked by lively, though not always friendly, interplay between shas-

tra and other concepts like sampradaya (tradition), niyama (rule), achara 

(practice), and paddhati (custom), all of which make competing claims to 

authority. The profusion of a vocabulary of the normative prompts me to 
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ask, drawing on Wittgenstein, whether it is possible to discern patterns that 

constitute a “grammar of our concepts” about the normative. While Indian 

contexts robustly admit oral texts that guide conduct, along with written 

texts, sung texts, and heard texts, I fi nd that Sringeri theorizations neces-

sitate that we also think of conduct being guided by, and expressed through, 

imagined texts, texts that are dynamically put together, are situational, and 

historically accountable.

Chapter 5 translates and interprets one ashirvada event that marked the 

conclusion of a Durga puja in 2004. Ashirvada texts and their performative 

contexts constitute one signifi cant kind of normative discourse in Sringeri 

that emphasizes (and exhorts) a fi delity to shastric norms prescribed in spe-

cifi c Dharmashastras, Puranas, or the epics. Cited ubiquitously as illustrat-

ing Sringeri’s continued participation in the famous regionwide tradition of 

upachara, ashirvada performances celebrate guest-host relations in a stylized 

manner and are seen as bearing a dual obligation: to enunciate dharmic 

“precepts” and to adhere to poetic propriety. Drawing on observations, and 

on conversations with performers and audiences over many years, I pres-

ent an oral poetics of ashirvada. I then explore how such an oral poetics is 

continuous with, or diverges from, Sanskrit poetics. The shared conceptual 

basis, I argue, is the theory of auchitya or dramatic propriety. Juxtaposed 

against the deliberately stylized ashirvada tradition, which is conscious of 

its ethical and aesthetic accountabilities, are personal-experience narratives 

shared in “everyday” conversations expressing another sort of vivacity that 

characterizes moral imagination.

Chapter 6 presents six such conversational narratives, locating them in 

the lives of narrators, in relationships with me, and in the fl uid contexts of 

our interactions so as to not impart to the narratives a fi xity they may not 

have possessed. In a sense this chapter presents a form readers will already 

have encountered throughout the book: oral narrative shared spontaneous-

ly in conversation. But this chapter seeks to foreground the use of narrative 

in self-presentation. The stories in this chapter thus refl ect how moral be-

ing and becoming come not from an unmediated allegiance to a fossilized 

normative, but rather from a crisscrossing engagement with diverse sources 

of the normative. Instead of “scriptural stipulations,” they foreground val-

ues such as sukshma (subtlety), viveka (discernment), nigarva (humility), 

and seve (service) that take diverse locations—a Sringeri kitchen, Gandhi’s 

ashram, a temple, a public meal event, and so on. These values emerge as 

powerful forces—but not exclusive or exhaustive—in individual construc-

tions of a moral universe.
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�
It is almost impossible to untangle the many voices and presences that have 

fi lled the ten years in the making of this ethnography. As I suppose hap-

pens with those who do ethnography, cultural “data,” even when it is not 

marked as such, imperceptibly presents itself in bus stops and shops, on 

streets and in markets, in one-time interactions and in long-term relation-

ships. Appearing in diff erent places in the book are vignettes of several peo-

ple whose voices permeate its pages. The vignettes are just that—they are 

not life sketches, nor are they representative of Sringeri people, nor do they 

constitute essential characteristics of Sringeri life. Nevertheless, I hope they 

will say something about the relationships I share with these individuals and 

trace the spaces of my interactions with them. Most important, I hope they 

will evoke the presence of the persons who narrated the stories that appear 

throughout the book, but especially in chapter 6.

This book is situated in the lives of Sringeri brahmans, who, in the major-

ity, follow the  smarta tradition. My own identity—a changing compilation 

of many identities (U.S.A.-living researcher interested rather imprecisely in 

“Sringeri culture,” friend of the Murthy family, a Telugu-Kannada-Marathi 

mixed breed city-bred Hyderabadi, for example)—took me to the homes of 

many families where I found that my smarta brahmanical identity gained a 

new prominence. Until my stay in Sringeri, I had paid little conscious at-

tention to (and hence was not conversant with) the specifi cs of the texts, 

traditions, and practices that were believed to characterize my smarta back-

ground. My personal locations and my little-little identities were transparent 

to those I interacted with—a transparency aided by my own narrations of 

experiences—and doubtless infl uenced conversations that took place and 

the stories that people in Sringeri shared with me.
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Sringeri
Place and Placeness

Sringeri is part of the region in northwestern Karnataka known 

as the Malnad that takes its name from male (hill) and nād ³u (land).1 It 

receives on an average 130 to 150 inches of rain every year, and one rarely 

visits Sringeri—or leaves it—between June and September when the rains 

can be torrential. Lying east of the Sahyadri mountain range in southwest-

ern India, the Malnad includes the taluks of Sringeri, Koppa, Narasimhara-

japura, and sometimes Mudigere. The roughly 400-mile long and 40-mile 

wide stretch of the Malnad is at a height that ranges from 500 to 3,000 feet 

above sea level.2 The Malnad is one of those regions that is not marked on 

a map, but charted very tangibly in public imagination. One of the most 

popular constructs of collective identity in Sringeri is its identifi cation with 

“Malnad culture.”

Being part of the Malnad, however, is only one way in which Sringeri 

communities imagine themselves. This chapter explores some of the many 

ways in which it is possible to characterize collective ambiences of Sring-

eri—through demographics, architecture, oral histories of the town, festi-

val celebrations, regional consciousness (particularly about upachara, the 
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practice of hospitality), and the ashirvada tradition considered unique to 

Sringeri. These intersecting, shifting, mediated, and material expressions 

constitute in diff erent ways the ethos of Sringeri. The word ethos—indeed 

the very word from which the term ethics has arisen—fi ttingly captures the 

many terms and phrases used colloquially in Kannada to preface or con-

textualize “Sringeri culture”—illi vātavaran ³a (the atmosphere here), rītī 
vidhānā (ways and means of being), Sringerīya vis ³eśa (the special thing 

about Sringeri), namma Sringeriyalli (in our Sringeri), and ī kad ³e ella (in 

these parts), for example. While the Oxford English Dictionary glosses ethos 
as “the characteristic spirit, prevalent tone of sentiment, of a people or com-

munity; the ‘genius’ of an institution or system,” early Greek usage includes 

“place” as one of its meanings.3 Although Aristotle’s use of ethos focused 

more on moral “character” honed through “habits” of virtuous living that 

provided authority to public speakers, “the most concrete meaning given 

for the term in the Greek lexicon is a ‘habitual gathering place.’”4 Another 

important denotation of ethos is “manners, customs.”5 Ethos, then, is a 

word that brings together senses of place, placeness, public, community, 

and moral ambience—that are all implicated in the ways Sringeri is experi-

enced and imagined.

This chapter builds on a threefold understanding: fi rst, there are al-

most always multiple confi gurations to the ethos of a place, second, these 

confi gurations are temporally, spatially, and communally diff erentiated, 

and, third, these diverse characterizations of ethos embody diverse ap-

proaches to the practice of ethics. As Nedra Reynolds has put it, “careful 

attention to the etymology of ethos—its connections to space, place, or 

location—helps to reestablish ethos as a social act and as a product of a 

community’s character.”6 The ethos of Sringeri—as of any place—is a so-

cial construct that not only is produced by shared experiences and memo-

ries but also simultaneously itself can produce insider-outsider demarca-

tions in such a way that landscapes of culture and place become integral 

to moral articulations.

Sringeri’s Place Stories

Sthala puranas, or place stories, are a robust oral and written genre in Hindu 

culture, remembering and vivifying the past of a place in terms of deeds 

of deities and holy people. Sthala puranas sometimes localize wider narra-

tives, for example, making Sita of the Ramayana epic tradition rest under 
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the shade of a local tree or a rock, but their primary loyalty is toward de-

lineating and developing a vernacular, ethos. Origin stories, place names, 

architectural and geological features, local events, and political episodes—all 

contribute to the making of sthala puranas, although the māhātmyās, their 

more visible subgenre, concentrate on the glorifi cation of a particular place.7 

As new events and newer histories continually write themselves into a place, 

they are many times absorbed into its sthala puranas (which usually exist in 

the plural) and so sthala puranas in the oral tradition grow and change and 

admit considerable variation. Topography constantly multiplies and is trans-

formed into symbolic geography.

One well-known place story in Sringeri recounts how Sringeri got its 

name. I had heard the story many times during my stay in Sringeri, and 

variants did not diff er substantially. But the most elaborate version was one 

that I heard from Ganapati Avadhani. Until 1997 Ganapati Avadhani had 

been the matha’s dharmadhikari, the appointee of the matha for adjudicat-

ing matters of conduct. His family went back many centuries in Sringeri. 

On my extended stay in 2004 I used to see him sitting on the front porch 

of his house, elegantly draped in his shawl and traditionally worn dhoti, al-

most every time I walked to one of the main streets of Sringeri. One day I 

stopped to talk to him, and one long conversation led to many during that 

summer. At some point I remarked in Kannada, “I don’t know if you’ll re-

member my grandfather who lived in Sringeri in the 1950s. Srinivasan . . . ” 

Recognition was instant. “Oh, Judge Srinivasan’s granddaughter? Of course 

I knew him. You didn’t mention this to me until now? And you talk to me 

in Kannada? Come, you’re manavāñd ³lu! (our people).” I immediately re-

membered with amusement Chayamma’s remark from a decade ago when I 

had mentioned to her that a particular Telugu woman had visited me in my 

apartment. Although this woman had been a resident of Sringeri for many 

years, it was probably among the very few times she had visited anybody. 

Chayamma had quipped, “Es ³t ³ādru manavāñd ³lu!” (what it comes down to 

is “our people”!). Chayamma, who does not speak Telugu, had combined 

the Kannada es ³t ³ādru with the Telugu manavāñd ³lu by which Telugu people 

popularly indicate “one’s own community.” Through this brief and witty lin-

guistic invention, she had critiqued insiderness and ethnic identifi cation.

So, with Ganapati Avadhani, conversations from then on were in Telugu. 

“I’ll tell you a story about Sringeri’s mūla [root; origin],” Ganapati Avad-

hani said, as I settled on the bench in the veranda of his house. “Once you 

know this story, you won’t need to know anything else,” he added. He then 

began the story of the rain-bringing sage Rishyashringa from whom Sringeri 
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gets its name. Rishyashringagiri (giri = hill) is the hill where Rishyashringa is 

said to have lived and performed penance.

ga: Brahma’s son, Kashyapa, had a son called Vibhandaka, the great sage 

who lived in these parts. Vibhandaka desired to remain a brahmachari 

(celibate student), and to seek Shiva through penance. The gods no-

ticed the rigorous penance but felt that so illustrious a lineage needed 

to be continued for the good of humanity.

“Let us awaken desire in him for a woman, he’ll then want to marry 

and will have children,”

they reasoned.

So they send Urvashi (a celestial dancer), who tries to seduce Vib-

handaka.8

He was unmoved. And she was resolute.

l: She had come with that very intention!

ga: Both of them were obstinate!

But one day Vibhandaka was bathing and he was aroused. In all this 

hustle and bustle, he ejaculated into the water.

And went back to penance.

But the gods thought their purpose achieved. They asked Urvashi 

to become a deer and accept the seed. The “deer” became pregnant.

Meanwhile the unknowing Vibhandaka had been continuing his 

austerities.

One day he went for his bath to the river, and found a crying infant 

boy and a deer beside it.

The deer ran away as soon as it saw him.

Now he (Vibhandaka) could not abandon the tender infant.

l: After all, he was the father.

ga: But neither could he take in the child and shelter it, bachelor and 

ascetic that he was. The gods then intervene.

They say,

“This child is yours. It is your duty to protect him.”

Now he was in a deep dilemma. No cradle, no milk.

So he prayed to Shiva saying,

“Only you can look after this child that you have given me.”

And he placed the child among the Tulasi and Bilva leaves that he 

used in Shiva’s worship.

With those very leaves as bed, Shiva protected the child.

Honeybees used to drop honey into the child’s mouth.
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This went on for eleven days.

Then it was time for the naming ceremony.

All the sages (rishi[s]) arrived at Vibhandaka’s invitation.

They decided that he had to have “Rishi” in his name for he was a 

rishi’s son.

Then they saw that the child had a deer-like horn (shringa) in his 

forehead.

So they named him Rishyashringa (one-horned, born of a sage).

Vibhandaka at last said,

“Since I allowed myself be charmed by a woman, let no woman 

ever be allowed to set foot in the forests of Sringeri.”

And he withdrew into penance.

So Rishyashringa grew up with no mother, and with no knowledge 

about the existence of the female species, and in the company of his 

father. He too learned to live the ascetic life.

In the northern parts, Romapada’s kingdom was struck by drought. 

The king sought sage Narada’s advice.

Narada tells him,

“If a true ascetic visits your kingdom, he will bring the rains.”

“Now where would we fi nd such an ascetic?”

“There is one in Sringeri. However, it will be diffi  cult to bring him 

here. He is protected by his father, a great ascetic but short-tempered. It 

is impossible to wean the son away from the father. But you could try.”

Romapada sends a call across his entire kingdom but everybody is 

daunted, afraid of the elder sage’s fury.

“What if he curses us?”

Then some courtesans come forward.

l: Hanh!

ga: They say,

“We’ll bring him. If we perish, what could be a better fate than per-

ishing because of a sage’s curse? If we succeed, then it is a success—

l: a gain—

ga: If we succeed, it will be a victory for all of womankind.9

So please permit us (to bring Rishyashringa).”

Romapada gratefully accepted the off er. So the courtesans set out. 

And they arrived at Narve, right here, about nine miles from Sringeri, 

and they waited there. One day, as usual, when Rishyashringa was pick-

ing herbs and roots for his father, they beckoned to him from across 

the river.
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“Come here, come here!”

Rishyashringa had never seen a woman before, and—

l: He must have wondered what creature that was!

ga: Right. He had no idea what that was. They gave him all kinds of ex-

otic foods and enticed him, telling him,

“Come with us, our kingdom has even greater pleasures.”

So Rishyashringa goes with them.

The minute he set foot in Romapada’s kingdom, the rains poured. 

Romapada was happy. Rishyashringa conducted the putrakāmes ³t ³i sac-

rifi ce10 for Dasaratha, Romapada’s close friend—and of course, you 

must know that Rama, Lakshmana, and all were born as a result of 

this sacrifi ce.

l: Uh huh.

ga: Rishyashringa married Shanta, Dasaratha’s daughter, the elder sister 

of Rama.11

Back in the forest, Vibhandaka waited and waited. His son did not 

return. At fi rst he was furious with Rishyashringa. Then he grieved for 

him. He increased his austerities.

Rishyashringa soon had a child. As he watched the womenfolk place 

his child in a golden cradle during the naming ceremony and sing 

songs, he was fi lled with grief.

He remembered his father:

“I never had a mother.

When I was alone, my father looked after me.

There he is, old, and I have abandoned him and am enjoying the 

world.”

Tears streamed down.

Crying,

“Appa, appa” (father, father),

he left his wife, his child, his kingdom—he was an ascetic, after all—

he returned to his father.

Vibhandaka had vowed never to see his son’s face again. But you 

know the beauty in this? He was a father, and the instant he heard his 

child cry out,

“Appa!”

the fury melted.

They recount their experiences to each other, and decide they would 

seek moksha (liberation). Vibhandaka’s prayers are answered fi rst.

When Shiva appears to him, he says:
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“I desire to be united with you.”

And in the temple up there (pointing to the steps to the Mallikarjuna 
temple visible from Ganapati Avadhani’s house) you have the linga into 

which Vibhandaka merged.

Rishyashringa intensifi ed his penance.

The gods were alarmed by the intensity, and appealed to Ishwara 

(Shiva) to grant Rishyashringa his wish. Ishwara appeared before 

Rishyashringa, saying,

“What is all this furor you’re creating?”

Rishyashringa answered,

“Well, you granted moksha to my father. I too desire moksha.”

“But your father had performed penance for many, many years.”

“But what did he ask of you, and what did you grant him?”

insisted Rishyashringa.

See (addressing me), how powerful his asceticism must have been 

that he could talk to Ishwara in this manner!

“Your father asked that he be united with me.”

In his eagerness to emulate his father, Rishyashringa, said,

“I too desire that you be united with me.”

He was a youth, after all.

But since that was how he had asked, that was what he got!

Up there in the temple in Kigga, the shivalinga has a horn: Ishwara 

had merged into the being of Rishyashringa.

Here (in the temple up the street), Vibhandaka is indistinct from 

Ishwara (i.e., the linga) because he merged into Ishwara.

For a long time, Kigga was not a happy town.

If there was a wife, there was no husband, if there was a husband, 

there was no wife, if there were both, there was no child, and if there 

were children, the businesses did not prosper—there was always some 

trouble in Kigga.

However godly Rishyashringa had been, he had his human draw-

backs.

In recent times, the townspeople of Kigga fi nally approached Sring-

eri. Then, Sachidananda Sivabhinava Narasimha Bharatigalu (the guru 

of the matha from 1879–1912) established the vigraha (image) of Shanta 

devi (Rishyashringa’s wife) in the temple in Kigga.

It was only after that goddess was installed in the temple that Kigga 

saw good times.
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When I played the tape back to Ganapati Avadhani a few days later, both of 

us occasionally straining to catch a phrase or a detail above the maddening 

din of Sringeri traffi  c also captured on tape, he was satisfi ed with the nar-

ration. “I never thought I would tell this story on tape,” he said, “but it is 

Sringeri’s story, and your book is about Sringeri.” On thinking about this, I 

realized that although such stories are not exchanged every day nor are they 

foremost in people’s minds in the humdrum of life, they do get narrated, in 

scattered ways perhaps, when the question of Sringeri’s place identity comes 

up. Also, it is believed in Sringeri that you do not visit the Kigga temple 

and not come back to visit the Mallikarjuna temple on the hill.12 While the 

Rishyashringa story lends itself to many levels of analysis, for our purpose, it 

brings together a few key aspects that I found reiterated in Sringeri’s moral 

discourse(s): a high regard for the monastic life and the complexity of its 

interactions with the life of a householder and an unrivaled high place ac-

corded to the goddess (whether it is Shanta or Sharada). Virtually everybody 

who has lived in Sringeri for some time can tell anecdotes about sanyasis (re-

nouncers)—either about the gurus of the matha or about itinerant sanyasis 

figure 1.1. Entrance to the Ishwara temple at Kigga. Photo by K. R. Sanjay
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who visit Sringeri. These narratives reverentially, aff ectionately, and some-

times even humorously highlight the spiritual achievements of sanyasis, 

their idiosyncratic ways of living, but also particular principles they embody. 

Similarly, refl ections about personal struggle, stability, and creative endeavor 

often refer to ammanavaru (the goddess) in intimate ways.

A second popular sthala purana is associated with Shankara’s founding 

of the Sringeri matha. One evening in 1994 at Kadavadi, Nagaraja, Indira,13 

and I settled in the inner room of their house after dinner to listen to the 

weekly “National Program” of music on the radio. I asked Nagaraja about 

the stone carving on the river steps depicting a frog and a snake. Nagaraja 

began:

The story goes that when Shankara fi rst came to Sringeri,he saw, on the 

sandy banks of the river, a cobra and a frog, and, as you know, cobras prey 

on frogs. The frog was struggling in labor, and the cobra had spread out 

its hood to protect the frog from the sun’s glare. Shankara, beholding this 

sight, thought, here is a place where even sworn enemies live as friends. And 

with this vision, he established the Sringeri matha.14

The story then goes to describe how Shankara, after defeating in de-

bate Mandana Mishra, a reputed advocate of the Karma Mimamsa school,15 

renamed him Sureshvaracharya and appointed him the fi rst head of the 

Sringeri matha—thus initiating a continuous lineage of gurus of the Sringeri 

matha. The four directions of Sringeri are also graced by smaller temples 

that Shankara is believed to have installed. In the east is the Kāla Bhai-

rava (Shiva) temple, to the north is the Kāl ³ikāmba (Kali), to the south the 

Durgāmba (Durga), and to the west the Kere Āñjaneya (Hanuman) tem-

ple by the lake.16 For Nagaraja, as for many Sringeri residents, such stories 

about the founding of Sringeri, kept alive through contestation and retell-

ing, locate Sringeri ‘s historical beginnings in the establishment and growth 

of the Shankara matha. The popularity of this narrative is apparent from its 

reproduction in varying detail and emphasis in verbal accounts, stone carv-

ings, commercial paintings, tourist brochures, museum depictions, state and 

district gazetteers, and popular songs.

Popular songs, incessantly booming from cassette shops, showcase im-

ages of Sringeri abstracted from such place legends for visiting tourists and 

pilgrims and situate Sringeri in a spiritual, ancient past and a peaceful pres-

ent. Pervasive in most depictions of Sringeri is a complete romanticization 

of its character. For one, its location in thickly forested mountainous coun-

try makes Sringeri available for claims that it is “protected from civilization.” 

The publication of the matha, The Greatness of Sringeri, declares, “When 
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peace eludes you, when the world is too much for you, when the fever of 

life torments you, come to Sringeri,” where “peace is palpable, tangible!”17 

Most of this literature—written from the perspective of devout adherents of 

the matha and followers of particular gurus—focuses on the religious activi-

ties of the matha and glorifi es it.18

Sringeri Jains and Muslims: Shared Space

Prominent sthala puranas such as the ones narrated above obscure the pre-

Shankara times when there were Jain settlements in Sringeri. Largely writ-

ten as the story of defeated heterodoxy, these times, of which little is really 

known or documented authoritatively, are not generally perceived as be-

longing to Sringeri’s showcase items. Historical writing on the pre-Shan-

kara period speculates that, prior to Shankara’s arrival in Sringeri around 

the eighth century a.d, Jains lived in these parts, enjoyed the support of 

regional rulers,19 and were “well-esconced [sic] in the patronage of traders, 

merchants and offi  cers of the state.”20 Lewis Rice, a British offi  cial known for 

his work with stone and copper-plate inscriptions in the old Mysore area, 

presents evidence suggesting that, around 350 bc, Jains moved into the My-

sore region to escape from a famine in northern India.21

The added presence of Tantric sects like the Kāpālikas and the Pāśupatas22 

against whom the Jains competed for religious dominance further argues 

against an idyllic, unpopulated vision of Sringeri.23 Scholars have noted that 

Shankara himself met opposition from both the well-established Jains and 

from these other sects. His encounters with the Kāpālikas is poeticized in 

collections such as the Sanskrit Śan ³kara Digvijaya.24 Critical assessments of 

this competition for religious high ground make it clear that the Sringeri in 

which Shankara chose to establish the matha was occupied by diverse sects 

who competed with each other on many levels; the Jains being the most 

powerful community in the region at that time.

Interestingly, it is not disputed in Sringeri today that Jains once lived in 

the area and were compelled to leave, but the knowledge does not shape 

most formulations of “Sringeri’s past.” Histories of Sringeri are simply seen 

as beginning with the founding of the matha. When I mentioned this to 

Lakshmidevamma, she said, “True, they say that there were basadis (Jain 

temples) here. It is said that the Jains were defeated in debate by Shankara, 

who laid the condition that they either follow his philosophy or leave the 

region. They didn’t leave these parts, of course, but built basadis in the 
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outskirts, and settled there. That stone pillar in the temple and the Janard-

hana temple in front of it belonged to Jains. So, before Shankara arrived, the 

Jains were already settled here, with their temples and their streets.”

When I visited the Jain basadi down Bharati Street, I was struck by the 

quiet way in which it spoke of its history. An inscription in the basadi states 

that it was built in ad 1150 in the memory of Marishetty, a descendant of a 

Jain family in Belur (about 165 kilometers southeast of Sringeri). The main 

deity, Parshwanatha swamy, is a one-foot-high black stone image that depicts 

two coiled serpents with their hoods spread out over the deity. There are 

also vigrahas (images) of the goddess Padmavati and the twenty-four tirthan-

karas, the Jain teachers, in the enclosure in front of the main deity. As I 

walked around the temple more recently in June 2004, looking at sculptures 

that had been freshly washed in the light drizzle that had set in, Shamanna, 

the caretaker of the basadi, told me that some of the statues in the pillared 

courtyard (the navaranga) had been brought from ruins of basadis around 

Sringeri. Plans were underway for renovation, but the funds were slow in 

coming. All the same, the sanctum had been completed, renovated with new 

fl ooring, puja was being conducted daily. The annual Jain celebration at Ma-

havir Jayanti clearly indicates that Sringeri’s Jainism is an ongoing tradition.

Almost across the street from the basadi is the house of one of the oldest 

Jain families in Sringeri, whose ancestral roots are in South Kanara. There, 

I met the young doctor couple, Drs. Niranjan and Bhuvaneshwari, who are 

active in Jain revival in the Sringeri area. Dr. Niranjan had just returned 

from work, and Dr. Bhuvaneshwari came in and out of the private clinic she 

ran in front of their house to chat with us in the living room. “There are 

only fi ve Jain families now, but there was a time when the matha used to 

invite our family along with Sringeri’s well-known people as the pat ³t ³anada 
shet ³t ³aru (the town’s business people). My grandfather was member of the 

Mysore praja pratinidhi sabha (Representative Assembly) of Krishnaraja 

Wodeyar (the Maharaja of Mysore, from 1902 to 1940),” said Dr. Niranjan. 

I looked at the framed photograph of his grandfather with the maharaja in 

their living room. “When my father returned to Sringeri in 1969 after a long 

stay in Udupi, the matha’s guru, Sri Abhinava Vidyatirtha, sent for him. He 

met the guru, and said, ‘You’re all brahmans, and I don’t know if you know 

we’re Jains.’ The guru replied, ‘I know you are Jains. Jains go a very long 

time back in Sringeri—there was a time when all this belonged to you (i.e., 

to the Jains).’” Indeed, Mudibidre, Karkala, Venuru, and Narasimharajapura 

are among the many towns around Sringeri that form a strong network of 

places mapping Jainism in this part of Karnataka.25
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Today, the town’s population is 4,253.26 While brahmans, and the few Jains 

in Sringeri, live in the immediate area around the matha, Hindus of other 

castes (Vokkaligas, Vishwakarmas, and Bunts, for example) and Muslims, 

many of whom have generational ties with Sringeri, live in diff erent parts of 

the town. These generational ties, I learned, are quite signifi cant and deep, 

shaping interreligious dialogue and coexistence. I showed up unannounced 

one mid-morning at the house of Ziya Ahmed, who was well known in 

Sringeri as a respected member of the Muslim community and also as former 

vice president of Sringeri’s municipal council from 1979–1981. Ziya Ahmed 

and Putta Murthy had worked together in town planning and development, 

and I had heard often that they had made a dynamic team. We started talk-

ing initially in Kannada, but as we leafed through his family’s photo albums 

figure 1.2. Parshwanatha swami shrine in Sringeri’s Jain 

basadi. Photo by Baba Prasad
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I could not repress my Hyderabadi self from switching to a Hindi-Urdu dia-

lect known as Hyderabadi Hindi. Ziya Ahmed and his daughter switched to 

Mysore Urdu, and thus we had our long conversation.

Most Sringeri Muslims—a little less than 10 percent of Sringeri’s total 

population—have ancestral origins in the Mysore and South Kanara areas, 

but retain strong ties to Sringeri that go back several hundred years when 

they came as mahouts for the matha’s elephants, tin workers, chariot arti-

sans, palanquin bearers, and umbrella makers. Other nearby Muslim com-

munities are in Kigga, Nemmar, Addagadde, Kunchebayalu, all within a 

ten-mile radius of Sringeri. I had seen an urs (procession) come up to the 

Mallikarjuna temple, looping through the main streets of Sringeri, and 

asked about its connections to Muharram—since this, for me, was one of 

the most vivid aspects of Muslim celebration in Hyderabad. He told me an 

interesting story in connection with this tradition about the discovery of a 

panja, a sacred replica symbolic of the hand of Imam Hussain (the martyred 

grandson of Prophet Mohammed) raised in battle:

The guru Sivabhinava Narasimhabharati (the guru from 1879–1912) 

found a panja in the river and gave it to the elders in the Muslim com-

munity, saying,

“You do the worship for this, and the matha will meet the full ex-

penses of the ten-day celebration of Muharram.”

The matha also used to help during the ten-day Muharram celebra-

tions by sending four men to hold the pallakki (palanquin) and also 

used to give kerosene lights in the days when there was no electricity.

This continued for many years, but once the government land 

where the ta’ziya (temporary miniature mausoleum) used to be was 

acquired by a private party, the ta’ziya had to fi nd a new place for each 

Muharram.

It was considered inappropriate by the community to house the 

ta’ziya in the masjid given some of the physical demonstration that ac-

companied it.

The panja used to be in the custody of a Muslim family, but, once 

they moved, although the panja is still in the masjid, the tradition of 

the Muharram ta’ziya and panja is no longer prevalent. We observe 

Muharram at home and visit one another these days.

We walked over to the new masjid that was being built—the older struc-

ture had been around since 1926—and as Ziya Ahmed showed me around, I 
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began to see something of the various ways in which diverse communities in 

Sringeri had learned to live with one another, negotiating their copresence 

and a mutual cultural awareness.27 Perhaps this was nowhere more evident 

than in two narrations about an unusual visitor to Sringeri—a wild leopard.

figure 1.3. New masjid. Photo by Leela Prasad

Samaka Ramachandra Bhattru and Amrutamba

Dodda Murthy took me splashing through Sringeri’s monsoon-washed 

streets to Ramachandra Bhattru’s house as I looked for an apartment to 

rent in 1994. Ramachandra Bhattru, a schoolteacher who was then in his 

mid-forties, had been cautious about the tenant to whom he would rent 

his house, and I would have clearly remained “an outsider” but for Dodda 

Murthy’s introduction. “She comes from a family that is known to us from 

her grandfather’s time,” he echoed his favorite line. The endorsement was 

enough for Ramachandra Bhattru to rent the apartment to me, but he later 

remarked that the fact that I had come to Sringeri for “an educational pur-

pose” had also persuaded him. “It is after all the Sharada peetha (the seat 

of learning),” he said. Ramachandra Bhattru became a tremendous re-

source in the research for this book, introducing me to people and places, 
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arranging cultural events if it was not possible for me to be in Sringeri when 

they “naturally” occurred, or informing me of happenings of interest.

The family name of Samaka comes from the family’s generational 

scholarship of the Samaveda, the Veda that renders in song (sāman) the 

hymns of the Rig Veda and provides instructions on their musical recita-

tion (gan ³a). His father and uncle were noted scholars who taught in the 

matha’s Sanskrit school. It is a rich family history that Ramchandra Bhat-

tru does not take casually, and one that Nagaraja, his son (in his early 

twenties in 2004) has sought to continue through an M.A. and Ph.D. in 

Sanskrit and by becoming a professional purohita (priest).

Amrutamba, Ramachandra Bhattru’s wife, is also a schoolteacher. She 

is originally from Konanduru, about fi fty miles from Sringeri, where she 

had her education. As I got accustomed to their school routines, I began 

to time my visits to their house so that I could catch them at a more 

leisurely hour during the evening. Occasionally, I would fi nd her and 

Ramachandra Bhattru cutting vegetables together for the evening meal, 

and we would sit chatting. These evening conversations literally fi ll many 

pages of this ethnography.

It was six months after I had begun to live in Sringeri that I was to see 

Ramachandra Bhattru’s forte as a raconteur. My father was visiting and I 

had taken him to Ramachandra Bhattru’s house. Amrutamba, Nagaraja, 

and Tejaswini (then fi ve years old) were away in Bangalore. As we chat-

ted, Ramachandra Bhattru seemed a little startled by my father’s fl uency 

in Kannada and by his familiarity with landmarks of the past and people 

of earlier generations, but joined him in reminiscing. The long anecdote-

fi lled evening impressed upon me Sringeri’s people and times so vividly 

that it stands out in my memory as I write almost ten years later. The en-

try in my journal for that evening says, “When I left RB’s house, I felt that 

somehow the equation between RB and myself had changed.”

What I had noted as striking during that conversation was that as 

Ramachandra Bhattru narrated episodes from the past he had addressed 

them to me, even though the conversation had been quite pointedly be-

tween him and my father. Over the next several days, as I refl ected on the 

impact of that evening, I realized it would have been inappropriate for 

Ramachandra Bhattru, in the context of elder-younger dynamics, to have 

narrated stories intended to illustrate “greatness of human character” to 

my father, but it was acceptable for him to narrate those stories to me. 

So my father told him anecdotes about the gurus and “the old times,” 

and Ramachandra Bhattru in turn recounted similar stories to me. Such 
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I fi rst heard about the leopard from Ramachandra Bhatta, who recount-

ed this incident of the mid-1980s:

rb: Channa Reddy, the chief minister of Andhra Pradesh, was visiting 

Sringeri.

While he and his wife were in the Mallikarjuna temple on the hill, 

some rainwater leaked through the roof and fell on her, his wife.

sensitivity to the interpersonal dynamics of narration and to expressive 

eff ect, backed by an immense repertoire of “cultural knowledge” and 

stories (not from the Puranas or the like but from quotidian Sringeri 

settings and personal experiences) mark Ramachandra Bhattru as a mas-

ter storyteller. Ramachandra Bhattru’s style of delivery not only made 

me conscious of how stories that people narrated etched themselves on 

the landscape of Sringeri, time and again, but also made me realize that 

moral imagination goes hand in hand with the narrative experience.

figure 1.4. Ramachandra Bhattru and Amrutamba in their home. Photo by Leela Prasad
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When they took the guru’s darshan, she said to the guru,

(sound of autorickshaw with its musical horn)

“I have a desire, and I pray that you bless it.”

“What is it, amma?” he asked.

She replied,

“I would like to have this temple repaired using money from our 

trust.”

l: Oh!

rb: The guru gave his permission, the money was sanctioned, and con-

struction began. The facade was redone, and then a thought came to 

the guru:

“When so much construction is being done, why don’t we have the 

pān ³ipīt ³ha also redone?”

l: Uh huh . . .

(the pān ³ipīt ³ha is the pedestal with a spout that surrounds the shival-

inga and serves as the conduit for substances like water, milk, honey 

that are used in worship)

rb: So that work was also begun.

But it soon became obvious that they needed to know the base of 

the shivalinga. Because the linga had been installed into the pān ³ipīt ³ha 

and needed to be *removed* fi rst.

l: Yes.

rb: While these discussions were going on, a weird thing happened.

Suddenly there was a leopard in the town.

l: What?! (incredulously)
rb: We’ve seen this with our own eyes!

Right in the town!
For fi ve days!
There was newspaper coverage too.

Who knows where it came from.

But, strange thing was, that leopard would go and sleep in cattle 

sheds.

If you raised an alarm, it slipped away.

l: Arre!

rb: Pilgrims coming at night got wind of it and were terrifi ed:

“There’s a leopard in this town.”

(bus honks loudly)
We also saw all this happening.

But we could not catch it.
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I mean, even with all the advanced facilities in this world, it could 

not be trapped.

It would sleep in some cattle shed at night, or just walk around.

(Leela is amazed)

At that point there was a young school headmaster who had just ar-

rived in town.

I had helped him move into a house.

Right down the lane—in that house; huli-mane, “Tigerhouse” we 

now call it.

So one day,

in broad daylight around 11 o’clock, the leopard was found sitting on 

a tall tree,

a really tall tree.

A huge crowd had gathered.
(speaking rapidly)

The Forest Department came with cages, traps, and whatnot.

In the hue and cry the thing did not know where to go, but some-

how it managed to get into the rafters of this poor headmaster’s 

house—which had an opening.

l: Ah!

rb: Now, he was bathing.

l: Oh, no!

rb: When he heard this yelling, and heard the leopard on the roof, he 

came charging out in just his towel.

He came running all the way to my house, shouting,

“I am fi nished, Bhattre!”

I said,

“Let’s go see where it is.”

But he was shaking,

“There’s no way I’ll come; you go if you want.”

(Leela laughs)
When I went to see—

He (the headmaster) had managed to bolt the door behind him—

but a window was open.

I peeped in.

There was this full-length mirror hanging on the wall.

l: Hunh!

rb: The leopard was throwing itself against the refl ection.

Again and again. Scratching it.
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l: Poor thing!

rb: The scratching had left its claws all bloody.

Finally, when they opened the door and tried to catch it, it escaped 

(switches to a somber tone).
l: Ayyah!

rb: The guru became worried (speaking in a serious tone):
“Why did I undertake reconstruction of the shivalinga?”

Then he prayed, saying,

“Please don’t harm anybody. I will fi nish this task quickly.

I did not know that I had disturbed something that has been there 

for generations.”

Then, soon after that, everybody saw the leopard run up the hill,

l: The leopard?

rb: up the steps of the Mallikarjuna temple.

Nobody saw it ever after that.

l: Isn’t that strange!

rb: You know, the man who eventually bought that house was a student 

of mine.

And his family name happened to be “Hulimane” (lit. “Tiger-

house”).

When he came to me to ask what he should name the house, I said,

“You are from Hulimane.

Such is the story of that house.

Call it “Vyāghri Nivas!” (Residence of the Tiger).

And he did!

I was to hear about this incident once again from Ziya Ahmed:

za: Sometime, in 1980s, maybe 1984, a tiger—actually a leopard—came 

into town.

l: Yeah, I heard about that.

za: It came right into town. It created a real scare, and went straight into 

one school headmaster’s house.

It stayed there all day.

The Forest Department showed up and tried diff erent things to 

catch it.

They couldn’t.

Now what had happened meanwhile was that—now this is what I 

have heard; I haven’t seen this—
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l: Yes, oh sure—

za: There on the hill is a mazar (tomb of a Muslim saint), and the *plan* 

was made to dig it out.

At the time this decision was made, the leopard appeared.

The swamiji (the guru of the matha) came to know about the 

leopard.

He immediately sent word.

“The mazar—don’t touch that spot, leave it alone.”

And you know, after this, strange thing,

nobody knows where that leopard disappeared.

It came out of the house, they tried to catch it,

but it vanished.

l: So there must have been some connection?

za: So this is what took place, so we’ve heard.

(then, in lowered tone)
You know, the swamiji has some mohabbat (love) for us.

l: The current guru?

za: Yes, even today.

We organized a feast recently and he sent us a message, “You’re do-

ing a good thing; it will go well.”

l: I heard the temple was being renovated and the shivalinga was dis-

turbed—some people in Sringeri say that the leopard came because of 

this!

za: Yes, they say that too.

The two narrations are clearly more than about the space shared on 

Mallikarjuna Hill on which both the mazar and the shivalinga are located. 

When I mentioned to Ramachandra Bhattru that there was a Muslim story 

about the leopard, he acknowledged that he’d heard about it and said, 

“Who knows for sure with regard to such things?” It was intriguing to me 

that neither Ziya Ahmed nor Ramachandra Bhattru had mentioned the 

“other” story until I asked, and it was all the more intriguing that they did 

not dispute the other story. However, both stories seem to reveal a space 

of shared understanding: human vision is limited and the divine manifests 

itself through “signs,” especially when a cosmic order is liable to be dis-

turbed by human action. Just as the mazar and the shivalinga had existed 

beside each other for generations and there was little reason to alter that 

arrangement, there seemed to be little reason for narratives to encroach on 

each other.
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Perhaps it was because of the resilience of these older, more complex 

ties to each other and to Sringeri that, despite the political success of the 

Bharatiya Janata Party in the region, right-wing formations in and around 

Sringeri (like the Bajrang Dal and the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh) have 

failed to make negative interventions in the relationships between Sringeri’s 

Muslims and non-Muslim communities. As we talked about contemporary 

nationalist politics, particularly played out over the Ayodhya issue, Ziya 

Ahmed said, “It is only in India’s recent history that politicians have begun 

to see people only as Hindus or as Muslims. If they (politicians) sit down 

and talk, can’t diff erences be sorted out? But they only give loud speeches.”

Sringeri’s Agraharas: Layout, Architecture, and Affi  liations

Older Sringeri homes were constructed in brahman localities called agraha-

ras (land donated to brahmans by royal patrons). The Shringapura grant in 

1346 by the fi rst Vijayanagara emperor, Harihara I, founded the fi rst Sringeri 

agrahara in the immediate vicinity of the matha.28 Along the banks of the 

Tunga, each with its own temple, are Sringeri’s other agraharas (which, fol-

lowing tradition, had to be situated close to a river and a temple to facilitate 

the religious life of brahmans). Along the eastern bank of the Tunga, with 

its many temples, is Vidyaranyapura, established in 1386 by Harihara II to 

honor Vidyaranya, the twelfth guru of the matha and the principal adviser 

to the Vijayanagara emperors. Later, in the seventeenth century, were built 

the agraharas of Sacchidanandapura and Narasimhapura. Around the same 

time was built the winding agrahara of Vaikunthapura along with its temple 

dedicated to Vitthala.29

Oral history in Sringeri recounts that three hundred brahman families 

were invited from various parts of south India to reside in Sringeri’s agra-

haras. In return for land and livelihood, the brahmans taught at the matha 

and performed ritual worship at the temples.30 The brahman community in 

contemporary Sringeri consists of subsects like the Babburkamme, Mu-

lakanad, Chitpavan, Havyak, Hoysala Karnataka, Ippatnakaru, Kandavara, 

Kavarga, Kota, Panchagrama, and Shivalli. This diversity is downplayed in 

contemporary self-representation (with marriages taking place between sub-

sects), but historically subsects have affi  liated with mathas other than the 

Sringeri matha. For instance, Shivalli brahmans associate with the matha in 

Hariharapura (about six miles from Sringeri), while Kota brahmans associ-

ate with the Bhandigadi matha (in the neighboring taluk of Tirthahalli), and 
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Havyak brahmans with the Ramachandrapura matha (also in Tirthahalli), 

all in affi  liations that are not exclusive. During the important annual rite of 

changing the sacred thread (upakarma), Shivalli brahmans used to go to the 

Sri Raja Gopala Krishna temple “right there in the town” or to the Vitthala 

temple in nearby Vaikunthapura, while Kota brahmans to the Mallikarjuna 

temple on the hill, and not to the Sringeri matha where the Babburkamme, 

Andhra, and the Hoysala Karnataka brahmans would go.31

The main roads of the town, Bharati Street and Harihara Street, which 

start at the entrance of the matha, and form the arms of an L-shape as they 

run through the town, are characterized by innumerable small hotels and 

lodges, and stores that stock prerecorded audio cassettes, photo fi lm, japa 
mālās,32 toys, and other religious paraphernalia. Bharati Street is packed 

with busy provisions stores, silversmiths, banks, a post offi  ce, vegetable sell-

ers, telephone booths and photocopy shops, an ice cream parlor and In-

ternet cafés. Roadside vendors line the streets, selling fresh fl owers, tender 

coconut, and puff ed rice to feed the fi sh in the river.

The long Bharati Street takes you out of town through the Muslim 

neighborhood till it bifurcates near the new masjid. The left branch takes 

you out of Sringeri, and the right takes you to the J.C.B.M. College and 

the Rajeev Gandhi Sanskrit College. It always struck me as appropriate 

figure 1.5. Bharati Street leading to the matha’s entrance. Photo by K. Gopikiran
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that in this town that is home to Sharada, the goddess of learning, educa-

tion should enjoy a conspicuously high place. Sringeri today has a literacy 

rate of about 90 percent, unusually high for a rural community in India, 

with an 86 percent female literacy rate (48 percent of the literate popula-

tion are women).33 The Girls High School that is run by the matha estab-

lished in 1972 has set a state record for 100 percent matriculation rates.34 

(The present government-run Higher Primary Boys School was formerly 

the “Anglo-Vernacular” School, which, in colonial tradition, taught Eng-

lish and Kannada. The present Government Junior College was the fi rst 

high school to be established in Sringeri by the matha.) These statistics 

have come a long way from the 1930s, however, when students had to go 

to Shimoga (about one hundred kilometers away) for high school and 

come home only during vacations. Consequently, girls in Sringeri typically 

studied only till middle school, with only four or fi ve girls in the entire 

high school in Shimoga.

Most of the small stores along the main streets of Sringeri are the newly 

constructed fronts of centuries-old houses, which often have courtyards, 

cattle sheds, private temples, and many living quarters behind the crowd-

ed storefronts. For instance, Srungagiri Xerox, a tiny fi fty-square-foot 

photocopy and stationery store, is the main, if undetectable, entrance to 

Nagabhusana Rao and Vasanthi’s house, a house that actually sprawls for 

a quarter mile behind the store and is complete with an areca nut garden 

that stretches to the northern bank of the Tunga, a twenty-room lodge, 

and four apartments. It was inexhaustibly thrilling to discover the intricate 

interior behind a storefront: the low-roofed, wood-beamed rooms with 

shelves built into beams close to the ceiling, the narrow corridors leading 

to storage areas and dining halls, the engraved solid wooden doorways, an 

open well usually fi tted with an electric pump, the elaborate devara mane 

or place of worship, the kitchen with separate areas for festive and every-

day cooking, and the bathing area with its deep hand ³e (wood-burning 

stove with a brass or copper pot) for heating water.

The architecture of Sringeri houses speaks of an ethos in which deities 

are the fi rst owners of property.35 Most homes have small family temples 

in their central courtyard, standing independent from the living quarters, 

following the tradition that the construction of a residence must fi rst be 

dedicated to a deity. “It’s a very Malnad thing,” Putta Murthy said, talking 

about the small Rameshwara temple in the inner courtyard of their 250-year 

old house.36 According to their family history, after his great grandfather left 
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Nagara, about sixty miles south of Sringeri, in the late eighteenth century, 

he initially settled down near Vidyaranyapura, about two miles from the 

present-day town of Sringeri. As the story is told, he found considerable 

wealth buried in one of his fi elds and built the house they live in today. He 

fi rst endowed a small portion of his agricultural land toward the construc-

tion of a private home temple that stands in their courtyard, distinct from 

the shrine inside the home. The revenue from the agricultural land helps 

to meet the expenses of the temple and supports a priest in residence who 

conducts daily worship at the temple. The priest’s family often lives in the 

same courtyard and is associated for generations with the family and the 

temple—or at least as long as somebody in the lineage takes on priestly 

duties. There is much “family folklore” surrounding such temples. In the 

Murthy family I came to hear stories about the specially sculpted pillars 

of the temple, the story of the sudden crack in the shivalinga that was 

predicted by an astrologer in Varanasi, and the annual celebration of its 

subsequent reinstallation.

figure 1.6. Rameshwara temple in the courtyard of Dodda Murthy’s house. Photo by 
Baba Prasad
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Agriculture: An Ethos

Although some of Sringeri’s brahmans are employed by the matha in ad-

ministrative positions, as teachers in the Vedic school, as priests, or in the 

matha’s kitchens, many are independent of the matha, and farm, teach, or 

own stores and lodges. In recent decades burgeoning tourism and pilgrim-

age has further diversifi ed the occupations available to Sringeri residents. 

Professions outside the matha also allow for the greater, in many cases pri-

mary, participation of women. The economy of the region is supported prin-

cipally by areca nut, coconut, and rice farming, as well as by coff ee, black 

pepper, and cardamom orchards, and thus many brahmans, like Vokkaligas 

(who form the other major community in the area), are agriculturalists.

Agricultural seasons, especially those associated with areca nut, bring 

with them a culture of community. For example, often, after the areca har-

vesting season, the thatched roofs of sheds attached to houses would need 

to be rethatched. Word would be sent around, “Namma maneli hacche!” 

(thatching in our house). Dodda Murthy described how all the boys from 

the surrounding area would come in the morning. “‘Sogasāda coff ee-tind ³i 

mād ³ukod ³a avaru, *fi rst-class* coff ee-tind ³i!’ (They would give us fi rst-class 

coff ee and snacks). Once we had eaten a good breakfast, we would all climb 

the roof, and remove the old areca leaves and put in the new ones. And 

this job would take up to 4 in the evening. Then water was made ready for 

the boys for a hot bath. We would rest, and then eat a festive meal. And 

this would go on in every house.”37 When labor is shared by small grow-

ers, people are conscientious about reciprocal commitment. A couple who 

did not pitch in one season for grain threshing when I was in Sringeri said 

ruefully, “You break the rule and you’re stuck alone. Had we gone to help 

them, they would have come today.”

Dodda Murthy reminisced about the 1930s when sacks of processed areca 

nut from various homes and villages in and around Sringeri used to be lined 

up in their courtyard and then piled on to passing carts to be taken to the 

markets in Birur (the Shimoga markets came much later).

Grains used to come into Sringeri in bullock carts and would be sold 

at the sante (fair) held at the open ground by the river—where today 

buses are parked and washed.

People bought up their yearly stock of supplies, because getting 

even to the nearest market in Tarikere was almost impossible with the 

rains and the fevers that came with them.
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The carts brought whole unprocessed grain, and these had to be 

cleaned, dried, pounded, roasted and readied to last through the 

monsoon.

The returning carts took the sacks of areca nut to the markets. Whoev-

er accompanied the carts to the markets sold the areca nut, and the mon-

ey from the sales was distributed to the respective owners in the taluk.

Nobody worried that areca nut would get lost or stolen along the 

way.38

Later, in the library at the University of Pennsylvania, I read L. B. Bow-

ring’s 1871 note which reports that areca nut growers in the Malnad region 

had confl icts with growers in Bombay who were excused from the high 

excise duty levied on Malnad farmers.39 In contrast to Dodda Murthy’s rec-

ollection, Bowring’s note further says:

By far the best betel-nut [areca nut] is grown in the Malnad of the Kadoor 

district. As there are few cart-roads in the hill country, the betel-nut is 

generally carried on pack-bullocks and donkeys, of which large droves are 

brought in the cold weather months by gangs of Lambadis and Korchars, 

two of the wandering tribes, who have the reputation of combining with 

figure 1.7. Koulkudige Sridhar with apiary. Photo by Leela Prasad
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their more honest calling a predilection for thieving and gang robbery. 

The principal depots are Birur in the Kadoor district, and Tipatur [Tip-

tur] and Gubbi in the Toomkoor district.40

Festivals: Ambiguated Senses of Belonging

Festivals, for instance, visibly teased out the shifting affi  nities of Sringeri res-

idents toward the matha and toward the community.41 The ten days of Na-

varatri festivities (honoring the presiding goddess), organized by the matha 

and attended by pilgrims from all over south India, are popularly seen to 

index a “Sringeri identity.” Sringeri remembers, in a singular way during 

Navaratri, its historical transition from a pilgrimage center to an area with 

a powerful political presence and identity. In addition to the special wor-

ship in the temple that includes recitations from various sacred texts, pujas, 

and festive meals, the matha organizes chariot processions during which the 

goddess rides grandly out into the streets of Sringeri every evening, nightly 

music concerts, and the durbar (royal court) held only during the Navaratri 

nights by the guru, attired in his special regalia.

Residents, who dress festively to come to the matha, take this opportu-

nity to catch up with friends from neighboring towns, to participate col-

lectively in special worship at the various other temples of the matha in the 

town, and, often, to sponsor a puja at the main temple. During my visits to 

nearby villages and towns, people told me that they would visit the matha 

at least once during Navaratri, even if it was their only visit to the matha for 

the year. Sringeri residents, irrespective of caste, gender, age, or social stand-

ing, express cultural ownership of the matha’s festivity, unequivocally calling 

it “our Sringeri thing.” This community identifi cation during the festival 

can perhaps be likened to the cohering force behind what Joyce Flueckiger 

calls a “folklore group,” a transient collectivity that assembles in the context 

of a performance and “dissipates” soon after the performance is over.42 At 

the same time as the Navaratri festivity centripetally draws Sringeri residents 

to the matha, they also worship the goddess in other forms and in other 

places in Sringeri. Atop a small hill in the Muslim neighborhood is the small 

temple of the goddess Choudeshwari that is especially well-attended during 

Navaratri, mostly by Bunt and Lingayat families but also by a few brahmans 

and Muslims from the neighborhood.43

If, during Navaratri celebrations, the community suspends the ambiva-

lence felt at other times toward the matha and submerges local demarcations 
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between insiders and outsiders that continue to be observed during the fes-

tivities—during the festival, for instance, of Ramanavami—it is a remarkably 

diff erent story. Public celebrations for Ramanavami in Sringeri are localized 

in neighborhoods. Brahmans from surrounding agraharas of Vaikunthapura, 

Vidyaranyapura, and Sachidanandapura form committees that organize in-

dependent local celebrations that span ten days. An intensely “local” fl avor 

permeates Ramanavami festivity (which include processions, pujas, commu-

nity meals), and the sense of locality is underscored by the fact that resi-

dents of Vidyaranyapura, for example, barely three miles away from the town 

of Sringeri, have “their own” Ramanavami celebrations and are invited as 

“guests” to the Sringeri celebrations. There are Vidyaranyapura Rama bhaja-

ns and there are Sringeri Rama bhajans, and when the Vidyaranyapura group 

sing “their” songs at the Sringeri celebrations, they are formally felicitated 

for their participation. At other times Vidyaranyapura residents are not in any 

way considered separate from the Sringeri community.

As far as Ramanavami celebrations go, these local bodies claim an au-

tonomy that is expressed through statements like, “We don’t have any sam-

bandha, any connection, with the matha. This is our own thing.” And yet it 

is also important to remember that the “Sringeri identity” generated dur-

ing Ramanavami is primarily a “brahman” collectivity. These “diff erential 

figure 1.8. Ramanavami celebrations in Vaikunthapura. Photo by Leela Prasad
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identities,” to use Bauman’s term, are similar to the ways in which Joyce 

Flueckiger fi nds Chhatisgarhi communities in central India draw and re-

draw elastic regional boundaries around folklore genres and make contex-

tual claims to the ownership of traditions.44 “Localness” then, is clearly an 

identity that moves between and across the larger-than-local,45 the local, 

and the smaller-than-local.

Malnad Upachara

“Malnad upachara kēl ³a bēka?” (As for the Malnad’s hospitality, does one 

need to ask?) People who lived outside this region rhetorically asked me 

this question many times on my journeys between Bangalore and Sringeri. 

In common parlance the Malnad is contrasted to the Maidan (the plateau), 

which is to the southeast of Sringeri and includes the districts of Hassan, 

Tumkur, Mysore, and Bangalore. When I used to describe my travel through 

Maidan areas to friends in Sringeri, I would often hear, “avaru bēre!” (they 

are diff erent!) along with a tongue-in-cheek reference to “Maidan orat ³u” 

(the Maidan’s coarse manners).46 Malnad residents articulate this diff erence 

more elaborately in a discourse around the phrase “namma Malnadinalli” 

(in our Malnad) that characterizes the Malnad’s foodways, social customs, 

and language use, but the highlight of this discourse is Malnad hospitality, 

or upachara, which centers on an aesthetic of social propriety.

By “Malnad upachara” people outside Sringeri refer to what they per-

ceive to be the long-continuing, bounteous traditions of hospitality of the 

Malnad. Malnad hospitality was exemplifi ed, for instance, by such luxuries 

as the famous abhyanjana, or oil baths, provided to visitors to the Kuth-

godu home, six miles from Sringeri, or by the generous meals that the god-

dess Annapurna is (still) believed to provide her pilgrims in the neighboring 

town of Hornād  irrespective of the time of day or night they arrive, or by 

the feasting and entertaining of guests in Malnad homes for weeks during 

the long monsoons.47 Travel to Sringeri was diffi  cult in older days through 

thick mountainous forests, long spells of heavy rain, and rather rough trans-

portation. Malnad homes, which on account of land-owning patterns in 

the region were virtually single-home villages, became the loci for elaborate 

traditions of hospitality toward visitors.48

In fact, the fi rst bus service in Sringeri was started in the 1930s by S. 

J. Krishnamurthy’s father, Shringa Rao, and Krishnamurthy’s uncle, Rama 
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Rao. The company soon ran into heavy losses because of lack of traffi  c and 

rough road and weather conditions. The bus used to leave Sringeri at 7 

am, taking passengers and outgoing mail to Chikmagalur, which it reached 

around 5 pm (the journey today takes four hours or less), and returned to 

Sringeri only next morning. It was called the “mail bus,” and it brought 

the newspaper—just eight copies of the national newspaper, The Hindu—to 

Sringeri. The news inevitably would be three days old because it was mailed 

to Sringeri and came in as regular post. The bus had a roof so low that 

one could not stand in the bus, and it had no side walls. It fl ooded when 

it rained, forcing passengers to toss a tarpaulin over the bus. In the 1940s 

there used to be a “light railway,” a tram so called because of its small size, 

from Narsimharajapura to Tarikere. To travel the distance of twenty-fi ve 

miles, the tram took four and a half hours. The route lay through the ghats, 

and those who can remember traveling on the “light railway” recall the 

journey as the most scenic one they have ever made.

In those days of trickling transportation, dance dramas, like yakshagana, 

provided occasions for the area’s families to socialize, and visiting perfor-

mance troupes would stay with a family for weeks. Families took turns at 

sponsoring performances, and whoever attended these shows stayed for a 

few days with the hosting family. As if echoing the observation in the 1981 
Census of India about the “distinctive settlement patterns” of the Maidan 

and the Malnad,49 Putta Murthy said:

In the Maidan homes are clustered together, but here a village means 

a single home.

You’ve gone to Halanduru often,

tell me, is it easy to get there?
You’ve seen how diffi  cult it is even today to get to one of these 

homes.

Imagine the days when you had to go by foot; you’d cross a river, 

which was in fl ood half the time.

No *buses,*

no communications.

How were we to *manage*?

A temple, the matha, about four or fi ve houses.

If one person performed the puja, another did something else, and, 

if others were available, they took on some other work.

In this way the few *families* in a village would be close-knit.50
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And, indeed, even in contemporary times, for many months, gratefully en-

joying the rich welcome I received at every home I visited and lived in, I was 

swayed by this popular perception of Malnad culture. Then one afternoon, 

the following conversation in Putta Murthy’s house overturned my idyllic 

and limited understanding of Sringeri upachara.51

l: One hears the *matha’s culture dominates* in this area. In *academic 

circles*—52

p: Also, they say that brahmans in this *area*—

pm: Let me tell you. To be a brahman is a *burden.*
You see, it’s diffi  cult for you to understand, but we know from ex-

perience.

People we know think,

“Let’s go to Sringeri. We know this family there.

Let’s go to their house, there’s a place to stay.”

And they come.

Why do they come? They come out of *aff ection* for us, just the 

way you have come.

Your grandfather was here, your father used to visit us.

“There’s a family we know, let’s go there. It doesn’t matter if the 

matha does not have room for us, we still have a place to stay.”

So you come here out of *aff ection* for us.

But, what happens is that somebody says,

“Oh you’re visiting the Sringeri matha? Our friends live there, you 

could go and stay with them.”

And so people come with a letter. This creates a constant stream of 

visitors who want to go to the matha.

So let’s say you come to Sringeri. We invite you saying,

“You are a rare visitor, please have a meal with us.”

But you say,

“No, no. We have to eat prasada, so we’ll have our meal in the 

matha.”

Should we say OK or should we insist that you eat with us?

Just as when we go on a pilgrimage, we too like to eat prasada in the 

temple. You come from far, you want to partake of the matha’s prasada, 

and so you go to the matha.

To tell you how Sringeri upachara was in the past, if you came to 

Sringeri, upachara here meant to serve. And serve—call it *hospital-

ity,* in a way.53 And serve *generously.* Even if you stayed for two 
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or three or four days, you were welcome. If it was the monsoon sea-

son, you would be served fried happalu ³a and sondu ³ige (types of fried 

crisps). In this way, cooking and eating—having a good time—that 

was *hospitality.*

(L and P respond appreciatively.)
Now, in Bangalore and Mysore, “Sringeri upachara” has come to 

mean—(breaks off  to explain carefully)
Suppose someone comes to Sringeri, and says,

“We’ll go to the river to bathe.”

Can we say, “No”?

Sometimes we say,

“Don’t go to the river to bathe. The water may be too cold for 

you.”

And yet, they go.

Now, somebody who has seen guests go to the river to bathe, comes 

along and alleges,

“If you go to Sringeri, they (people in Sringeri) will say to you, ‘You 

prefer to bathe in the river, I suppose,’ or,

‘You want to eat in the matha, I suppose.’”

That’s what we are alleged to say. This is how Sringeri upachara has 

been misinterpreted and made *notorious.*

pm: You asked about “*Sringeri’s culture.*” Our upachara is ignored.

l: Oh . . . (not quite sure where this is going).

pm: This *heritage,* what people here have been doing *traditionally*—

welcoming you as soon as you arrived, asking you to stay for long. In 

the past the famous thing in every home was abhyanjana (oil massage 

followed by hot bath). There’s the Kuthgodu home (about six miles 

from Sringeri), which was *famous* for abhyanjana. There, when nat-

ural water supply was insuffi  cient, they would arrange for *artifi cial* 

means of supply through pipes or conduits made of areca and make 

sure that there was water supply twenty-four hours a day. They actually 

used to invite people, saying,

“Come, get abhyanjana done!”

Visitors would have oil massages and hot baths, stay for a few days, 

enjoy themselves, and then return to their homes.

That is what you could call *heritage.* Or take Hornad (a nearby 

pilgrimage town) where you have Annapurneshvari (goddess of food). 

Even there they used to give you coff ee and breakfast as soon as you 

arrived in the morning, both sweet stuff  and spicy stuff  for breakfast 
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and then coff ee. Then you’d have a hot bath, and after that if you 

wanted to drink milk or something, they’d give you that. There would 

be a sumptuous lunch. Coff ee in the afternoon. Something to eat in 

the evening, and at night too—they would give all this in the temple. 

Water was plentiful: you could have as long a bath as you wished, they 

would give you oil and shikakayi (soapnut powder).

All this in the temple.

This is what we’d call *Malnad culture.*

But, as I said, today outsiders have made Sringeri upachara to 

be—

p: The “Will you go to the matha?”

pr: Those times and places!

pm: In those days, upachara was this.

People ignore this history, and instead challenge Sringeri’s upachara.

If you like, you could write about Sringeri upachara.
What is meant by Sringeri upachara is that, in homes here, when 

there are small feasts and festivals, or marriages, after the meal is eaten, 

everybody gathers.

Then an *aged* purohit (priest) tells us a few things about the fes-

tival or ceremony: why one performed it, what benefi ts were obtained 

by it and what it all meant, and how we ought to conduct ourselves. 

Then, blessing the hosts, the priest distributes akshate (sacred turmer-

ic-colored rice grains) to everybody.

And to the family that hosted the performance, he off ers elaborate 

*thanks*: “You did this good deed in this place, and God will look 

after you well. You fed us well, and we are all satisfi ed. May God give 

you everything you want.”

This is the ashirvada ceremony.

And this is what is special about Sringeri upachara.

People forget this—they don’t even talk about it.

Instead, they have made out upachara to be—(Panduranga 
laughs).

Ashirvada does not take place everywhere.

l: True, I haven’t heard about it.

pm: It lasts for about a half hour.

And depending on the person performing it, if he is good, it’s a 
beautiful event.

But when somebody says,
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“Sringeri upachara is no big deal. What’s so special in your Sringeri 

upachara?”

it sets my body on fi re!

In his gravelly voice, a voice that, despite its characteristic eloquence, sad-

ly portended his fi nal days, and one that I can hear now only on my audio-

tapes and in my memory,54 Putta Murthy had described for me an ashirvada 

(ceremonial blessing) performance, an oral genre that, as I was to discover 

later, is unanimously cited by Sringeri residents as distinctive to Sringeri. 

Ashirvada performances, which are between twenty and thirty minutes long, 

are celebratory speech events that occur at the end of occasions like wed-

dings, housewarming or naming ceremonies, and religious recitations (pa-

rayana). Conducted in homes and occasionally in temple courtyards, these 

performances center around an extempore recitation in Kannada by a priest 

or a brahman male scholar in the community who off ers thanks to guests, 

hosts, and deities, provides an exegesis of the framing event, and dwells on 

the signifi cance of the event for everyday conduct. While an ashirvada event 

includes the distribution of tāmbūla (the customary betel nut leaf with areca 

nut) and occasionally a devotional song or two by gathered women, the im-

provised speech stands out as an emergent text: it cites various shastras, ab-

stracts stories from Sanskrit epics, weaves regional literature with devotional 

narrative. The “speech” displays a spectacular interplay of voice, scriptural 

allusion, audience awareness, and poetic mood.

But Putta Murthy’s description of ashirvada had also posed a conun-

drum for me: Upachara in colloquial Kannada is the word for “hospitality” 

(equivalent to atithya, the attentive reception of guests), and its etymologi-

cal root “come near, approach” leads to its association with attentive ser-

vice, as in “waited on, served, honoured, adored.”55 What makes it possible 

to perceive the narrative-oriented performance tradition of ashirvada that 

outlines moral conduct as being a rejoinder to an accusation of inhospital-

ity? How was verbal art, with its own performative aesthetics, connected to 

“everyday” guest-host relations?

Exploring these questions for many months after that conversation, I 

gradually came to understand that upachara is a connotatively rich con-

struct whose central meaning in Sringeri is “right conduct” in speech, in-

tention, and action. Anticipating a narration I was to encounter frequently 

from many other individuals in Sringeri, Putta Murthy holds up an en-

counter that can well be imagined as part of “everyday” life in Sringeri 
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or in any pilgrimage town in India: a family of pilgrims shows up at the 

door citing a mutual friendship or carrying a letter of introduction. Sring-

eri householders fi nd themselves caught between norms of hospitality and 

norms of pilgrimage, a predicament caused by several signifi cant agrarian 

and political changes that had taken place in Sringeri since the times of 

“Kuthgodu hospitality.”

The abolition of the land-grant status of the matha in 1960 depleted the 

matha’s economic base and necessitated a dependence on pilgrims while 

land reform legislation of the 1970s limited resources available to Sringeri 

families. The boom in tourism and pilgrimage in recent decades has made 

Sringeri a “must-see” town in south India, and improved transportation 

today brings busloads of pilgrims and tourists throughout the year, even 

if for short stays, sometimes for a few hours. A state highway, widely net-

worked by state-owned and private bus systems, effi  ciently transports one 

to Mangalore, Agumbe, Hornad, Kudremukh, Dharmasthala, and Kollur 

among many other places in packaged tours that combine the mountain and 

seashore experience with pilgrimage.56 The thousands of pilgrims stretch 

the matha’s subsidized food and lodging facilities, and, knowing in advance 

the “accommodation crisis” in Sringeri, many pilgrims and tourists arrive in 

Sringeri homes with the proverbial letters of introduction. Sringeri hosts are 

left to decipher intentions: does the stranger-pilgrim wish to bathe in the 

holy Tunga and eat prasada at the renowned matha along with hundreds of 

fellow pilgrims (both are ideals of pilgrimage), to bathe with water heated 

on woodstoves and eat hot meals with the family, or some combination 

thereof? When hosts attempt to understand pilgrims’ preferences by inquir-

ing about them or by making suggestions, their hospitality is itself called 

into question and cast into ambiguous repute. Putta Murthy’s dramatiza-

tion of a “typical” dialogue between a guest and a Sringeri family holds up 

the question at the core of Sringeri upachara, and one that is the broader 

inquiry of this book: What constitutes appropriate conduct?
Although there is no one way to describe the tangible sense in which 

one experiences “Sringeri’s culture,” this chapter has explored how Sring-

eri’s ethos, a material-cultural-moral confi guration, is shaped by location, by 

particular kinds of collectivity, and by particular senses of belonging. As I 

move into the next chapter to consider the matha’s growth from a monastic 

establishment to a landed politicoreligious entity, another historical perspec-

tive on Sringeri’s ethos will come into view.
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Putta Murthy and Lakshmidevamma’s Family

An immensely public fi gure, Putta Murthy was a member of the mu-

nicipal council for thirty years, and president from 1979 to 1983. He was 

instrumental in forming and serving on many town committees and in 

convincing the municipality to construct roads and bridges in interior ru-

ral areas. He was famous for his success in getting the government to 

divert unused funds from other projects to pending Sringeri projects such 

as building houses, a water tank, a road, and a cinema hall. He told me, 

“People these days don’t know how to fi ght for money, how to use funds 

unspent on one project on some other project!”

In oral histories of modern Sringeri Putta Murthy is reputed for his 

principled politics that was not afraid to challenge established authority. 

The story is told of the 1948 municipal elections in which, as a fi rst-time 

candidate, he competed against the powerful K. C. Chandramowli Rao of 

Hulgar, a nearby village. Chandramowli Rao was one of the largest land-

owners in the region and a strong political voice in the municipal coun-

cil, having been many times its president. Putta Murthy’s parents tried 

to dissuade him from running against an “elderly respected person.” But 

Putta Murthy himself recalled saying, “‘It is my right (to run)! I am not 

saying I want to win, I simply want to run!’” After all, having lost a year in 

the Quit India unrest, he had fi nished his secondary schooling in Mysore 

barely two years earlier, in 1946. There had been fi fteen electoral blocks 

in Sringeri, with representatives for each, and in the Matha block from 

where Putta Murthy contested, the total number of votes was eighty-sev-

en. The matha’s entire community supported Chandramowli Rao, and 

young Putta Murthy lost by thirteen votes. “But, in the spirit of the na-

tionalism sweeping the country,” he concluded, “I had proved that thirty-

seven people did not support Chandramowli Rao, and that was important 

for a democratic election!” Putta Murthy ran against Chandramowli Rao 

a few more times, but lost each time by one or two votes. In 1964 both 

Lakshmidevamma and Putta Murthy ran, and they were both elected.

As Putta Murthy and his three brothers (he had three sisters also) com-

pleted their education, each of them resolved to work for some time “for 

the guru and for Sharada.” An older brother who lives in Calcutta worked 

as peshkar (revenue offi  cer) and in the taluk offi  ce for some time. Putta 

Murthy also worked in the taluk offi  ce for a brief period, then in the edu-

cation and revenue departments, before turning full-time to the care of 

the family’s lands. From Dodda Murthy I learned that Putta Murthy had 
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a twin sister and heard about their other siblings who lived in Kolkata and 

elsewhere in India.

One afternoon I accompanied Putta Murthy to Kadavadi, eight miles 

from the town of Sringeri, where the family has a small areca grove and 

rice fi elds. Kadavadi’s story begins in the late 1950s when Putta Murthy, 

who was employed in the matha’s revenue department, resigned to work 

on the lands in Kadavadi. He used to cycle the eight-mile mud track from 

Sringeri every day and work from early in the morning to late at night. In 

one year he had the forest cleared and prepared the land for the cultiva-

tion of paddy and areca. It took the usual twelve years for the palms he 

planted to start yielding areca. The small mossy bridge over a rivulet of 

the Tunga that I used to cross almost every day during the areca harvest 

season had been constructed in the early 1980s by Putta Murthy. It had 

made, local residents told me, Kadavadi accessible from the main road 

even during the rains. “Getting a crop was like winning the lottery,” Putta 

Murthy said to me, describing how the harvest was often lost to wild bi-

son or mountain goats. The forest was thick then, and occasionally even 

a tiger called from the surrounding jungle. Those were times when Putta 

Murthy and some of the tenants kept vigil, cooking in the open, watchful 

of the crop. These graphic reminiscences, while making my Kadavadi stay 

feel adventurous during daytime, nonetheless made me nervous after dark 

especially as I would lie awake considering the lightly bolted door of the 

house where I used to stay with Putta Murthy’s son and daughter-in-law, 

Nagaraja and Indira. There are no tigers now.

With Nagaraja and Indira, and Panduranga and his wife, Radha, I de-

veloped close friendships, trading with them stories of college life and of 

our travels. Nagaraja and Indira looked after Kadavadi aff airs and would 

let me know when they were planning to spend a few weeks there—most-

ly during the harvesting season; I would quickly follow. These stays at 

Kadavadi were a deep education for me. For, more than anything else, I 

learned routines that were distant from my own daily life while sharing 

with Nagaraja and Indira a common outlook. Panduranga ran the family 

printing press (in the Sringeri house) and was editor of the local weekly, 

Srunkona, which covered happenings in Sringeri, Koppa, and Narasim-

harajapura. Our standard joke was that I would make “lakhs of rupees” 

from my “Sringeri book,” as they called it, and buy a plot of land in Sring-

eri (on which I would cultivate areca and paddy).

Putta Murthy and Lakshmidevamma’s youngest daughter was a few 

years older than me, and it pleased me that they addressed me in the more 
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personal ekavachana (the singular) rather than the honorifi c plural form of 

address. Lakshmidevamma, born in 1936, grew up in Sringeri on Bharati 

Street and was brought up by her maternal uncle, Kavi Mahabala Bhattru, 

and her grandparents. She married Putta Murthy in 1953, and, like him, 

she became a committed social activist. In 1964, when it was offi  cially 

mandated that a woman representative should run for a seat on the Mu-

nicipal Council, she stood for election against a woman from a tinmaker’s 

family and won the seat. Since Putta Murthy had passionately campaigned 

for the participation of women in Sringeri’s political administration, Lak-

shmidevamma recalled, “When he (Putta Murthy) went around asking 

women to run, some said to him, ‘Why don’t you ask your wife to run in-

stead?’ I didn’t want to at all—women did not do things like that in those 

times, and then, this family was so well-known—but he (Putta Murthy) 

really wanted me to try.” Chayamma, joining this conversation, added, 

“In those days women would not venture across the river, even to seek the 

darshana of the guru. It is of course diff erent today, with women stand-

ing in lines or discussing matters with him, but except when we would go 

to give him an invitation for a family event, we hardly went across to the 

other side of the temple complex (to the Narasimhavana, where the gurus 

reside). Even the temple, we would maybe visit on a Friday, but that was 

it.” I asked, “Was there a rule that women couldn’t go?” “No, there was 

no rule, but we just didn’t have the paddhati (custom) for doing so.”

It was clear that Lakshmidevamma not only enjoyed the fi ve-year term 

as councillor, but was immensely successful. As the sole woman council-

lor, she was on a committee that persuaded the government to build the 

Girls Primary School and raised funds for it. Along with other women, 

she started a women’s support group, a day nursery, and a library, and 

brought to Sringeri renowned musicians and dramatic companies. She 

was on the betterment committees for the Girls’ Middle and Primary 

Schools, ensuring that the schools did not lack teachers or resources. “A 

lot of development happened during the term of that council because 

we had the support of the guru, Sri Abhinava Vidyatirtha,” she refl ected. 

Once the printing press was set up in the 1970s, she began to accompany 

Putta Murthy to printers’ association conferences held in locations all over 

India. “I really enjoyed seeing new places and learning about diff erent 

cultures (jana jīvana) and cuisines (adige),” she said, as she vividly de-

scribed her visit to Jaipur in Rajasthan.

Marrying into the family only a few years apart, Chayamma and Laksh-

midevamma had become inseparable companions. I began to get used to 
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asking a question of one and getting joint, coconstructed answers. When 

I met everybody in 2004, there was the hustle and bustle of construc-

tion (Putta Murthy’s side of the house was being made into a modern 

two-fl oored apartment) and Panduranga’s young school-and-college-age 

daughters still kept the house busy with their chatter, but a cloud hov-

ered over the usually lively home. Putta Murthy had passed away in 2002, 

and in 2003 Lakshmidevamma and Putta Murthy’s youngest daughter, 

Vijaya, had also passed away after painful illness, leaving behind small chil-

dren. The last time I saw her was during a picnic we had all gone to at 

nearby Sirimane Waterfalls, cramming into a tiller. We had cooked food, 

using boulders as supports for woodstoves. I was not surprised when Ziya 

Ahmed, former member of the Municipal Council and colleague to both 

Putta Murthy and Lakshmidevamma, told me that the entire town had 

come to pay their last respects to Putta Murthy when his body was taken 

away for cremation.

figure 1.9. N. S. Chandrashekar (Putta 

Murthy). Photo courtesy N. S. Panduranga
figure 1.10. Lakshmidevamma. Photo by 
Leela Prasad
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figure 1.11. Indira, Nagaraja, Panduranga, and Radha.  Photo by S. Shankar
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Connectedness and Reciprocity
Historicizing Sringeri Upachara

The areca season drew to a close, bringing to an end my visits to Ka-

davadi, eight miles from the town of Sringeri, where Putta Murthy’s family 

has a small areca grove and rice fi elds. Putta Murthy’s eldest son, Nagaraja, 

and his wife, Indira, live in Kadavadi for most of the year, supervising the 

harvesting and processing of areca and paddy, returning to Sringeri to be 

with the rest of their family when festivals come round or when there is a lull 

in agricultural activity. Kadavadi is a twenty-minute bus ride from Sringeri. 

From the bus stop it takes about fi fteen minutes to zigzag along the foot-

paths through the fi elds to the house. Often I used to reach Kadavadi on the 

late afternoon bus, at a time when Indira would be wrapping up housework 

and Nagaraja would be getting kerosene lanterns ready for the evening (Ka-

davadi got electricity in 1999 and phone service shortly thereafter). During 

my stay in 1994–1995 we used to fi ll buckets with water that we drew from 

the well, and Nagaraja would take these in to the house to fi ll the drums and 

other containers. Indira and Nagaraja’s lifestyle and routine at Kadavadi were 

very diff erent from their life in their Sringeri home, where cable TV provided 

evening entertainment and electrical appliances made cooking easy.

2



Indira often said how it was only during this long stay in Sringeri that I 

had become close to them. “You would visit the Dodda Murthy family and 

leave. But, you know, if there is some rina [debt from a previous life], you 

are bound to come back to us [“alla kand ³ri, adu rin ³a iddare bandēbartira”]”. 

Chayamma too used to say that to me. Our attachment, she was convinced, 

must have carried over from some other life, yāva jañmada rin ³a no. My 

mother, who stayed with me in my Sringeri apartment for some time, said 

that about Uma, my downstairs neighbor, who used to call her amma 

(mother). A young Bunt family,1 Uma and Rajanna and their two school-age 

sons had rented the downstairs portion of Ramachandra Bhattru’s house for 

many years before I came to Sringeri. Rajanna owned a lorry transportation 

business, and Uma and I became close friends. I used to accompany her to 

the Choudeshwari temple that she frequented on the hill just outside Sring-

eri town and attend her family’s events. We exchanged confi dences, and, 

when my mother came to live with me for a few months, some good food 

was also traded up and down. Uma had helped me adjust to day-to-day 

living in Sringeri, from making arrangements for fi rewood for our wood-

stove (for heating water) to taking care of my apartment during my absence. 

Once when Uma brought over a special sweet dish that she had cooked, my 

mother remarked, “I don’t know what rina Uma has with me that she does 

so much for us.” I certainly was indebted to Uma. Parvati, the woman we 

had hired to help with housework, said that rina makes women relate almost 

like tāyi-magal ³u, mother and daughter, or like akka-tangi, sisters.

Rina.2 Debt, obligation, responsibility, bond, connectedness. Kittel’s 

Kannada-English dictionary defi nes rin ³ānubandha3 as “the connection 

of indebtedness, as contracted in some preceding birth and forming the 

ground of certain suff erings or enjoyments in the present.” This defi nition 

does not distinguish clearly between debt incurred, for example, when one 

takes a loan from somebody, and debt in the sense of a duty that must be 

performed. Sanskrit texts discuss rina as three duties that an upper-caste 

Hindu male must perform. The Āpastamba Dharmasūtra;4 states that ev-

ery brahman is born with three debts that have accumulated through many 

lives: the fi rst debt is owed to the gods, the second to the sages, and the 

third to the ancestors. A brahman fulfi lls his debt to the gods by worship-

ping them and by performing prescribed sacrifi ces; to the sages by keeping 

the Vedic tradition alive and active; and to the ancestors by continuing the 

lineage through male progeny. The Śatapat ³ha Brāhman ³a argues that every 

individual, not just a brahman, is born with rinas, and it adds a fourth rina, 

the obligation to humankind, repaid through appropriate hospitality toward 
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guests.5 Exploring various overlapping “ethical templates” that infl uence 

Hindu experiences, R. S. Khare posits that rina is one of four “moral co-or-

dinates” that regulate Hindu kinship.6 The most abiding sense of the term 

rina in everyday use is connectedness, the belief that rina draws individuals 

to each other and binds events and people even when they do not seem 

explicably connected. Thus when Chayamma, Indira, my mother, or Parvati 

referred to rina, it was to describe and account for the aff ection between ap-

parently unrelated individuals. This explanatory framework helps seemingly 

inexplicable obligations, relationships, and attachments become philosophi-

cally comprehensible.7

But the concept of rina also has a strong material basis. It binds givers 

and receivers in obligatory relationships that have material implications. It 

was this sense that began to impress upon me as I explored relationships 

between individuals, institutions, and communities in Sringeri across dif-

ferent historical periods. Histories of medieval south India note the pro-

found nexus between religious establishments, political rulers, and diverse 

local communities, a nexus that is vividly expressed through intricate and 

checkered give-and-take amidst the triad. As this literature demonstrates, 

exchanges engendered not only political and economic reciprocity but also 

created a moral ethos in which sociality was expressed. Given that the pres-

ent community in Sringeri traces itself mostly to post-Shankara times (after 

the matha was established and communities developed around it), I ask, 

what idioms of conduct and practice are evidenced in the engagement be-

tween the matha, kings, and local communities or individuals? How were 

cordialities enacted, how did breaches occur, and what negotiation was per-

missible through what modes? In what tangible and intangible ways was 

moral appropriateness expressed?

Drawing on diff erent sources of history—place lore, anecdote, written 

record, and artifact—this chapter traces obligatory networks between king 

and ascetic, agricultural landlord and tenant, guru and townspeople, or 

even deity and devotee in Sringeri. The modalities through which these 

networks and linkages were instituted, sustained, or disclaimed, I suggest, 

hold important insights for what constitutes appropriate conduct or upa-

chara in diff erent contexts. The historicization I seek to make in this chap-

ter draws on the Hindu sociophilosophical concepts of rina (debt) and dana 

(gifting). Rina and dana, I argue, underlie the formation and expression of 

networks and linkages, visibly and invisibly aff ecting social and political 

interactions and expectations. It is intriguing to see how despite profound 

transformations in political and economic landscapes, and consequent 
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changes in networks and linkages, Sringeri’s community displays a marked 

attentiveness to the observance of upachara, appropriate conduct.

�
As the matha grew into a self-governing establishment (samsthana), it grad-

ually became a critical site in the region’s political history. In particular, the 

volatile political conditions in the region between the fourteenth and the 

eighteenth centuries saw intense and continuous negotiation between the 

matha, local communities, and external rulers who sought to enhance their 

control over the region. It is interesting to note how, during these centuries, 

social relations concerning the matha came to be mediated through recipro-

cal arrangements, gift giving (dana), and patronage. For rulers, patronage of 

the matha, whether through lavish endowments or administrative support, 

was a signifi cant means of maintaining cordial relations and augmenting 

positions of power. The Sringeri matha, in its turn, reciprocated the patron-

age it received not only by off ering religious services, but by deploying its 

religious authority to validate the political authority of the patron-king. His-

toricopolitical events of the late twentieth century like the abolition of the 

Sringeri matha’s land-grant status and land reform legislation introduced 

changes in the social landscape of Sringeri, aff ecting the nature of obligatory 

relationships between people and institutions.

It was not until the fourteenth century that Sringeri became visible as 

a political entity. Vidyaranya, a sanyasi associated with the Sringeri matha 

(he later became the twelfth guru of the matha in ce 1375) helped Harihara 

I and his brother Bukka8 to establish what emerged as one of the most 

powerful and expansive Hindu kingdoms in Indian history, the Vijayana-

gara Empire.9 Although scholars are uncertain whether Hakka and Bukka 

were independent rulers or ministers in the court of last of the Hoysala 

kings who ruled in the Karnataka region before the Vijayanagara kings, it is 

generally held that the brothers sought Vidyaranya’s counsel to overthrow 

the Muslim conquerors of south India.10 Soon after their victories, acting 

on Vidyaranya’s advice, they founded the nine-gated city of Vijayanagara 

(“city of victory”) in the shape of a Shri chakra11 with a temple at its center. 

Vidyaranya is believed to have personally conducted Hakka’s coronation. 

The Vidyāran ³ya Vrittāñta notes:

Vidyaranya seated himself upon the throne before the coronation of Har-

ihara and received from him with libations of water a gift of a lakh and 

a quarter, territory both above and below the ghats in the kingdom of 
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Karnataka, which he [Hakka] had obtained [from the earlier ruler or rulers] 

for the maintenance of the matha and the choultry [resthouse] at Sringeri as 

well as the agrahara [brahman locality] and Paramahamsa choultry. Then 

seating Harihara on the throne Vidyaranya performed his coronation.12

Sringeri’s ties to royalty are vividly displayed in the grand tradition of the  

durbar (royal court) that is held in the Sharada temple during Navaratri, 

when the pontiff  in regal attire ceremonially conducts court at the end of 

each of the nine nights of the festival. The durbar is without question one of 

Sringeri’s showcase items. But how is it that an avowed ascetic can become 

king, even if temporarily? According to historical records as well as popular 

belief, the Sringeri durbar has its origin in the guru dakshina13 that Harihara 

and Bukka off ered to Vidyaranya in return for his counsel in establishing the 

Vijayanagara empire.14 The Vijayanagara kings are reported to have them-

selves lavishly celebrated Navaratri in Sringeri.15 Sitting outside on the stone 

ledge running along the house in Kadavadi, Nagaraja and I talked about the 

upcoming Navaratri celebrations. He narrated the following story:

After Vidyaranya established the Karnataka samsthana for Hakka and 

Bukka, he returned to Sringeri.

One day the thought came to him,

“Are my disciples still devoted to me?”

He decided to test Hakka and Bukka and said,

“I’ve built this kingdom for you, and you’ve been ruling it.

But you have not given me my guru dakshina.”

They responded,

“You have not asked for anything. We will gladly give you whatever 

you desire.”

And taking some tulasi (basil) leaves, and some mantrakshate (sa-

cred turmeric-dipped rice grains), they off ered oblations, saying,

“We off er you our entire empire in guru dakshina.”

Immensely pleased, Vidyaranya replied,

“I am happy with your guru-bhakti (devotion to guru).
But of what use is an empire to me, a sanyasi? I asked only to test 

you.”

At this, the brothers said, “We have given away the empire to you, 

and we cannot now take it back.

But, there is one thing—whatever regalia we use, we will hand those 

over to you.
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And for at least ten days in every year, we would like you to conduct 

the durbar just as we do.”

So they gave Vidyaranya their throne, the crown, the palanquin, 

and the scepter.

From that year, the matha has been organizing a durbar during Na-

varatri and the guru becomes an “emperor” for nine nights.16

Thus the story mediates two inappropriate actions: while it is unaccept-

able for a sanyasi to accept a kingdom and rule it, guru dakshina cannot 

be returned without repudiating the guru-disciple relationship itself. The 

durbar represents Vidyaranya’s symbolic acceptance of the guru dakshina of 

royalty. Thus, every year, Sringeri residents remind themselves of the obliga-

tory bond, the rina, between Sringeri gurus and the Vijayanagara kings. The 

historical relations that developed between the matha and the Vijayanagara 

empire over the succeeding centuries validate Jan Gonda’s observation that 

dakshina also serves to maintain a mutually benefi cial alliance between the 

giver and the receiver.17

However, inscriptions available today present a diff erent manifestation 

of this reciprocation: Harihara and his brother reciprocated Vidyaranya’s 

help by visiting Sringeri in 1346, and donating to the then guru of the 

matha, Bharati Tirtha, and his forty brahman disciples, nine villages that 

were deemed, like all the land grants that followed, sarvamānyā, or exempt 

from duties and taxes. Called the “Shringapura grant” by historians, and 

recorded in a stone inscription preserved in Sringeri even today, this is the 

fi rst known land grant received by the matha.18 Hermann Kulke notes that 

in the Shringapura grant inscription Sringeri is referred to only as “a ‘place 

of pilgrimage’ or ‘holy ford’ (tīrtha) where Bhārati Tīrtha and his followers 

were performing their services.”19 The Shringapura grant—acknowledged 

as a historic landmark—can be presumed to have fundamentally changed 

Sringeri from a strictly religious establishment described in the inscription 

into an independent, landed, politically empowered state.20 Further, this en-

dowment created the conditions for the emergence of Sringeri as a distinct 

geopolitical entity through the formation of the Shringapura agrahara, the 

fi rst of many brahman settlements in the area.

For us, the most important aspect of the Shringapura grant and the cir-

cumstances of its genesis is that it had the indirect eff ect of initiating a six-

century tradition of land and other endowments from various rulers and 

wealthy individuals to the matha, a tradition that I believe carefully charts 

reciprocities implicit in the grand gestures of patronage. In these gestures 
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one can also see the gradual formation of a moral ambience that reinforces 

giving and taking through carefully structured idioms of exchange in a con-

tinuous process that weaves the “historical” with the “social.” Several grants 

followed the Shringapura grant, and the numerous grants that the Vijayana-

gara kings made when Vidyaranya became guru in 1375 give us an idea of 

the kings’ sense of personal indebtedness to him. In K. R. Venkataraman’s 

words, “The creation of the samsthānam (independent government) marks 

the expression of reverence and gratitude on the part of the early emperors 

of Vijayanagar who were deeply conscious of the debt they owed to the 

[Sringeri] Jagadgurus.”21 In fact, Kulke records that land grants made dur-

ing Vidyaranya’s years as the mat ³hādipati (the head of the matha) amounted 

to three times as much as the grants made during the fi rst decade after the 

inception of the Vijayanagara kingdom.22 In all, these endowments totaled 

to an annual revenue of 3,003 pagodas,23 and hence Sringeri came to be 

known as mūru sāvira mūru varahada sīme, or “region [providing tax] of 

three thousand and three varahas.”

The Sringeri Sharada temple and Shankara matha fi t into a well-known 

ideological scheme in which gods and kings are believed to share a sover-

eign status: the deity is supreme sovereign and the king is the political po-

tentate.24 By pledging service to the deity through a system of endowments, 

the king fulfi lls the obligation of ensuring the continuity of worship at the 

temple. The temple reciprocates through an elaborate system of honors 

(maryāde) that in turn serves to continually vivify the king’s territorial sov-

ereignty. In all ritual processes and material redistribution emanating from 

the deity, the king, by virtue of being supreme patron of the deity, is the fi rst 

to receive honors and the prasada.25

Murne Mane Rambhattru

Ramachandra Bhattru formally introduced Murne mane Rambhattru to 

my husband and me as we stood watching a procession on Bharati Street 

in May 1995, although we had acknowledged each other in the temple 

before this introduction. He remarked that he had seen me in the temple 

“in a sari,” and I felt the reference also noted that I typically dressed in a 

salwar-kameez (Indian long tunic and baggy pants). Since he lived on an 

adjoining street that I took on my way to the autorickshaw stand and the 

market, I often saw him on his porch, and we chatted. A scholar of Rig 
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However in Sringeri, an interesting case that diverges from this well-rec-

ognized pattern displays the complexities of this redistributive process. The 

descendants of the Modalne mane, Eradane mane, and Murne mane families 

Veda like his father before him, Rambhattru had taught in the matha’s 

Sanskrit school for forty-nine years, while also conducting private tuition. 

He had lost his wife at the time I met him and was living with one of his 

sons who worked in a bank in Sringeri.

Rambhattru came of a priestly family believed to be one of the earliest 

to settle in Sringeri. According to the historical records of the matha and 

oral accounts, in the mid-fourteenth century the kings of the new Vijay-

anagara empire invited about three hundred brahman families to Sringeri 

from other regions of South India. Vidyaranya, who was the guru of the 

matha and spiritual counselor to the Vijayanagara kings, sought the help 

of three scholars from among these families to write commentaries on the 

Vedas. The families of these scholars came to be known as the Modalne 
mane (First family), Erad ³ane mane (Second family), and Mūrne mane 
(Third family). In addition, Rambhattru was also one of Sringeri’s ma-

hajana (eminent persons), a prestigious position that, in the past, was ac-

corded by the matha and the townspeople to individuals of great learning 

and discernment. Rambhattru’s accounts of these honors and positions 

were modest and detached. I became aware of more than just the emi-

nence attached to such statuses; Rambhattru’s descriptions brought alive  

for me interactions that took place between the mahajana, the matha’s ad-

ministration, British offi  cials, and the representatives of the Mysore court 

and highlighted the dynamics of power that existed between various fi g-

ures of authority in Sringeri.

The last person I saw in Sringeri, as our rented car bursting with the 

possessions of a nearly two-year stay pulled out, was Murne mane Ramb-

hattru, standing on his porch—we waved to each other. It was also the last 

time I was to see him, since, on my visits in between to Sringeri, he had 

not been in town. In 2004, when I went to Sringeri, all set to give him a 

copy of an article that included a story he had narrated, I instead ended 

up attending the fi rst anniversary of his passing away. I left the article 

with his sons and daughters-in-law from Bangalore who, since we did 

not know each other, in all probability also did not know until then that 

I felt the loss personally. Since none of Rambhattru’s sons or daughters is 

employed in the matha, a tradition centuries old, has ended.
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receive special temple honors that were instituted in 1386 that continue to 

this day for descendants of the three families.26 Thus, when arati27 is per-

formed to the deities at the temples, it is fi rst off ered to the guru, then to 

representatives of these families in that order before it is taken around among 

other devotees who are gathered.28 The redistributive process in this case ac-

commodates more ambiguity than would seem possible in the transactional 

paradigm in which the temple/deity receives the royal gift and the king re-

ceives honors and sanctifi ed returns.

Several readings are possible of the dynamics underlying the transactions 

between the king, the matha, and the scholars. While the king Harihara’s 

gesture can be interpreted in general as his patronage of brahmanical learn-

ing (such patronage being incumbent upon Harihara’s royal rank), it can 

also be understood as a public expression of his reverence to Vidyaranya, 

who was the guru of the matha and his spiritual preceptor. The temple hon-

ors accorded to the brahmans could also be considered part of the matha’s 

remuneration to the brahmans for their scholarly assistance in an impor-

tant project. At the same time, conferring temple honors could be the 

matha’s way of underwriting the prestige involved in receiving land grants 

from Harihara II and communicating to the king that his gesture merited 

the matha’s instituting a new temple tradition of honoring those brahman 

families. The management of such reciprocities, it appears, was critical for 

the maintenance of proper relations between the brahman community, the 

matha, and the ruler, all of whom occupied mutually advantageous, if diff er-

ent, positions of power.

The use of a language of honors to communicate positions in social hi-

erarchy is seen in a decree passed by the Mysore Wodeyar administration in 

1806–1807. The decree stated that in any meeting of religious personages 

the agratāmbūla (the fi rst presentation of betel leaf and areca nut made to 

the most honored person in the gathering) should be fi rst off ered to the 

Sringeri guru, second to the guru of the Shivaganga matha (thirty-eight 

miles north of present-day Bangalore), and then to others.29 While hon-

ors were intended to index privileged statuses, it cannot be assumed that 

such privileging was univocally ratifi ed. A ruler could not aff ord to disregard 

mathas other than the Sringeri matha without potential damage to himself. 

In 1811–1812 the Mysore maharaja deftly preempted a confrontation between 

the Sringeri guru and Sumatheendra Swami of Nanjangud, near Mysore, 

who objected to the Sringeri guru’s passing in front of his residence. The 

Mysore maharaja, having learned of this objection, invited the Nanjangud 

swami to stay at Mysore so that his stay in Mysore would coincide with the 
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Sringeri guru’s visit to Nanjangud.30 Speaking of the criteria that underlie 

the system of patronage and honors, Burton Stein notes, “Criteria may be 

socially denotative; they may also be spatially denotative; in all cases these 

criteria are viewed as morally valenced, that is possessing a dimension of ap-

propriateness in nature and in conduct.”31

Nicholas Dirks, documenting the vast areas of tax-free land donated to 

brahmans (brahmādēya) in Pudukottai in Tamil Nadu by seventeenth-cen-

tury Tondaiman rulers, posits that royal gifts were a “principal element of 

statecraft,” morally and symbolically binding recipients to the king through 

an elaborate system of honors, emblems, titles, and privileges. He says,

While the gifts did not specify service in a contractual form, they were of-

ten given after services were performed and/or with the expectation that 

future services would be performed. Even Brahmans who were granted 

lands simply for their scholarly attainments signifi ed their participation in 

the rule of particular kings and dynasties by accepting land grants. When 

persons were incorporated into the kingdom—into the sovereignty of 

the king—through gifts, they became, in a relational sense, obligated to 

the king.32

Whereas this may indeed be true of royal patronage in general, the Sringeri 

case presents certain complexities in the obligatory linkages that result from 

royal donations. Since brahmans in Sringeri were part of the religious and 

administrative infrastructure of the matha, donations to them became sym-

bolic of gestures of support to the matha. Thus the management of reciproc-

ity toward the donor king became the onus of the matha, and not so much of 

the brahman. Recipient brahmans were instead bound to the matha, and the 

matha on its part depended on these brahmans to carry out its functions and 

duties. A net of mutual dependencies was thus generated.

If, through endowments, the matha became affl  uent and gained in politi-

cal authority, the kings who patronized it acquired in the matha a valuable 

resource for the dissemination of loyalty to the king.33 Romila Thapar elabo-

rates, “Each sectarian group [the guru and his disciples] maintained a net-

work of links and controls over a large geographical area and thereby helped 

to build a political base [for the king] as well. If the sect was politically loyal 

to the king, the monasteries they controlled would act as focal points in 

the diff usion of loyalty, thus providing a further support for the administra-

tion.”34 The instance of the Vijayanagara king, Krishnadevaraya’s grant of 

the village of Huyyaru in ad 1515, exemplifi es royalty’s expectation of returns 
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for patronage. The inscription recording the donation to the matha notes 

that Krishnadevaraya’s objective in making the grant “was threefold, viz. the 

destruction of his foes, unswerving attachment of his supporters and allies, 

and increase of his life, health and prosperity.”35

The enduring confi guration of temple as landowner is illustrated in the 

Sringeri practice of building a small private temple, around which a Sringeri 

home would then be built, and dedicating agricultural land to this temple. 

The expenses of the temple and fi nancial support for its priest came from 

the revenue generated by this agricultural land. Quite interestingly, pub-

lic festivity can temporally transform this private landowner-temple-priest 

equation into a public expression of that connection. For example, during 

Sringeri’s Ramanavami celebrations the private Rameshwara temple of the 

Murthy household and the courtyard are transformed into a center of pub-

lic festivity where the entire brahman community of the town of Sringeri 

gathers for the festive meal following the ritual coronation of Rama. While 

providing occasion for the family to locate their home and daily endeavors 

in the grace of a protective deity, this public festivity in a private space also 

enacts the larger system of royal patronage of a temple, a brahman commu-

nity, and public festivity.36

The political leverage provided by the Sringeri matha made it clearly 

profi table for various rulers who succeeded the Vijayanagara kings to con-

tinue bestowing land-grants and other gifts to the matha and support it 

through administrative decrees. The diff usion of centers of power was sig-

naled by the critical battle of Talikota in 1565, a culmination of the recur-

rent skirmishes between the Vijayanagara empire and the Muslim kingdoms 

along its northern borders. The decisive defeat of Vijayanagara in this battle 

subordinated the empire, breaking it into smaller states, and set the stage for 

the rise of Muslim power in south India.37 Consequently, this period saw the 

spread of Islam, as well as the emergence of competing Hindu religious or-

ders like the Virashaiva and Vaish ³n ³ava faiths of feudatory kings.38 It was of-

ten political expedience, and not necessarily religious affi  liation, that seems 

to have determined the patronage of the Sringeri matha by administrations 

of the Virashaiva Keladi Nayakas, the Sri Vaishnava Mysore Wodeyars, the 

Mysore Muslim ruler Hyder Ali and his son Tipu Sultan, and the British, 

all of whom purposefully cultivated “cordial relations” with the matha, even 

privileging it over other religious institutions.

Among the numerous instances supporting this argument, the involve-

ment of Muslim rulers with the matha is most striking. In 1760, upon hear-

ing that Raghunatha Rao, the Maratha ruler, had invited the Sringeri guru, 
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Hyder Ali, whose hostility to the Marathas is legendary, wrote to the guru, 

saying, “You are a great and holy personage. It is but meet that all should 

desire to pay respects to you, and I am happy you are responding to Raghu-

natha Rao’s invitation.”39 Hyder Ali is further reported to have donated an 

escort for this journey comprising “one elephant, fi ve horses, one palanquin 

and fi ve camels, besides making him costly presents . . . and 10,500 rupees 

for his expenses.”40

When a part of the Maratha contingent returning from defeat in the 

third Mysore war (1791) against Tipu Sultan plundered Sringeri and looted 

its temples, Tipu Sultan, commiserating with the matha, sponsored the res-

toration of the temples. In fact, it was for this war that Tipu Sultan re-

quested that the Sringeri guru conduct elaborate rituals for ensuring his 

victory and arranged for the necessary supplies.41 His 1793 letter to the guru 

reads: “You are the jagadguru [guru of the universe]. You are always per-

forming penance in order that the whole world may prosper and the people 

may be happy. Please pray to God for the increase of our prosperity. In 

whatever country holy personages like yourself may reside, that country will 

fl ourish with good showers and crops.”42 Surendranath Sen, in his study of 

the Sringeri letters of Tipu Sultan, argues for Hyder Ali and Tipu Sultan’s 

general religious tolerance, but speculates that Tipu Sultan’s solicitations 

were politically expedient: “It may be argued that Tipu was at this time 

hard-pressed by his enemies and wanted, therefore, to conciliate his Hindu 

subjects and at the same time to bring about the discomfi ture of his enemies 

[the Marathas] by means of these superstitious rites.”43

The politics and patterns of patronage display diff erent complications in 

the period following the fall of Vijayanagara. Records suggest that after the 

breakdown of the central authority of Vijayanagara that had been principally 

responsible for the matha’s establishment as a samsthana the matha, in order 

to retain its holdings and its claim to religious authority, was confronted 

with the challenge of having to negotiate carefully with multiple kingships, 

which many times ruled concurrently and warred constantly with each oth-

er. The main sources of information about the administration of the matha 

and its diverse interactions with rulers and devotees during this period are 

its offi  cial records, copper plate and stone inscriptions found in Sringeri and 

in the relics of capitals of erstwhile kingdoms, and literary works eulogizing 

the lives of Sringeri gurus. According to A. K. Shastry, the matha’s offi  cial 

records (kaditas) are grouped into “orders” (nirupas), “account books,” and 

“letters of respectful communication and petition” (binnavattales).44 While 

the kaditas, for the most part, have been taken at face value and interpreted 
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as “evidence” for unconditional reverence of all rulers toward the Sring-

eri gurus,45 the information they contain nevertheless suffi  ciently suggests 

that communication between the matha and other agencies was motivated 

by social and political considerations and by the desire to maintain power 

amidst conditions of turmoil.

In the vortex of political chaos after Vijayanagara, among the dynasties 

that rose and fell in rapid succession was the Nayaka dynasty of Keladi, a small 

state a few hundred miles south of Sringeri. The Keladi Nayakas took over the 

role of reinstituting the Sringeri matha, which had begun to see a decline in 

its control over the by now widely distributed properties.46 Post-Vijayanagara 

rulers involved themselves directly in the local life of Sringeri through their 

patronage of the matha. The Keladi chieftains, as other rulers, frequently act-

ed as intermediaries; at the local level, for instance, they often restored land to 

the matha that had been lost to tenants through illegal appropriation. In fact, 

Shivappa Nayaka, Keladi chieftain between 1645 and 1660, is famous in Sring-

eri for his sis ³tu (land assessment) by which he reorganized the system of reve-

nue settlement that existed between the matha and the tenants who cultivated 

its lands. A few centuries later, a similar situation occurred, and the Mysore 

Maharaja, at the request of the matha, had land records scrutinized to redress 

the misuse of lands that the matha had allotted to tenants in return for specifi c 

duties such as the conduct of worship in a temple. The investigation resulted 

in the Sringeri Jagir Inam Settlement Regulation of 1897 which boosted the 

matha’s annual revenue from Rs. 60,000 to Rs. 130,000.47 The Keladi queen 

and daughter-in-law of Shivappa Nayaka, Rani Channammaji, issued in 1691–
1692 an order to her offi  cers that no tax be levied on goods needed by the 

matha, an order that continued to be reiterated by succeeding administrators 

including the British even as late as the mid-nineteenth century.48 Further, 

when the question arose whether the matha should submit annual accounts 

to the British government, L. B. Bowring, who became chief commissioner of 

Mysore in 1862, declared that the matha did not need to submit such returns, 

and that it was free to exercise its “time-honored privileges.”49

A striking example of the manner in which the matha engaged in dia-

logue with the politics of its times is provided by the “letter of benediction,” 

ashirvada patrike, that it often sent to various rulers and administrations. 

Although the scanty information available to us does not say much about 

the particular circumstances and texts of ashirvada patrike, it is obvious 

that while these letters were indeed used to convey blessing, their agenda 

was more wide-ranging. The gurus, for example, sent ashirvada patrike 

to seek assistance in regaining lost property, to request protection during 
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their journeys, and to confi rm good relations with recipients. To illustrate, 

Sachidananda Bharati I (1622–1663) wrote an ashirvada patrike to Shivappa 

Nayaka soliciting his help in recovering land revenues from defaulting ten-

ants of the matha. It was in response to this letter that Śivappa Nayaka 

instituted his śis ³tu, investigating malpractices, and reorganizing Sringeri’s 

revenue system50. An ashirvada patrike written by the mahajana, or “emi-

nent persons,” of the agrahara of Vidyaranyapura to Basavappa Nayaka II 

(1739–1755), informing him of the demise of the guru and the accession of 

the guru nominee to the Sringeri pitha (seat), suggests that such a com-

munication was an obligatory responsibility—in the absence of the guru, 

the mahajana were bound to discharge the responsibility of upholding the 

relations of the matha. The Keladi administration, it is recorded, urged the 

guru in the mid-eighteenth century to send an ashirvada patrike to the 

Maratha ruler, Balaji Bajirao, believing that it would set right a mispercep-

tion the Maratha ruler held of the matha. Given that the Keladi administra-

tion itself could have directly communicated with the Marathas as it did on 

other occasions, its mediation in this matter raises the question whether 

diplomatic propriety could have motivated this request. Although A. K. 

Shastry maintains that the request shows general Keladi “concern” for the 

matha’s welfare,51 it is possible to argue that the Keladi administration saw 

in the “misperception” of the matha’s standing a challenge to its own repu-

tation, being the high-profi le, visible patron that it was. The colonial Brit-

ish government was also a recipient of ashirvada patrike. The guru sent an 

ashirvada patrike to Colonel Cubbon assuring him that the matha prayed 

“for the perpetual prosperity of the [British] government.”52

The political motivations of acts of cordiality are more vividly discerned 

in the conferring and confi scating of territorial rights and religious insignia 

by rulers. For instance, rulers issued administrative decrees categorically sub-

jugating other mathas in their confl icts with the Sringeri matha and granted 

the matha exclusive ownership of cultural icons using their royal prerogatives. 

Shastry reports from the Sringeri matha’s kaditas that the branch matha at 

Kudli attempted to secure some villages belonging to the Sringeri matha by 

enlisting the help of offi  cers in the administration of Bijapur, political rivals of 

the Nayakas of Keladi. Virabhadra Nayaka, we are told, wrote to the Bijapur 

offi  cers that the matha’s “possessions should not be disturbed,”53 and further 

passed an order stating that “citizens of 32 villages [should] recognize the 

control of the Sringeri swami over all Dharmasthalas [places of pilgrimage] 

and other mathas,” while informing the Sringeri guru that he had the “the 

privilege of receiving homage from other sanyasis.”54
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In addition to thus ensuring the protection of the physical territory of 

the matha, administrations also deemed certain religious emblems to be the 

exclusive property of the matha. The insignia possessed by an institution are 

important signifi ers of its cultural authority and the Sringeri matha regally 

displayed its various insignia55 during public festive events and processions. 

As Alessandro Falassi observes, public celebrations provide an opportunity 

for ruling groups to communicate the message that they are “guardians and 

keepers” of cultural icons, and “depositories of religious or secular power, 

authority, and military might.”56 Consequently, the appropriation of insig-

nia that belonged to another institution amounted to the appropriation of 

cultural power, constituting a symbolic aggression on cultural territory.57 

Little wonder then that insignia became sites of contestation between the 

Sringeri matha and other religious institutions.

But subtexted in insignia were also statements about appropriate con-

duct. The adda pallakki, a palanquin carried sideways, was one such insig-

nia that was the privilege of the gurus of Sringeri who used it during their 

religious tours. Since the adda pallakki occupied the entire street and pre-

vented passing, only those whose honor and status could not be disputed 

were entitled to it. L. B. Bowring reports of the Sringeri guru: “It may be 

said that his infl uence is far greater than that of any spiritual guide in India, 

and I presume it is for this reason that he is regarded with such unlimited 

respect. He is the only guru in the province who is permitted to carry the 

Adda Pallakee, or cross palankeen, and he has in his possession sunnuds 58 

of great antiquity from the Nizam, the Peshwas, the Mysore Rajah, Holkar, 

and others, all enjoining the utmost respect to him.”59 Given its associa-

tion with honor, the gurus of the branch mathas of Tirthahalli and Kudli 

also wanted to use the adda pallakki and appealed in 1928 to the British 

Resident for this right. The British, in whose political and administrative 

interest it was to support the more prominent Sringeri matha, rejected the 

appeals.60 More than a hundred years earlier, in 1807 Purnaiyya, the chief 

minister of Mysore, had “held that no other swami could be taken out in 

adda pallaki and sent through the amildar of Koppa a stern warning to a 

wealthy merchant Hecca Timmayya against instigating the swami of Hari-

harapura matha to be carried in adda pallaki or assume any insignia he was 

not entitled to.”61

It was inevitable that this rich history of political endowments and hon-

ors eddy into the local communities of Sringeri and widen the network of 

obligatory linkages between the matha and royalty. The acquisition of lands 

and property, although it extended the spheres of infl uence of the matha, 
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was essentially inappropriate to ascetic life and necessitated that the grihast-

ha (householder), become part of the institution. Through oral accounts in 

Sringeri I learned that, soon after the Shringapura land grant to the matha 

in 1346, Vidyaranya invited about three hundred learned brahman families 

of Telugu, Tamil, and Kannada origin to live in Sringeri. These brahmans 

were known as the mahajana of Sringeri. One of the fi rst descriptions of the 

mahajana that I heard was in a conversation with Murne mane Rambhattru. 

In his words, before the position of the matha’s “Agent” (or as he is now 

known, “Administrator”) was established

(The mahajanas) ran the place.

l: Really?

There was hardly any role for the *Administrator* or *Agent* or any-

body like that. There used be something like a *committee.*

There were about three hundred families around here then.

In Shringapura, a hundred and fi fty people, Vidyaranyapura a hun-

dred, then in Sachidanandapura, Narasimhapura some fi fty each.

Some twenty to thirty were selected from these to form the maha-

jana *committee.*

Anything that happened in the matha had to be authorized by 

them, and people lived in accordance with their decisions.

Although the guru was offi  cially the “head,” all aff airs were man-

aged by the mahajana.

It was like that then.62

Burton Stein’s observations about the mahajanas in tenth-century Uttara-

merur in Chingleput district of Tamilnadu are relevant also to Sringeri: 

“Each of the mahajanas, or members of the great assembly, selected for 

membership of the committees had to meet rigorous qualifi cations and 

be free of specifi ed disabilities. The qualifi cations were those of age (be-

tween thirty-seven and seventy years), Vedic learning and teaching experi-

ence, and minimum property expressed as a share of the lands possessed 

by the Brahmanas of the place.”63 Vidyaranya apportioned tax-free land to 

brahmans, who usually rented the land out to tenants for cultivation while 

they themselves focused on the religious and administrative duties of the 

matha. It became customary for rulers to honor the matha by establishing 

agraharas where brahmans could reside, and in this way the present-day 

agraharas in and around Sringeri came to be, shaping Sringeri’s geographi-

cal identity.
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Commenting on the interrelatedness of monastic institutions and sur-

rounding settlements, Thapar concludes:

In the early stages, the reach of the vihara [Buddhist monastery] or the 

matha into secular economic life was limited and was related at a simple 

level to redistribution and reciprocity. Redistribution was enforced by 

the lay community having to maintain the renouncer on alms and by the 

making of donations and endowments. For the ordinary householder, 

the feeding of monks was suffi  cient. For the rich householder, there was 

the providing of oil and clothing, the repairing and building of monas-

teries and, for even wealthier patrons, the endowment of land. Recip-

rocation lay in the tying of dāna [gifts] to pun ³ya, where, in exchange 

for alms and donations, the householder acquired merit. . . . Ultimately, 

the society of renouncers had to be supported by the lay community. 

The opposition inherent in the status of grihasta and sannyāsa remains, 

but the relationship is essentially dialectical, for the one cannot exist 

without the other. Changes within the lay community aff ected the com-

munity of renouncers and the lay community was, in turn, infl uenced 

by them.64

Indeed with autonomy in virtually all areas of government, the matha 

leased its vast holdings of land65 to tenants who remitted annual taxes 

(kandāya). Until the liquidation of the matha’s landed properties in the de-

cades following 1958 when the fi rst land reform act was introduced, the ar-

rangements with tenants were many and complex: one, although the matha 

was the titular owner, its lands were endowed to its diff erent temples like 

the Mallikarjuna or the Sharada temple. Tenants of the matha were essen-

tially tenants of particular temples and had to give a portion of their crop 

(and/or cash) to the temple as revenue that was due to the matha. Further, 

there were landowners who were not tenants of the matha but were bound 

to the matha via the jagir tax. Then there were tenants who entered into 

simulated tenancy relationships with the matha by leasing the matha’s lands 

and subleasing them to their own tenants who paid the stipulated revenue 

directly to the matha. Such intermediation facilitated, among other things, 

the mutual display of cordiality or goodwill between the landowner and 

the matha: the landowner granted the matha a favor by absolving it of the 

responsibility of managing lands and in return gained the social prestige 

associated with patrons of the matha. Each arrangement brought with it its 

own complexities of reciprocity.
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Giridhara Shastry and Ajji

Within the very fi rst weeks of my settling down in Sringeri, I was told 

often that I should meet “Shastrygalu.” Indeed, not only did I quickly 

follow up on this valuable recommendation, but I also went back to Shas-

trygalu at each stage in the making of this book. Giridhara Shastry, an 

administrator of the matha during the tenure of Sri Abhinava Vidyatirtha, 

is now a lecturer in English at J.C.B.M. College. I fi rst met Giridhara 

Shastry in 1994 when he was in his mid-forties in their home in Vidyaran-

yapura where he lived with his mother (who everybody in Sringeri calls 

“Ajji”). They now live in the college quarters overlooking a beautiful ra-

vine in which the Tunga fl ows as it heads out from Sringeri. Their house 

is always full of visiting children and college students, and there is at least 

a visitor or two. Giridhara Shastry gives lessons in yoga and Sanskrit to 

children in the locality, teaches Sanskrit hymns set to music to groups of 

older residents, and conducts lessons in the Bhagavad Gītā. From others 

in Sringeri, I gathered that his father, a quiet, erudite scholar, who had 

passed away in a tragic boat accident in the 1970s, also had done such free-

of-charge community work. Along with a team of other volunteers, and 

under the initiative of M. M. Subramaniam (a retired industrialist from 

Tamilnadu, now a Sringeri resident), Giridhara Shastry has set up a free 

homeopathy clinic.

Discussions with Giridhara Shastry—often in his book-lined study—

helped me understand, and in fact reorient my questions about vari-

ous subjects that I discuss in this book, such as the political history of 

the matha, social relations in Sringeri, and matha-community relations. 

His voice, most of all, has provided critical commentary on this book. 

Shastrygalu’s formal education is in Sanskrit and English literature, but 

his knowledge goes far beyond such categories, and every time I have 

stopped to chat with him I returned home inspired to write, seek con-

nections, more carefully articulate diff erent perspectives, widen my analy-

ses, and narrow my claims. When I enthusiastically rattled off  some of 

the origin stories I had been encountering during my fi rst few months 

in Sringeri, I remember Giridhara Shastry’s gentle reminder to consider 

multiple historical sources for such stories, sources that might yield more 

complicated narratives of confl ict, collaboration, or collusion (rather than 

only of the “tranquil past” genre).

The liveliness of children and youngsters streaming in and out of Girid-

hara Shastry’s house (whether in Vidyaranyapura, in Sringeri town, or in 

the college quarters on the outskirts where they now live) is enhanced 
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Responsibilities of managing the matha itself included the collection of 

annual dues, maintenance of records, supervision of repairs and construc-

tion of buildings, and the overseeing of agricultural activity. In addition, 

markets had to be managed for sandalwood and timber from the jagir’s for-

ests, and agricultural products like areca, paddy, cardamom, and betel leaves 

had to be processed and sold. For these it was inevitable that the matha 

draw on local populations. For Giridhara Shastry there was no doubt that 

these transactions made the matha central to everyday life in Sringeri: “In 

the jagirdari days the matha was the center because the matha wielded all 

powers—if one wanted to chop wood from the forest, one had to approach 

the matha; if a land matter came up, the matha decided; moreover, people 

were employees of the matha, tending the matha’s many acres of land. Then 

the matha was always the ‘natural’ center of the area’s religious activities; 

and people came to the matha for advice in spiritual matters. The matha 

was the center for day-to-day aff airs.”66 What this means is that a milieu of 

interdependency developed between the matha and local communities and 

aff ected patterns of daily life.

Narratives in Sringeri, in fact, emphasize the personal dialogue that was 

possible with the matha “in the days of the jagirdari”—the seeming lack of it 

by Ajji’s comforting presence—and tasty delicacies with which she lavishly 

pampers visitors. Once I visited them, suff ering from a bad cough, and 

ten minutes into a conversation with Giridhara Shastry over drafts of this 

book, Ajji emerged with the traditional remedy of steaming kashaya or 

herbal decoction. Knowing that I typically waited till the hot drinks she 

gave me cooled, she returned every few minutes to ensure that I would 

drink the decoction while it was still hot, so that it would most eff ectively 

relieve the cough. As I began to spend more time with Ajji, I came to un-

derstand that the aff ectionate gestures were integral to her ethics. “What 

use is a ritual or a practice that hurts somebody?” she often remarked. This 

usually meant a very thoughtfully reasoned position on particular ways of 

“speaking” and “doing” that took into full consideration views that either 

challenged or contradicted her own ways. As I refl ect on the paramount 

importance Ajji places on “not hurting anybody in any way” and the prac-

tical ways in which she—and Giridhara Shastry—practice this conviction, I 

also began to understand how their home always feels so spacious.
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quite often feeds criticism of the matha in its postjagirdar phase. Just as the 

stories I heard about the gods and goddesses of the local temples had held up 

their Sringeri visages for me, recountings of experiences with “the matha”—

with its gurus and its other custodians—held up the matha as a peopled in-

stitution with many voices. Dodda Murthy once told me how in the days of 

the jagirdari the matha’s administrative offi  ce used to be down by the Gandhi 

maidan,67 the sprawling open ground where the west-east fl owing Tunga 

turns sharply to the north, encircling the ground on two sides. The offi  ce 

would keep time by ringing a big bell on the hour, and Dodda Murthy’s fa-

ther and other brahmans would hurry for their sandhyāvandana68 by the river 

when the bell struck the evening hour. Putta Murthy recounted:69

figure 2.1. Giridhara Shastry in his study. Photo by S. Shankar
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pm: Many brahman families used to work in the matha in an *honorary 

capacity.* For instance, my father was the peshkar (superintendent).

If there was any event in the matha, my father would be asked to 

look after its *management.* And he used to go and help.

My older brother too worked as peshkar.

My other older brother (Dodda Murthy) also worked in the taluk 

offi  ce which was the matha’s responsibility.

I too worked in the matha for a few years. So *honorary service*—

l: For free?

pm: that was what we had all resolved—

to work for the matha for a while before we took up any other job, 

seve (service).

We wanted to serve ammanavaru (the goddess Sharada). They used 

to give me twenty rupees as salary in the matha.

l: Only twenty!

pm: Twelve rupees—not even twenty, a salary of twelve rupees and an 

allowance of six rupees—totally eighteen rupees.

figure 2.2. Ajji near the Tulsi plants by their house. Photo by S. Shankar
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But this was plenty!

I didn’t eat out, and there weren’t other expenses.

Didn’t eat in a hotel or smoke cigarettes, didn’t have these habits.

So we used to do service for the matha.

In this way, we used to work for the matha.

Other groups did, too.

But, as I noted in the previous chapter, the brahman community in Sring-

eri consists of many subsects, a fact that acquires some salience when one 

notes that relations in the earlier half of the twentieth century existed not 

just between a homogenous “brahman community” and the matha, but be-

tween particular subsects and the matha. These were diff erentially expressed 

relations, with some subsects being more restricted than others in the capaci-

ties they could interact with the matha (for example, some brahman subsects 

were not allowed access to the matha’s kitchen and granary or could not 

eat with other more privileged subsects). Reading a draft of this chapter, 

however, Giridhara Shastry pointed out to me that such privileging was not 

normatively derived: Another way of thinking about the question of who had 

access to what spaces of the matha, according to him, is to consider emigra-

tion-immigration patterns. The oldest communities (Babburkamme, Hoysala 

Karnataka, Andhras) who formed the oldest employees of matha traditionally 

held the responsibilities of cooking for and serving the guru, privileged forms 

of religious service. With emigration out of Sringeri in these older communi-

ties and immigration of other communities (Shivalli, Kota, for example) into 

Sringeri, it is possible that the practice of restricting access to the matha to 

newer communities was more of a strategy to retain generational hold on 

privileged duties, rather than a belief in innate subcaste superiority.

While in contemporary times, the matha does not maintain distinctions 

between brahman communities, these distinctions of the past are neverthe-

less remembered by descendants of families that were disprivileged. In some 

cases these memories are incorporated into “family traditions” that enact a 

deliberate distancing from the matha. For example, one such practice is that 

of a family that sends a kān ³ike (contribution, gift) to the matha for a puja 

year after year, but chooses to do so in absentia or through proxy. In the 

1890s, although the matha decided to “re-recognize” some ostracized com-

munities, this recognition is as much subject to validation by the commu-

nity being reincorporated. As Webb Keane observes, in an interactional con-

text, recognition cannot be the prerogative of one party; unequally shared 
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though this prerogative may be, recognition is essentially “dialectical and 

potentially power-laden.”70 Reciprocity is thus enmeshed in questions (that 

could illustrate ironies) such as: Who seeks recognition, and in what man-

ner? Who grants it, and in what manner? Further, if the matha formally rec-

ognized some brahman families for the service they rendered to the matha, 

it simultaneously formally recognized others for their material patronage. 

Perhaps reciprocity, beyond the act of recognition itself, is about kinds of 

recognition—recognition of service, of economic strength, or of erudition, 

for instance.

As we try to nuance our understanding of the culture of interdependency 

that seems to have developed in the Sringeri region, it is critical to also note 

that there are some families in Sringeri that disclaim obligatory ties to the 

matha, since their lands have not come from the matha. The absence of 

a land-based economic connection aff ects how matha-family relations are 

described by individuals. One brahman agriculturist whose name I must 

keep anonymous said to me, “My grandfather came here and bought land 

from somebody, so where is the question of being obliged to the matha? 

We did not take anything and we did not receive anything.” In fact, later in 

the conversation, he described a recent episode in which the matha came 

up for sharp critique for the manner in which it had acknowledged a donor. 

As others in Sringeri also recounted, the administration had hung a framed 

picture of the donor couple in the main temple, and a few local residents 

(whose families also had long-standing relations with the matha) objected. 

This agriculturalist said that he went up to the counter in the temple where 

one pays for the pujas one wants conducted and requested to pay for a puja 

to be conducted to the framed picture. When the clerk at the counter re-

plied that such a puja was not possible, he asked that the picture then be re-

moved. Others in Sringeri said they too had made similar facetious requests. 

The administration soon had this picture removed.

Intrigued by the mix of stories, especially romanticizing the jagirdari 

days, I once remarked to Giridhara Shastry in a conversation about Sring-

eri that I often had heard people say the days of the jagirdari had been 

better. I present below an edited version of his response, which I recorded 

on audiotape:71

gs: After all the farther the highest power people can appeal to, the less 

satisfi ed they are with the arrangement. It wasn’t like that here.

For instance, there used to be revenue inspectors of the matha who 

would go to the farmer to collect taxes.
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Let’s suppose the farmer had to give ten quintals of paddy.

The revenue inspector would say, “You have to give the 10 quintals.”

Now suppose the farmer said,

“No sir, I can only give eight,”

and the revenue inspector didn’t budge, the farmer could appeal—

appeal to the administrator.

If the administrator also didn’t concede, the guru was always 

there.

The farmer could fall at the guru’s feet, and the guru would just 

dismiss the case, saying,

“Don’t bother to pay anything!” So what would you naturally pre-

fer—this negotiable system, or today’s government with its courts 

where your case will sit unresolved for years together?

Which do you think people will want?

The older families in Sringeri today—they were personally invited 

to come and settle here.

In those days Sringeri used to be *thinly populated.* Say a house 

needed to be built.

The matha would give them some land; the matha would, say, cut 

as much timber as you need from the forest. The matha would do all 

these things in the past.

Today such things won’t work, right? None of that happens today.

In the past these older families were in the position to dictate to 

the matha.

If some of them came together, they were in a position to com-

mand the matha.

Who can they dictate to now?

The government?

What’s happened is that the government has become *impersonal* 

now—it wasn’t *impersonal* then.

And the guru, *he knew almost every family.* He knew what was 

going on in every family.

There were families—for many families, the matha was—what’s the 

word?—the matha was *guardian.*

There used to be a person here, whose father passed away when he 

was still a boy.72

He left behind only young children.

At that time the matha stepped in, appointed a *guardian* to take 

care of the children. And then—there was another family—

Connectedness and Reciprocity 87



l: So were they *literally guardians*?

gs: *Literally guardians*! The —— family?

The father, he passed away early.

Again it was the matha that appointed guardians.

The matha’s appointees would market the family’s areca, manage 

the fi elds, manage everything.

As soon as the boy became a major, they handed it over to him.

The matha also gave loans.

It was easy to take a loan from them. Everything took place right 

there in the matha.

When things were like that—

l: Were there only brahmans here then?

gs: Of course not, there were Vokkaligas too—

l: Other castes—did the matha look after them too?

gs: Oh yes! In fact, I’ve heard—the Vokkaligas in Tekkuru—were helped 

by the matha.

So you see, the matha’s involvement in those days was totally diff er-

ent. *Relationships* with the matha were inevitable.

And as I said, it was for all these reasons.

There was dāks ³inyā (obligation), you see.

For the Navaratri festival, and for marriages, you were expected to 

gift something to the matha.

The day tenancy was abolished and people became sole owners of 

the matha’s lands—the generation changed.

This generation does not have that kind of contact with the 

matha.

*It isn’t possible.*

The abolition of the jagirdari system and the transfer of land ownership to 

tenants severed the networks of reciprocity that, in Giridhara Shastry’s view, 

characterized social relations in Sringeri in the jagirdari days. While the ten-

ant was freed from the imposition of jagir tax and revenue payments to the 

matha, the sympathetic hearing the tenant was accustomed to in the matha 

was lost in the impersonal corridors of power in the state capital, Banga-

lore. Although the conversation highlights the negotiations possible with 

the matha, perhaps leverage was more a prerogative of older established 

landowners who were powerful enough to collectively command the matha. 

For these landowners then, the loss of the matha’s jagirdar status implied a 

loss of their own bargaining power.
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Despite its centrality in Sringeri life, the matha was not a monolithic con-

struct of power, and oral histories bring out inner confi gurations of contesta-

tion. The challenge to the matha’s sole claim to authority is seen, for example, 

in its confl icts with Sringeri’s mahajana, especially after the creation of the posi-

tion of an administrator in the early twentieth century. Holding perhaps the 

most powerful position in the nonrenunciate realm of the matha, the adminis-

trator supervises the extensive properties and public relations of the matha. A 

major dispute between one of the administrators and the mahajana came up in 

a conversation with an older resident whose ancestors belonged to the maha-

jana of Sringeri.73 We had been talking at length about various gurus and the 

administrative structure of the matha in recent times. According to him:

r: This administrator74 was very powerful—the guru had given him the 

full authority to decide all aff airs of the matha. “Mane bēre alla, matha 

bēre alla,” there was no diff erence between home and matha (for this 

administrator). He was that dedicated. That he caused hardship to oth-

ers is a diff erent issue.

l: They say the guru used to involve the townspeople in decision making 

. . .

r: Oh, yes—that was how it used to be.

Sanyasis were prohibited from getting involved in worldly aff airs, 

and so we were invited, given land in inām (endowment), so that we 

could spend our time studying the Vedas, performing rituals, and look-

ing after the matha’s aff airs.

Now, (this administrator) wanted to administer

l: Hunh?

r: independently—and the mahajana wouldn’t let him.

If the mahajana opposed him together, he fi gured that he would 

not be able to run the place by himself.

So he wanted them to sign their lands to the matha and to revoke 

their land grants.

The mahajana naturally resisted.

They protested.

The dispute went up to the British.

One British revenue offi  cial called Grant was asked to conduct an 

inquiry. There were all these copper inscriptions, and he said,

“I would like to see them, bring them.”

So they were given to him.

Grant asked—
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now he didn’t know Kannada, and the vaidikaru (orthodox brah-

mans), the mahajana didn’t know English.

The intermediary translator was on the matha’s side, on (the admin-

istrator’s) side.

My father used to tell me the inscriptions clearly said that these 

lands were given to us in Vidyaranya’s times so that we could be sup-

ported while we studied the Vedas and performed the pujas, and hence 

these lands belong to us.

But the translator said that the copper plates read,

“These lands belong to the matha, and should be in the matha’s 

account.”

Every plate was translated in the same way!

Grant got suspicious and thought,

“How is it that all of them read exactly the same? There is some-

thing else going on here.”

l: He must have known!

r: So at the end (of his report), he added a clause that said that if a dispute 

took place again within twelve years, a re-inquiry would be ordered.

This was somewhat of a blow for (this administrator) because, if any 

complaint arose in twelve years, the matha stood to forego the land.

So he told the mahajana,

“If you lease the land to tenants, one year they will give you more 

(harvest as revenue) and another year less. Also, you will have to go 

to the villages and haggle with these farmers. Instead, let us (the 

matha) collect all the harvest on your behalf and bring it to your 

doorstep.”

l: Hunh . . .

r: The mahajana reasoned, when somebody is actually off ering to get the 

harvest to our doorstep, why should we go to the villages?

Later we learned that the “off er” was made simply to avoid dispute 

for twelve years.

So, accordingly, every year for twelve years the matha collected the 

paddy and the areca due to the mahajana and gave it to them dutifully.

The thirteenth year (the administrator) instructed that the harvest 

be brought directly to the matha.

l: Oh!

r: When the harvest didn’t come home as usual, the mahajana approached 

the administrator:

90 Connectedness and Reciprocity



“How is it we have not got any harvest this year? We haven’t got 

our areca or anything.”

l: Hanh!

r: (The administrator) replied:

“Naturally. The harvest from the matha’s property will come to the 

matha. You had given statements saying this was the matha’s property 

and that harvests could be given to the matha.

We’re just following through with the order that was passed. There’s 

nothing we can do about it. All these years, we’ve already done in ex-

cess of what was due to you.”

l: That was cunning!

r: So the entire property of the mahajana became the matha’s.

But you know what the land reforms fi nally did—

you see, when a rupee is changed to a hundred paise, it isn’t no-

ticeable,

but when it is unchanged, it catches people’s eyes.

So the state government noticed and abolished the jagir.

“Land to the tiller,” they said.

With that it was over.

“Namagū illa, avaragū illa” (nothing for us, nothing for them ei-

ther).

The administrator in question provokes admiration from the older gen-

eration of Sringeri who respect him for his unparalleled dynamism in man-

aging the public relations of the matha and his competence in ritual proce-

dures, but interleaved is a certain reservation that comes from the feeling 

that he was also an astute politician. He is credited with making the role of 

the administrator powerful and prestigious—tipping the balance of power 

in favor of the matha and away from the mahajana. By this account the 

incident not only diminished the economic assets of the Sringeri mahajana 

but also introduced a change in moral topography: This raises the ques-

tion whether the transfer of lands also indexed a transfer of moral authority, 

although the latter is less clearly mappable. What is clear, however, is that 

confi scating lands in order to reverse a power structure resulted in perma-

nently disenfranchising the mahajana and aff ected the matha’s relations with 

local residents. It is interesting that although the mahajana lost political 

power, maryāde (respect, honor) accorded to that status continues to be 

shown formally to their descendants.
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Oral narrations indeed present undulated understandings of the relation-

ship between “the matha” and “the local community.” In another resident’s 

perspective, which I present below, the confl ict is seen less as a narrative 

of personal losses and gains, but as part of the broader history of land 

(mis)appropriations in Sringeri.

These brahman families (who had been granted the lands by in 

Vidyaranya’s time) were so immersed in the Vedas and their pujas that 

they had totally neglected their lands.

Quite often, lands were appropriated by whosoever tilled them. 

The situation had got to the point where there was no accounting for 

whether tenants paid revenue or not.

Then, during the reign of the Nayakas of Keladi, Shivappa Nayaka 

reclaimed all these lands and gave them back to the brahmans.

l: Shishtu . . . ?

r: That’s the reason why “Shivappa Nayaka’s shistu [assessment of rev-

enue]” is famous in this region.

So Shivappa Nayaka set in place an arrangement that continued for 

some time.

But our folk lost everything yet again!

l: Oh, no!

r: This didn’t mean they lost the titles—they had the titles, but the land 

was virtually useless to them.

Everyone wanted to administer lands staying at home; nobody went 

to the fi elds to personally look after their lands. Eventually, their situa-

tion got somewhat worrisome.

l: Hunh?

r: And yet, they were not willing to let go their control over the matha—

the matha was entirely controlled by them.

l: Hanh!

r: Even the guru had to follow their directions in whatever he did and 

said—every single matter had to be sanctioned by them.

It got to a point where matters had to be remedied, you see.

l: Oh!

r: So at this point, what (the administrator) did was—

he gave loans to whoever was in fi nancial diffi  culty, got the 

lands signed as collateral, and *gradually* confi scated them for the 

matha.

92 Connectedness and Reciprocity



In this *gradual* manner, they say, he managed to bring the power 

back to the matha.75

Thus, although the collective presiding authority of the mahajana may 

have helped to counter a centralization of authority in the administrator, 

there is more than a hint that the allocation of power within the mahajana 

“committee” was not much more diff used. But, stripped of their lands and 

rendered dependent on the matha for livelihood, one could argue that now 

an obligatory logic bound the mahajana to the matha in a way that the 

matha was not bound to them. Thus, although the two understandings of 

this tussle for power diff er in their emphases, they both tell us that land be-

came an important instrument in the reallocation of moral authority.

Tenancy legislations passed by the Karnataka government after India’s 

independence further impacted social relations in Sringeri. Motivated by 

the socialist agenda of the central government, tenancy legislation, essen-

tialized in the slogan “land to the tiller,” were intended to redress the ineq-

uities of a feudalistic system of land ownership. The fi rst piece of legislation 

(passed in 1958 but implemented in the mid-sixties) ruled that no institu-

tion could govern or collect tax independent of the government. M. A. 

S. Rajan reports that “all over Karnataka the State had acquired sovereign 

rights over all land by virtue of the provisions of the national Constitu-

tion. In the fi eld of land taxation it had abolished all tax intermediaries of 

all kinds.”76 As a result, Sringeri lost its status as a jagir and became part of 

the state of Karnataka, which was then called Mysore.77 Then, in 1974, the 

second piece of legislation passed by the ruling Congress government of 

Devaraj Urs lowered land ownership limits further.78 As the largest “land-

owner” in the region, the matha’s holdings exceeded the land ceiling speci-

fi ed by the reforms, and the government confi scated the matha’s endowed 

lands, reapportioning them among its tenants and new bidders. In Sringeri 

taluk itself the matha had to relinquish fi ve thousand acres.79

Needless to say, the loss of the jagirdar status seriously compromised the 

economic hold of the matha, created breaks in the power dynamics that 

had existed until then, and, as can well be imagined, splintered the land-

based social relationships between the matha and the people who lived in 

the jagir. It is important to note that narratives in Sringeri, while recount-

ing what was lost and what was gained by owners and tenants, also empha-

size the profound shifts in sociability that accompanied tenancy legislation. 

No longer obligated to each other by land tenancy, many former tenants 

and landlords in Sringeri who shared cordial relationships fi nd themselves 
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renegotiating their relationship so that their moral kinship or bāndhavya 

continues to be maintained.

In this complex arena of shifting confi gurations of power and economic 

ties, it is clear that relations between gurus, administrators, local priests 

and scholars, families, ascetics, rulers, landowners, and tenants registered 

changes. This chapter has tried to explore how these changes were ex-

pressed and negotiated in social relations that brokered memories of past 

reciprocities and distances, new statuses, and emerging directions. Upa-

chara in Sringeri can narrowly be understood as the performance of hospi-

tality, but more comprehensively as “conduct,” a normative concept that 

demands historical and relational circumstances be factored into the aes-

thetic expression of propriety.

With the crystallization of the matha as a Dharmashastra-interpreting 

institution that, at diff erent times, was empowered diff erently, the question 

arises as to how the notion of shastra—also about right conduct—manifests 

itself in the community around the matha. While this question’s immedi-

ate locale is Sringeri, the importance of the idea of shastra in wider Hindu 

contexts makes this a discussion about the imagination of the normative in 

Hindu culture.
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Vijaya Krishnamurthy and S. J. Krishnamurthy (“Meshtru”)

“I’ve made raw jackfruit hul ³i (a type of lentil soup) today, because I knew 

you were coming!” Vijaya called out from inside as soon as I stepped 

into their house for lunch. Knowing that the jackfruit season had ended, 

I knew that Vijaya must have made special eff ort to acquire the fruit. She 

had made jackfruit hul ³i a tradition to follow when I visited Sringeri and 

had lunch with them. We had become good friends over the ten years 

since I attended a parayana in their house. I had felt extremely awkward 

about attending the event (and the lunch following it) since I had not 

been invited formally, but a common friend, knowing of my interest in 

cultural happenings around town, had insisted I go (“Really, they will 

love it”). We—Vijaya and Uma and Usha (her daughters, who were in 

their early twenties) and I—bonded instantly, developing the comfortable 

friendship that allows banter.

Through Vijaya, who is from the Maidan regions but has lived in Sring-

eri since she married S. J. Krishnamurthy (“Meshtru,” or teacher, as he is 

known) in the 1970s, I gained a sense of the cultural distinctiveness of the 

Malnad—foodways, in modes of address, or in ritual practices. These were 

described non-judgmentally, often with self-deprecating humor. Perhaps 

it was this ability to suspend criticism that “explained” how Vijaya blended 

so easily with all generations, relating as a peer to Uma and Usha’s friends 

with the same gusto as to her own friends and to Chayamma’s generation. 

She once said, when Uma and Usha had completed their graduate educa-

tion in mathematics and physics respectively and taken up jobs at the local 

college, “I tell them, “Why don’t you girls just wear churidaars to work 

instead of saris?’ but they won’t listen to me. Usha says, ‘We’d end up 

looking like college students ourselves!’” In another context, when I had 

asked, perhaps sounding skeptical, whether the young and suddenly wid-

owed daughter of a common friend would fi nd it hard to remarry, Vijaya 

chided, “Come, if people like you think this way, it won’t do! Times are 

changing and she will fi nd somebody.” By the time I visited next, the girl 

had remarried, was well settled into a new home and a bank job she liked, 

and was raising a family.

I ran into Vijaya and Meshtru often in the temple. Meshtru invariably 

said, “When will you come home? This evening? Tomorrow, or day after?” 

and invariably I would show up at their house. Meshtru, who had retired 

as a schoolmaster and performed voluntary service at the matha, especially 

knew I valued conversations about Sringeri. In 1995 he had taken me to the 
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temple of the goddess Banashankari, who, as her name suggests, ensured 

crops and vegetation. It was on that hour-long walk that he had told me 

how his father and his uncle had started the fi rst bus service in Sringeri, 

a business that took most of the family money but ended in heavy losses 

because of the heavy rains and poor roads. Through Meshtru’s stories I 

came to imagine Sringeri gurus in lively quotidian detail. For instance, il-

lustrating how one needs to carry oneself with deference and humility in 

the presence of a guru, he told me a story. In the mid-nineteenth century 

a man, sporting a fl owing handlebar mustache, went to seek the blessings 

of Ugra Narasimha Bharati. While giving him tīrtha (sacred water), the 

guru looked at him, and said, “Ēno mīse?” (“How are you, Mustache?” 

or “What is this mustache?”). Next morning, the hapless man discovered 

that one side of his mustache had turned white. “That is why you should 

take a plate of fruit when you visit the gurus,” Meshtru concluded. As 

is well-known in Hindu practice, divine beings or dharmic persons are 

acknowledged to have an extraordinary gaze that is capable of transform-

ing what it falls on. Meshtru’s stories were short and brisk, but they made 

their points graphically. I remember them by their catch phrases, like “ēno 

mīse?” In another example a man who had been treating his mother badly 

at home, but had come to seek a guru’s blessings, was greeted with “Illigū 

banda nīca?” So have you come here too, you base man?”

In 2004, looking back at how their children had been placed in life 

(their son was now an engineer with a multinational corporation; Uma 

and Usha had married and were enjoying academic careers in Bangalore) 

and at their modest new house (which they acquired after a long wait), 

both Vijaya and Meshtru had only one thing to say. Meshtru said, “It is all 

due to the anugraha (grace) of the guru,” and Vijaya said, “Ammanavara 

kripe (the kindness of the goddess),” echoing what I had heard her say 

for years.
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figure 2.3. S. J. Krishnamurthy and Vijaya in their backyard. Photo by S. Shankar
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Shastra
Divine Injunction and Earthly Custom

“Now that my daughters are married and have left home, I don’t 

think I will do an elaborate display of dolls (for Navaratri), but, for the 

sake of shastra, I’ll maybe arrange two dolls in the puja room,” mused 

Vijaya Krishnamurthy, when I telephoned to greet her for the upcoming 

Navaratri festival. I agreed, remembering the many times I too had done 

things to conform to shastra at least minimally. For example, balancing 

the Hindu festive calendar with a workday calendar that did not recognize 

those festivals meant that sometimes we would cook just chitrānna and 

pāyasa1 to mark the meal as auspicious and festive. One encounters the 

term shastra in countless contexts of everyday parlance in Hindu worlds in 

spirited phrases such as “It is said in the shastras” or “It goes against the 

shastras.” Indeed, for over two thousand years the notion of shastra has 

had an astonishing presence in Hindu normative thought and culture, and 

shastras, as codifi cations of knowledge, have been composed in virtually 

every aspect of life from love and politics to thieving and horse rearing. 

The term shastra comes from the Sanskrit root śās, which means “to teach 

or instruct,” and shastra is commonly translated into English as injunction, 
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order, command, precept, rule or compendium of rules, religious or scien-

tifi c treatise, and lawbook.2 Just as often,  shastra is translated imprecisely 

as “scripture.”

While many times an individual may rhetorically invoke the phrase “the 

shastras say” to validate a moral position, justify an action, or to subvert 

and negate somebody else’s position and actions, the enduring sense of the 

term is associated with the performance of correct action or duty (dhar-

ma), the creation of auspiciousness, and compliance with context-specifi c 

regulations on conduct. Indeed, the concept of shastra yokes precept and 

practice in a way that perhaps no other concept in Hindu life does, and 

indexes a complexity that is not fully conveyed by the dictionary meanings 

of the term.

How might we understand the so-called modifi cations (to what, indeed) 

individuals make between “knowing” and “doing” the “right” thing? What 

voices of authority are summoned by the term shastra and what visions of 

the past and future are created by it in everyday contexts? What subjects of 

life and living are imagined to be under the purview of shastra? Or, more 

broadly, what kinds of cultural knowledge are called shastra?

While the preceding chapter traced the growth of the matha into a pow-

erful Dharmashastra-interpreting institution, emerging in the midst of, 

and contributing to, a distinctive ethos of social relations in the region, 

this chapter looks at shastra itself as a normative concept in Hindu think-

ing. Contemporary quotidian theorization in Sringeri about the normative 

(of which shastra is one aspect) makes striking conversation with concep-

tualizations of shastra in early and medieval India. In the sections that fol-

low, I provide a brief review of how shastra was imagined in Vedic times, 

across post-Vedic schools of philosophy, in medieval bhakti traditions, and 

in colonial India. With this historical background, in the next chapter I 

consider a wide variety of Sringeri perspectives on shastra and locate the 

concept amid a fi eld of multiple normative concepts. In this review I pay 

particular attention to the Dharmashastras—shastra texts that most promi-

nently address everyday Hindu life—in whose interpretation the Sringeri 

matha has been considered an authority. So vivid are the Dharmashastras 

about injunctions for daily living and legal practice that they mesmerized 

many powerful British colonial administrators into believing that these 

texts were exclusive and fi xed codes for Hindus across the breadth of India. 

British colonial policy, relying on a book-based understanding, subjected 

these highly context-driven codes to parochial deployment in the creation 

of an Anglo-Indian judicial system.
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Theorizing Shastra in Early India

To one growing up in India, “shastra” often appears to be a stodgy infl exible 

set of ancient rules whose origin and clarity seem apparent only to the elders 

and the priests who invoke them. It was only when I self-consciously re-

fl ected on this concept, persuaded by my experiences in Sringeri, that I dis-

covered that the term, dating back to Vedic and early post-Vedic times, was 

in fact profoundly multivalent and heterogeneous. Shastra and its cultural 

cognates reveal themselves to be intricate and even idiosyncratic in everyday 

contexts. Yet a history of the term shows remarkable parallels between the 

debates of a distant past and those of contemporary times, although we do 

not know enough about how the shastras played out in the actual life of the 

past. The diff used views on shastra reveal debate and deliberation on the na-

ture and source of authority, competing jurisdictions of moral and practical 

knowledge, the effi  cacy of prescribed actions, permissibility and rigidity of 

injunctions, and the problem of textuality.3

In a wide-ranging study of shastra in early Indian thought, Sheldon Pol-

lock fi nds that for over twenty-fi ve hundred years the concept of shastra, 

indexing an impressive range of “cultural grammars” has been “invested 

with massive authority, ensuring what in many cases seems to have been a 

nearly unchallengeable claim to normative control of cultural practices.”4 

Arguing that shastra is the equivalent of “theory” (if theory is understood 

as doctrinal and programmatic), Pollock takes up the intriguing question 

of how such a practice-oriented genre as shastra itself theorizes the re-

lationship between “theory” and “practice.” He concludes that “theory” 

in Sanskritic literary culture is posited as always preceding and regulating 

“practice” (prayoga) because all theory is hypothesized as originating in 

a divine, eternal, and omniscient source, often identifi ed as the Vedas.5 A 

text like the panoramic treatise on the theatrical arts, the Nāt ³yaśāstra by 

Bharata (dated sometime between second century bce and second century 

ce) imagines itself as a “shastra of prayoga,” a theory of praxis. In fact, “the 

written text in the case of the [Nāt ³ya] śāstra could at best be a residual 

record or memory aid of a much deeper, more intense and pervasive oral 

discourse within the tradition.”6

Although the word shastra fi rst occurs in a Rigvedic verse to Indra,7 its 

earliest signifi cation is in the grammatical tradition of the third and second 

century bce where shastra is defi ned as a rule that regulates grammatical 

usage. Early grammarians like Katyayana and Patanjali insisted that shas-

tra regulates not only the province of language but human conduct itself 
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for the achievement of spiritual and dharmic goals. By the third century 

bce, compendia of dharma (duties) known as the Dharmasutras had already 

emerged in Indian sociophilosophical literature, and, soon, domains of life 

that come under the three life goals (purus ³ārthas) of an individual—right 

conduct (dharma), material pursuit (artha), and aesthetically refi ned sexual-

ity (kama)—saw codifi cation.8 There are shastras on every imaginable sub-

ject from grammar and architecture to statecraft and the fi ne arts. Although 

commentarial tradition and popular parlance occasionally describe the Vedas 

and the Bhagavad Gītā as moksha shastra, it is harder to fi nd treatises on the 

fourth goal, moksha (liberation), perhaps because moksha is understood as 

being realized only through selfl ess action, devotion, a guru’s guidance, and, 

above all, divine grace. Although absorbed with particular subjects, shastras 

assume that human realms resist invariable compartmentalization and thus 

see themselves as addressing all three types of human endeavor (dharma, 

artha, and kama). Under no circumstances, they argue, should any one of 

the life goals impede the other two.9 For instance, Kautilya’s Arthaśāstra and 

Vatsyayana’s Kāmasūtra also grapple with the question of dharma within the 

contexts of their specifi c subjects of statecraft or sexuality respectively, even 

though dharma is the substantive concern of the Dharmashastras.10

If one considers the ways in which texts declare themselves shastric 

(keeping in mind that texts not explicitly called shastra bear features of 

the genre while others that do not bear generic traits may be designated 

as shastra),11 shastra appears as a deeply self-refl exive genre. For example, 

shastra texts often justify themselves by arguing that they are necessary in 

an age of moral decline in the current era of Kali. The decline in human in-

telligence, the general need for a synoptic presentation of the imponderably 

vast literature of the subject, and the fact of human mortality are off ered 

as reasons for composing shastras.12 For example, in the manner of many 

shastric texts, after tracing a complex genealogy of divine transmission for 

the Kāmasūtra, Vatsyayana tells us that the process of abridgement that 

had taken place prior to his work had rendered the “original” text available 

either in too vast a form or in too specialized a form so that he is compelled 

to codify the knowledge into the manageable text of the Kāmasūtra.13 

Madhva, the thirteenth-century philosopher-saint and founder of the Dvai-

ta (“dualist”) school of Vedanta philosophy, cites the corruption of the 

pristine text of the Mahabharata and the proliferation of regional versions 

as reasons for his commentary.14

Other shastras, especially relating to the performing arts, where we see a 

well-articulated tension between individual talent and a governing rule book, 
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also tackle the question of why a shastra is indispensable. In the encyclopedic 

Nāt ³yaśāstra, Bharata declares that we need shastras because, unlike divine 

creation, the human creative act calls for regulation.15 An interesting story is 

told about a lost shastra on dance authored by Tandu. We learn that Tandu’s 

shastra existed from Bharata’s Nāt ³yaśāstra into which it was incorporated, 

and from a commentary on Tandu’s work by the tenth-century critic, Ab-

hinavagupta.16 The Nāt ³yaśāstra tells us that Lord Shiva, the perfect cosmic 

dancer, asked his disciple, Tandu, to instruct Bharata on Shiva’s distinctive 

dance known as the nr ³tta. This divine command led to Tandu’s formula-

tion, which fi gures in the fourth chapter of Bharata’s Nāt ³yaśāstra. Mukund 

Lath concludes that this refl ects Bharata’s attempt “to proclaim an immanent 

relation between his own śāstra and that of Tandu, which was an obviously 

earlier śāstra.”17 Such embedding and entextualization of texts illustrates the 

supple intertextuality that is characteristic of shastric literature.18

Shastra and Schools of Philosophy

The Pūrva Mīmām³ sā school, which fl ourished from the second century ce 

onward, argued that ritual injunctions in the Vedas were the only means by 

which dharma could be known.19 Yet, how does one know that acting ac-

cording to an injunction produces the result it promises, and how does one 

interpret the nonachievement of a result? To answer these questions, the sev-

enth-century commentator Kumarila Bhatta and later scholars pointed to the 

world of the imperceptible: results do ensue from following injunctions, but 

some results can be “seen” (drishtha) and others “unseen” (adrishtha).20 Ve-

danta schools of philosophy from the eighth century shifted their attention 

from the ritual-oriented Brahmana portions to the Upanishads, the more 

philosophical part of the Vedas. In his Vivekacūd ³āman ³i the Advaita philos-

opher Shankara says, “Acceptance, with fi rm conviction, of śāstra and the 

words of the Guru as conveying the Truth is called faith by the wise. By this 

does reality become apprehended.”21 At the same time, the Vivekacūd ³āman ³i 
unequivocally cautions against shastra vāsanā (becoming too attached to 

shastra), which can impede wisdom.22 Thus, says Shankara, “individuals may 

read and recite the śāstras, sacrifi ce to the gods, perform rituals, worship dei-

ties. Still, liberation will not occur, even after hundreds of millions of years, 

without a personal experience of one’s identity with the Self [Brahman].”23

In Śrī Bhās ³ya, the renowned exponent of Vishishthadvaita (“qualifi ed 

nondualism”), Ramanuja (ce 1056–1137) argues that shastra is relevant only 
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to the world of sentient beings who are capable of action and agency and 

who desire to realize Brahman. Devotion is the means of attaining Brahman, 

but devotion itself is to be learned through shastra. Madhva, the eminent 

Dvaita (“dualism”) philosopher, also posits that the shastras are the only 

mode of knowing Vishnu’s attributes and his “authorship of the universe.”24 

The program for liberation is spelled out in a wide spectrum of texts that 

Madhva identifi es as agamas (canonical texts), a term he frequently inter-

changes with shastra. The agamas or “true shastras” (sadāgama) are of two 

types. The nonhuman (apaurusheya) shastras are the eternal Vedas and 

Upanishads, while the human-authored (paurusheya) are the Pancharatra 

treatises (Vaishnava ritual texts), the epics of the Mahabharata and the Ra-

mayana, the Puranas, and “whatever else is in conformity with their teach-

ings.”25 Madhva tells us that there are also divinely composed shastras whose 

purpose is to delude; these are mohashastras, shastras of delusion, composed 

to trick evil forces into darkness. The mohashastras illustrate the potency of 

a shastra, for, despite being ontologically false, they are seen as capable of 

securing their objective when their pragmatic program is followed.

When a body of literature such as the poetry of the Alvar saints (sixth-

ninth centuries ce) is conferred Vedic status, or when a text like Bharata’s 

Nāt ³yaśāstra calls itself a “fi fth Veda,” it takes on the Vedic attributes of trans-

human knowledge and doctrinal authority.26 R. C. Dwivedi argues that, thus, 

a “marginal, occasional, symbolic, mythical, and dialectical relationship has 

always existed between the Vedas and subsequent development of śāstras.”27 

Brian Smith elaborates that many texts and practices that call themselves 

“Vedic” express this relationship through strategies of “refl ection (this is the 

Veda), restatement (this is based on the Veda), reduction (this is the simpli-
fi ed Veda), reproduction (this enlarges the Veda), recapitulation (this is con-
densed essence of the Veda), and even reversal (the Veda is based on this).”28

Bhakti and Shastra

Although Vedantic schools readily acknowledged bhakti (devotion) as a pre-

condition for higher knowledge, it is in the bhakti traditions of the centuries 

after the Alvars that one fi nds a range of attitudes from bold critique of shas-

tra to conformity with it. For example, in the colloquial poetic form known 

as vacana (lit. “thing said”) adopted by Virashaiva poets of the tenth to 

fourteenth centuries, one fi nds a powerful critique of shastra both as specifi c 

injunction and as normative socioreligious code. For many Virashaiva poets 
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shastra is a distraction in the search for Shiva, who is the one and only real-

ity. As Basava (twelfth century) declares: “They plunge / wherever they see 

water. / They circumambulate / every tree they see. / How can they know 

you / O Lord / who adore / waters that run dry / trees that wither?”29 Al-

lama Prabhu’s repudiation of convention is similarly illustrative: “The Vedas 

are a matter of recitation, śāstras a chatter of the marketplace, purān ³as are 

only a meeting of goons.”30 At the same time, the crucial relationship be-

tween “knowledge” and “practice” debated by centuries of shastric literature 

is identifi ed as central to existence itself by the vacanas. As the vacana of Dasi-

mayya (ad tenth century) puts it: “Fire can burn / but cannot move. / Wind 

can move / but cannot burn. / Till fi re joins wind / it cannot take a step. / 

Do men know / it’s like that / with knowing and doing?”31 Effi  cacy is under-

stood in the vacana as movement, as “taking a step,” affi  rming the Virashaiva 

ideal of the wandering ascetic (jan
³
gama).

However, the uninhibited critique of brahmanical customs that one gen-

erally fi nds in the vacanas has tended to overshadow the fact that there were 

Virashaiva thinkers whose response to Vedic tradition and its allied shas-

tras was more complicated than outright rejection. The thirteenth-century 

Telugu Virashaiva poet, Pālkuriki Somanātha, who was staunchly antibrah-

manical asserts in his Basava Purān ³a that he was a “scholar of the ‘four Ve-

das’” and that Virashaivism fully conformed to the Vedas and the shastras.32 

As Narayana Rao observes, the precondition for engaging the shastras, at 

least in the Basava Purān ³a, is the disacknowledgement of the custodial hold 

of brahmans and brahmanism over the Vedas and the shastras.

The tension between censuring mechanical or pretentious enactments of 

shastra, on the one hand, and overt allegiance to shastric norms on the oth-

er, is vividly brought out in the poetry and hagiographies of many Vaishnava 

bhakti saints. The Chaitanya Charitāmr ³ta, a well-known sixteenth-century 

biography of the saint Chaitanya who inspired a popular Krishna-bhakti 

movement in the Braj region, depicts him as a keen adherent of varn ³a (caste) 

and aśrama (life stage) stipulations specifi ed by the Dharmashastras. Just as 

many times, however, Chaitanya seems to transgress varnāśrama dharma in 

the ecstasy of devotion.33 This dual response to shastric stipulation, Graham 

Schweig argues, is rooted in the Bhāgavata Purān ³a, which validates socially 

structured existence, but ultimately subjugates it to the service of Krishna; 

the latter being the highest dharma (parodharma).34 Hagiographies of Mi-

rabai, the most famous devotee of Krishna in sixteenth-century Rajasthan 

point out that although she rejected the social role of pativratā (lit. worship 

toward the husband) described by the shastras as incumbent on a married 
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woman, that rejection was only relevant to the human sphere. For, as stories 

go, Mira believed, in the manner of the gōpī tradition (the cowherding girls 

who loved Krishna), that she was already and eternally married to Krishna, 

and in this relationship, she indeed was a pativratā.

The autobiography and abhangas (eight-lined poems) of the Marathi 

brahman saint Bahinabai (1628–1700) testify to her intense eff ort to recon-

cile the demands made by the shastras of a woman with her desire for a life 

of unfettered devotion to Lord Vitthala and to her guru, the poet-saint Tu-

karam.35 Her attempts to seek Tukaram, who was of a so-called lower caste, 

incited tremendous opposition and physical abuse from her husband, who 

was a vaidika, a professional reciter of the Vedas. While Bahinabai’s everyday 

struggles challenged her spiritual aspirations, she was also frustrated by mi-

sogynist characterizations in the shastras that prohibited her from following 

shastric prescriptions that had salvifi c power.36 Yet her later poetry shows 

that she came to the understanding that the shastric path liberates only in 

the living out of the root signifi cance of injunctions and not through their 

mechanical observance.37

The Dharmasutras and the Dharmashastras

Most relevant to the Sringeri context where historically the matha has been 

an interpreter of the Dharmashastras are the Dharmasutra and the Dharma-

shastra texts.38 Perhaps no other group of shastra-texts recorded and codi-

fi ed everyday life, especially as it pertained to the upper castes as these trea-

tises did. Compiled by various authors approximately between 500 bce and 

ce 400, they broadly cover four topics spanning personal conduct (achara), 

expiation (prayaschitta), business (vyavahara), and governance (raja dhar-

ma).39 The Dharmasutras, written in aphoristic style, are part of early ritual 

texts called the Kalpasutras that are one of the six ancillary Vedic texts.40 

While most Dharmasutras are lost to us now, or known only through ex-

tracts alluded to in other texts, four Dharmasutras, whose authorship is at-

tributed to Gautama, Apastamba, Baudhayana, and Vasishtha respectively, 

have been translated into English.41 The Gautama Dharmasutra is regarded 

by some to be the oldest; some others consider Apastamba the oldest. The 

Dharmashastras, composed later than the Dharmasutras, are in verse but 

show a general similarity with the Dharmasutras in content. They are less 

easily traceable to specifi c Vedic schools. The only preserved Dharmashas-

tras are those of Manu, Yajnavalkya, Narada, and Parashara, with consensus 
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in scholarship being that Manu is possibly the oldest.42 Dharma, according 

to these texts, “includes all aspects of proper individual and social behav-

iour as demanded by one’s role in society and in keeping with one’s social 

identity according to age, gender, caste, marital status, and order of life.”43 

Extraordinary in their imagination of everyday and ceremonial contexts and 

social categories, the sutras and shastras enumerate, among other things, the 

dharma appropriate to kings, householders, renouncers, and students, ritual 

procedures, dietary practices, holy pursuits, sins and their expiation, and 

women’s roles. Aware of the ever present possibility of breaches, these texts 

also specify preventive and reparatory measures.

The antiquity, sequence, the actual location in the Vedic corpus, certainty 

of authorship, and textual completeness of Dharmasutra and Dharmashas-

tra texts continue to be indeterminate and perplex modern scholarship. Yet 

commentaries on these texts from the seventh to the eighteenth century do 

not doubt their authoritativeness, associating them with the Vedas and with 

sages whose knowledge was considered transcendent and irrefutable. These 

texts on dharma, however, have proved challenging to interpret. They are 

terse and cryptic, with critical junctures marked by elision, and often dif-

ferent texts voice varying opinion on dharma. Over the centuries vast and 

erudite commentaries (t ³īka) and digests (nibandha) were written addressing 

problems such as consistency, ambiguity, variation, adaptability, and the gen-

eral question of application. The writers of these deeply intertextual digests 

were often experienced ministers or royal councillors who drew on systems 

of grammar, exegesis, and logic to interpret the Dharmashastras (systems 

that also helped them to strengthen the theoretical link with the Vedas).44

The texts recognize that while dharma itself is a binding principle from 

which no one is exempt, rules are in fact knowable through particular idioms: 

the dharma of a region (deśadharma), the dharma of a group (jātidharma), 

or the dharma of the family (kuladharma). In an important observation in-

creasingly shared by modern scholars of Dharmashastras, Patrick Olivelle 

notes most of the rules of behavior specifi ed in these texts are custom de-

rived, and “cannot be traced to the Vedic texts. There is, then, a dissonance 

between the theologically correct defi nition and epistemology of dharma 

and the reality of the rules of dharma encoded in the Dharmasūtras.”45 

Thus, it is the more immediate worlds of achara, or exemplary conduct from 

the lived context, and not so much the distant and awe-inspiring Vedas that 

provide these texts with their normative detail.46

But it is critical to note here that the English translation of  achara as 

“custom” obscures the moral clause included in the Dharmashastric use of 

106 Shastra



Chapter 107

the term. Not all customs were indiscriminately sponged up by the Dhar-

mashastras for formulating the basis of dharma(s). For example, Apastamba 

says that the authorities (pramān ³a) for his Dharmasutras are twofold: 1. the 

agreement (samaya) of those who know the dharmas and 2. the Vedas. As P. 

V. Kane puts it, “just as the revealed books (Veda) and the smr ³tis authorita-

tively lay down what dharma is, so also in our quest to fi nd out what dharma 

is in the varying circumstances of life, the practices of those who may be 

called śis ³t ³as47 [the virtuous; eminent] furnish us with the necessary criterion 

or norm, i.e., śis ³t ³ācāra [conduct of the virtuous] is the touchstone for judg-

ing whether an act in consonance with what the śāstras require us to do.”48

So, we may well ask, who are these shishthas (exemplars) from whom em-

anates so much moral authority? Exemplars are, according to Baudhayana, 

“those who are free from envy and pride, possess a jarful of grain, and are 

free from covetousness, hypocrisy, arrogance, greed, folly, and anger. As it is 

said, ‘Cultured people are those who have studied the Veda together with its 

supplements (A 2.8.l0–11), in accordance with the Law [dharma], know how 

to draw inferences from them, and are able to adduce as proofs express Vedic 

texts (G 3.36 n).’”49 Again, a further qualifi cation is made: not all actions of 

a shishtha are exemplary—acts that have clearly visible motives or done to 

secure pleasure do not qualify as authoritative means of instruction.50

The sense contained in the key term samayācāra (practice or conduct 

that is conventionally agreed to be good) is also radiated in other terms 

such as śīla (good character) used by Gautama and Manu, āgama (practic-

es/tradition) by Baudhāyana, sistācāra (virtuous conduct) by Vaśis ³t ³ha, and 

vr ³tta (practice) by Apastamba.51 This recognition of custom and convention 

that are ratifi ed by learned individuals of good character is suggestive of the 

shastras’ adaptability to, and reliance on, local environments and exigencies, 

but it is an adaptability that does not overturn the universal premise that 

dharma had to be followed in all cases. Several Dharmashastras additionally 

posit the notion of sāmānya dharma, “common code of conduct,” which 

enjoins all Hindus to observe nonviolence, truthfulness, nonstealing, purity 

of mind and action, and restraint and control over the senses.52

The Dharmashastras: European Observations and 
Colonial Interventions

With the advent of British colonial rule, the Dharmashastras witnessed 

dramatic adaptation and deployment in a newly evolving judicial system. 
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The question whether, and to what extent, inscribed rules were followed 

in practice is a complicated one for which we do not have clear and defi nite 

answers and about which there has been continuing debate. According to 

Ludo Rocher, it is extremely unlikely that the Dharmashastras were ever 

uniformly understood as the law of the land by Hindus or accepted and 

applied by all Hindu groups in practical jurisprudence. He argues that 

when the Dharmashastras were in fact consulted it is likely that “in actual 

dispute settlement, each region or each group knew exactly the set of cus-

toms that applied to them, and they applied them consistently.”53 Richard 

Lariviere, on the other hand, sees the “aphorisms, guidelines, and advice” 

found in Dharmashastra texts as having had practical application in that 

the Dharmashastras functioned as authoritative resource in the administra-

tion of law.54

However, the ethnographic observations of two seventeenth-century Je-

suit missionaries suggest something important in the context of legal prac-

tice: precolonial Hindu legal systems drew upon plural and multiple sources 

that included not only inscribed sources of dharma (the Dharmashastras, 

palm leaf records, and so on) but also orally circulating, memorized customs 

that adapted “knowledge” to “situation.” In his protoethnographic essay 

about Madurai society in ce 1613, the Italian Jesuit missionary, Roberto de 

Nobili notes that the administration of justice across diff erent caste bod-

ies was based on a fl uid collage of convention, actual practice, and textual 

prescription.55 Jean Venant Bouchet, a French Jesuit missionary resident in 

Pondicherry was more vocal in his observations. In a letter of ce 1714 to a 

well-known jurist in Paris, Bouchet wrote:

They have neither codes nor digests, nor do they have any books in which 

are written down the laws to which they have to conform to solve the 

disputes that arise in their families. . . . The equity of all their verdicts is 

entirely founded on a number of customs which they consider inviolable, 

and on certain usages which are handed down from father to son. They 

regard these usages as defi nite and infallible rules, to maintain peace in the 

family and to end the suits that arise, not only among private individuals, 

but also among royal princes. . . . I have asked them occasionally why they 

did not collect these customs in books which one might consult if needed. 

Their answer is that, if those customs were entered into books, only the 

learned would be able to read them, whereas, if they are handed down 

from generation to generation through the channel of tradition, everyone 

is fully informed.56
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Bouchet’s remarkable letter, which also presents translations of “max-

ims” and “quatrains” employed by locals during adjudication, reveals an 

oral system that referenced customs accepted by a caste, customs accepted 

in variant forms across caste groups, and customs accepted by all castes. 

Justice was sought and rendered in caste and village assemblies through 

experts and authority fi gures such as community elders, village headmen, 

chiefs and kings rather than through written compendia. Bouchet was in-

formed that there were, at one time, copper plates with inscriptions about 

laws, but that they were largely lost when the temples that stored them 

were destroyed during conquests. These inscribed sources were known to 

learned brahmans in “Caungibouram” (Kanchipuram)57 who were consult-

ed when specialized legal information or historical data became necessary 

in deciding cases.

Indeed, examining legal practice between the fourteenth and the eigh-

teenth centuries in Kerala, Donald Davis persuasively demonstrates that 

legal practice was founded on the concept of regionally based boundaries 

of propriety, deśamaryāda (also understood as ācāra, exemplary conduct, 

“community standard”). Deśamaryāda was itself a combination of 1. “dhar-

mashastra literature, whether or not it was consciously appropriated as such,” 

2. legal practices possibly external to this literature but prevalent in the re-

gion having been established perhaps through “community interaction” and 

“political intervention,” and 3. customs particular to those patronized in the 

“semi-autonomous political territory” called Trikkandiyur sanketam whose 

legal locus was a prominent Nambudiri brahman family.58

Yet, early British colonial administrators did not see or comprehend what 

may have been vibrant and viable, even if multiple, indigenous judicial sys-

tems that were already in place, and much less did they perceive the com-

plex context-sensitivity of those systems. Lacking fl uency in Sanskrit and 

other Indian languages (at least initially), lacking familiarity with the deeper 

cultural mechanics of Indian society, and confronted by startling diversity 

of practice, they attempted to fashion a legal system that would combine 

Dharmashastric norms and Chancery principles of justice, equity, and good 

conscience.59 By the mid-seventeenth century the East India Company had 

established a secure trading foothold in Bengal. It operated courts initially 

for its own needs. Following the battle of Buxar in 1764, and the company’s 

acquisition of the right to collect revenue and administer civil justice in Ben-

gal, Bihar, and Orissa, an English-type court system was established to at-

tend to both Company and Indian disputes.60 The Regulating Act of 1773 
passed by the British parliament (to salvage the corrupt East India Company 
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from the disasters it had created and brooked) established a Supreme Court 

in each presidency, and appointed Warren Hastings as the fi rst governor 

general of Bengal (1773–1784).61

Hastings is widely cited as pioneering the formulation of a shastra-based 

judicial system. In his 1772 Plan for the Administration of Justice, Hastings 

declared that in matters of “inheritance, marriage, caste and other religious 

usages or institutions, the laws of the Koran with respect to the Moham-

edans and those of the Shaster with respect to the Gentoos shall invariably 

be adhered to.”62 This pronouncement, whose principal intention was to 

administer Indian laws to Indians and simultaneously convince the East In-

dia Company’s directors that India had a pedigree civilization with “laws,” 

ironically took for its model the ecclesiastical court system in England. Not 

only did this approach severely abridge the encyclopedic scope of the shas-

tras, but it also undercut the fact that dharma governed all of life in Hindu 

society and not merely a handful of topics.63 Toward jurisprudence, the 

British sponsored the publication of handy digests that saw application in 

various courts of law. The production of these digests was a vast and com-

plicated project that involved translation across at least Sanskrit and Persian 

and collation of diverse shastric literatures by commissioned pandits, assist-

ing scholars, and English orientalists.64

Although prominent scholars of Sanskrit literature in eighteenth century 

like William Jones (a judge of the Supreme Court, Calcutta) and Henry 

Colebrooke (an offi  cial in the East India Company’s revenue department) 

persuaded the colonial administration that the Dharmashastra texts provided 

uniform law for Hindus,65 there were also strong dissenting voices. For ex-

ample, in 1877 John H. Nelson, a civil servant and judge in the Madras High 

Court, protested that Dharmashastric law, based on brahmanical customs, 

was being imposed on nonbrahmanical populations. He bleakly concluded 

that the High Court had taken on “the self-imposed duty of civilizing the 

‘lower castes’ of Madras, that is to say, the great bulk of its population, by 

gradually destroying their local usages and customs.”66 John D. Mayne re-

ported that pandits whose opinions did not corroborate shastric texts were 

liable to be dismissed as ignorant and corrupt. He observed that the conse-

quence of the inability of British colonial judges to recognize where social 

practices parted company with the shastras “was a state of arrested progress 

in which no voices were heard unless they came from the tomb. It was as 

if a German were to administer English law from the resources of a library 

furnished with Fleta, Glanville, and Bracton, and terminating with Lord 

Coke.”67 Tracing the peculiar colonial career of the Manu Dharmaśāstra, 
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Nicholas Dirks shows how such brahmanical texts were endowed with a 

pan-Hindu status and an “anthropological signifi cance” that persisted until 

more contemporary times.68

“Contradictions” in shastric texts were ostensibly resolved by consult-

ing “custom” to arrive at an authoritative common Hindu law, a pro-

cess that disastrously misunderstood the contextually fi ltered character of 

shastra and edited out other normative discourses that guided lived expe-

rience. The project of codifi cation that resulted in the passage of numer-

ous acts and codes after 1833 would seem to seductively indicate that the 

“new” Anglo-Indian law was grounded in local custom if one only con-

sidered how it painstakingly utilized survey after survey on the customs 

of regions, castes, and provinces.69 The practice of relying on pandits as 

law offi  cers in Supreme Courts to translate passages from the shastras and 

assist with case settlement was discontinued in 1864.70 Customs were then 

admitted into the evolving canon of “Hindu Law” only when they had 

“clear proof of usage,” were “ancient, certain and reasonable,”71 and did 

not violate English understandings of equity, good conscience, and prog-

ress. Dinshah F. Mulla and many Indian lawyers protested in vain, know-

ing the diffi  culties of establishing proof of usage, and, as Mulla put it, 

“Some ancient texts and injunctions favoured by the commentators which 

had not been accepted as part of current law and virtually abandoned in 

practice were in some cases received as binding law and given infl exible 

interpretation.”72

Summing up the transformations eff ected on the relationship of shas-

tra and Hindu society during colonial rule, Rajeev Dhavan observes that 

the custodianship over shastra gradually shifted from diff used structures 

of local authority to the state, and the attention of commentators shift-

ed from interpreting the shastras themselves to how Anglo-Indian courts 
would interpret the shastras (making shastra more litigation centered, and 

sidestepping traditional methods of regulating the interpretation of shastras 

through Mimamsa hermeneutics and sadācāra, for example).73 What is clear 

for the substantive scholarship on the fate of the Dharmashastras during 

colonial rule is that 1. a fl uid and plural normative “system” underwent pa-

rochial textualization, 2. despite ambiguity about their usage in social life, 

the Dharmashastras became iconic of Hindu practiced law, and 3. contem-

porary contexts of social life suggest that, while colonial intervention was 

signifi cantly disruptive to formal jurisprudence, it failed to unsettle the more 

day-to-day beliefs and practices that engage the notion of shastra in Hindu 

social and ritual life.
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The Sringeri Matha and the Dharmashastras

Historically, the Sringeri matha has been an infl uential interpreter of the 

Dharmashastras, especially before the abolition of the jagirdari (land-

grant state) in 1958, when it used to function as an independent judiciary 

with its own court (cāvad ³i).74 Numerous cases documented in the kaditas 

(ledgers) of the matha show that individuals from a wide variety of castes 

consulted the matha about matters such as marriage alliances, adoption, 

ostracization, property settlement, and daily Hindu ritual. Many times 

village-level forums comprising elders worked closely with the matha in 

resolving disputes.75

Giridhara Shastry explained that until 1997, the matha used to have a 

shastra-interpreting department called Achara Vichara.

Learned scholars, like Shesha Shastry, who was regarded an expert in the 

Dharmashastras, were appointed to head this department. The position 

was called Ācāra Vicāra dharmadhikāra sthāna (the position of the dhar-

madhikari to adjudicate in matters of conduct). But it was not enough 

for the dharmadhikari (offi  cial interpreter of the shastras) to be learned 

in the shastras and be competent in Mimamsa techniques of interpreta-

tion. The scholar was required to bring a *humane understanding* to 

the interpretation of the Dharmashastras, of being able to interpret them 

in *the context of the times.* Basically, the interpreter had to ask: What 

diffi  culties does that person (whose case is being considered) face? What 

shastric decisions can that person abide by? For instance, while elaborat-

ing on certain rules of conduct, or while recommending certain repa-

rations, the interpreter would have to consider the character and capa-

bilities of the person. . . . The dharmadhikari also often cleared doubts 

(about customs or conduct) that people brought to him. There were 

times when matters could not be resolved by the dharmadhikari—for 

example, when two parties were in dispute, and one party felt that the 

dharmadhikari’s resolution was unsatisfactory, they would take it to the 

guru. Then debates would follow . . . diff erent pandits and experts would 

be called in—it was virtually a court. Then a decision would be reached. 

In Sringeri, most of the time, however, these matters would be sorted 

out by the dharmadhikari.76

Such contextual interpretation by the dharmadhikari would seem to be 

at odds with the position taken by the spiritual heads of the matha who 
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maintained that their duty was not to adjust the shastras to changing times 

but to inform people about what the shastras say. Sri Abhinava Vidyatirtha 

Swami, the spiritual head of the matha from 1954 to 1989, explains carefully 

that the shastras themselves off er alternatives when their injunctions cannot 

be observed and make provisions for extenuating circumstances. However, 

shastras also set limits on how fl exible they can be.77 The dharmadhikari’s in-

terpretations are set within these bounds and additionally take into account 

regional, caste, and family based tradition.

The dharmadhikari’s duties went beyond the resolution of doubts and 

disputes; when the guru was unable at times to undertake journeys (yātras) 

to the North and South Kanara regions, the dharmadhikari would go on 

his behalf and look after the welfare of the matha’s disciples. The matha 

saw the maintaining of this samparka (connection) as part of its dharma. 

The dharmadhikari used to appoint representatives in diff erent communi-

ties, especially in the South Kanara region, who would settle disputes within 

their own communities. And thus, “most disputes used to be settled by 

a group of elders after due hearing of the parties concerned. This was a 

regular feature mainly because the court was far away and people wanted 

quick and fair settlements.”78 The department of Achara Vichara also had 

dharmapracārakas (propagators of dharma) whose duty was to ensure that 

proper conduct was observed in the samsthana and to prevent “irreligious 

activities” in the families of the disciples of the matha.79

Numerous documented cases show that individuals and groups (of 

castes as wide-ranging as Āreru, Bēd ³ara, brahman, Gaud ³a Sāraswat, and 

Vālmīki) wrote to the matha, among other things, about the appropri-

ateness of particular marital alliances, adoption, problems of ostraciza-

tion and excommunication, property settlement, professional choices, and 

daily observances and practical routines. Disputes of a social or economic 

nature were fi rst taken to the panchayat, the local body of village elders 

and elites, while caste matters were handled by a jāti or caste panchayat.80 

K. Gnanambal fi nds in her study of various mathas in south India that 

generally mathas specifi ed adjudicatory procedures for panchayats (village 

councils), and the panchayats deferred to the decisions of the matha. Case 

records reveal complex and varied negotiations between individuals, pan-

chayat authorities, and matha authorities. For instance, in a 1940–1941 case, 

a woman accused of conceiving after her husband’s death and of killing the 

infant child had been excommunicated by the panchayat. She appealed to 

the matha for reversal of this decision, arguing that she had in fact been 

molested with the molester absconding, and that the sessions court had 
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declared her innocent. She requested the matha to prescribe appropriate 

“expiation.” At the end of a most interesting exchange of letters between 

the matha, the panchayat, other elders, and the woman herself, the dhar-

madhikari, concurring with the woman’s claim, ruled, “It is the direction 

of the Shastras to excommunicate a person only when no other mode is 

prescribed for that particular transgression and not in cases where expia-

tion for sins has been prescribed.” Although I saw no confession of guilt 

in the woman’s own letter—rather an exasperated willingness to pay a fi ne 

and get on with life—the dharmadhikari prescribed prayaschitta (expiatory 

ceremonies) for her “defi lement,” and the matter was settled. Very inter-

estingly, two decades later, Gnanambal visited the woman and her family 

and learned that she had been reincorporated into her community and had 

been able to arrange the marriage of her daughters.81

Today shastric counsel is given by a matha-appointed pandit who is 

selected for his erudition in the Dharmashastras, his sensitivity, and his 

worldly wisdom. Vinayaka Udupa, the current appointee who lives in Man-

gar (just outside the town of Sringeri), said that letters seeking advice con-

tinue to pour in from Hindus of all groups. After he studies each case, he 

occasionally consults other pandits, and formulates his advice. The decision 

is forwarded to the guru before it is conveyed to the inquirer. The prob-

lems are categorized (grammar, logic, astrology, Vedanta, and so on) and 

questions are forwarded to appropriate experts. Intrigued, I asked Girid-

hara Shastry, given the many Dharmashastras and the numerous commu-

nities whose customs varied, how shastric recommendations were actually 

arrived at. The matha consults the Dharmashastra appropriate to commu-

nities: for instance, Āśvalāyana gr ³hya sūtra for Rigvedis, Āpastamba for 

Yajurvedis, or Hiran ³yakēs ³i for Chitpavan brahmans.82 For questions rel-

evant to all Hindus—for example, on which day ought one to observe a 

fast when ekādaśī 83 fell on two consecutive days—the matha consults di-

gests (for example, Kashinatha’s Dharmasindhu (1790–1791), Kamalakara’s 

Nirn ³ayasindhu (1612), or Vaidyanatha’s Dīks ³itīyam (seventeenth century), 

which are based on smriti texts. Even here the interpretation is contextual. 

The matha gives considerable weight to the customs and the contextual 

particularities of family and region. For instance, a letter in its records ad-

vises an inquirer that a particular marriage alliance be decided based on 

deśācāra (custom of the region).84

The adjudicating reach of the matha, however, became circumscribed 

with the introduction of colonial institutions and processes such as Anglo-

Indian court systems and litigation, the involvement of the princely state 
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of Mysore in the matha’s administrative structure (for instance, deputing 

an offi  cer-in-charge who supervised the administrative operations of the 

matha),85 and the loss of the status of a land-grant state by the matha in 

1958. While the colonial administration itself does not seem to have directly 

interfered in the matha’s role as Dharmashastra-interpreting entity, or ques-

tion its moral stature in the region, largely content with keeping a watchful 

eye on its revenues, Giridhara Shastry pointed out that nevertheless, “co-

lonial policy is one of the major causes for the decline in the infl uence of 

the matha in ‘secular’ matters.”86 That is, today, problems relating to land, 

property, divorce and so on are necessarily taken to court systems, while, in 

the past, these would have fallen within the matha’s jurisdiction.87 The intro-

duction of new systems of education, the spread of English literacy, and the 

establishment of bodies such as cooperative societies and municipal councils 

eroded the judicial centrality of the matha in all matters. It is ironic, added 

Giridhara Shastry, that the matha itself took the lead in establishing these 

schools, hospital, banks, and the cooperative society.

Oral accounts in Sringeri of the matha’s normative authority seriously un-

settle the assumption that the matha’s normative voice is monologic and uni-

fi ed, an assumption that one could make if one heard only the adjudicating 

voice of case records. Dodda Murthy recounted the following episode (prob-

ably from the 1920s or 1930s when the Agent was the administrator of the 

matha) when I asked how shastric matters were decided within the matha:

dm: The ritual of upakarma (annual rite of changing the sacred thread by 

brahman males)—

have you seen it take place here?

l: No, I went home . . .

dm: It used to be conducted regularly in the matha.

The ritual is diff erent for Yajurvedis and Rigvedis.

l: Yes.

dm: We too used to attend the ceremony.

There used to be a priest who would conduct the ritual.

We used go in the morning—a three-hour event—with our janivara 

(sacred thread).

It used to be mandatory to attend, and the matha was strict about 

the observance of this ritual—

l: Oh!

dm: the prayaschitta was elaborate (if we did not attend),

so we used to compulsorily go.
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It’s all gone now.

There was this man, a Rigvedi who used to live here.

l: Hanh! (interested, sensing a story is beginning).

dm: There had been some problem with him; he had committed some 

apacara (improper conduct) of some sort—

l: Oh!

dm: taken a second wife or something of that sort, and he had been os-

tracized.

They said they would not allow him to join the others (for the upa-

karma event).

He was worried that he would end up forgoing this mandatory rite 

and lose his status.

He went to the priest and told him that he would attend the upak-

arma ceremony.

But the priest was adamant about not admitting him—he said,

“Go do it elsewhere.”

So this man approached the administrator and pleaded his case.

The administrator said,

“OK, go ahead and join the group. Tell them I had said so.”

l: Hah!

dm: So this man showed up on the day with his mogat ³a (traditional 

clothes), his plate and materials for the ritual,

and sat in line with the others.

The priest saw him. He called him.

He said,

“Sir, I see you are joining the others. I will not start the ceremony 

as long as you sit here.”

The man replied,

“No, I have asked the administrator. I have his permission.”

But the priest was adamant:

“Perhaps. The administrator may well have agreed.

But—no matter whose permission you have—the authority here is 

mine.

The matha may be theirs.

However, this space you see here, this sthānd ³ila (ritual space) is un-

der my authority until the karma (ritual) is completed.

I will not permit you.

The place can become the matha’s once again after the ritual is 

done.
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You are free to tell the administrator this if you like.”

The man quickly went to the administrator and reported this con-

versation.

l: Hanh!

dm: The administrator thought for a while and said,

“Just go home and put on a new janivara yourself.”

The administrator or agent in this anecdote was a long-term powerful ap-

pointee from outside Sringeri, much respected for his shastric erudition and 

pragmatic dynamism, but also controversial for his dominating administra-

tive savvy. Oral folklore about this stentorian-voiced fi gure is well-known in 

Sringeri, and virtually any conversation about Sringeri’s aff airs in the twen-

tieth century includes an anecdote or two about his personality and times. 

Although the administrator had attempted to use his discretionary powers 

to permit the ostracized man to participate in the upakarma ceremony, it is 

clear both he and the priest knew that there were spatial and temporal limits 

on the former’s authority. The priest fully exercised his priestly jurisdiction 

to disallow leeway. That the administrator quietly yielded to the priest was 

probably his acknowledgement of the impossibility of dislodging social op-

position when it is “enclosed” in ritual space and in ritual time—over which a 

priest (and not an administrator) has fi nal say. Given the ambivalent feelings 

locals bore toward this administrator, one might also wonder if the priest’s 

infl exibility was some measure and expression of his resistance toward the 

administrator’s authority, resistance that was not possible to express in other 

contexts. Shastra—which makes it possible for the priest to have complete 

authority over the ritual space—becomes a strategic tool for dissent.
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“The Shastras Say . . . ”
Idioms of Legitimacy and the “Imagined Text”

Conversational narratives in Sringeri reveal that, although histori-

cally traced to millennia-old Sanskrit texts and manipulated to a great de-

gree by colonial administrations, shastra is in everyday life a nebulous but 

dynamic and open-ended cultural background that infl uences conceptual-

izations of conduct and is in turn infl uenced by them. Sringeri stories and 

conversations argue that a phenomenology of shastra requires that we ex-

tend the widened understanding of text and textuality to recognize “shastric 

texts” also in the world of material and oral practices that are animated by 

human agency and function as vibrant forms of moral guidance for Hindus. 

In understanding the visage and the vocabulary of normative authority, it is 

important therefore to ask, along the lines of Ludwig Wittgenstein: What 

are the patterns of use that constitute the “grammar of our concepts” that 

relate to shastra? What “family resemblances”1 are uncovered through an 

ethnographic study of the notion of shastra? This chapter demonstrates that 

a lived grammar of the normative includes a wide sociosemantic fi eld of dis-

course and praxis, one that is marked by vivacious interplay between shastra 

and other normative concepts like sampradaya (tradition), niyama (rule), 
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achara (practice), and paddhati (custom), concepts that make competing 

claims to authority. Contexts of usage and practice reveal that subtle, if not 

consistent, diff erences are made among these terms.

I argue that underlying ethical practice is a dynamically constituted 

“text” that draws on and weaves together various sources of the norma-

tive—a sacred book, an exemplar, a tradition, a principle, and so on. Such a 

text is essentially an imagined text. It is a fl uid “text” that engages precept 

and practice and, in a sense, always intermediary. In this imagined text the 

normative manifests as emergent, situated in the local and the larger-than-

local, the historical, and the interpersonal.2

Sringeri Conversations and Expressions of the Normative

It was May of 1995, and I was visiting Halanduru (yet another of Sringeri’s 

characteristic single-home villages), about fi ve miles northeast of Sringeri 

town. Friends in Sringeri considered Halanduru Nagabhusana Bhattru’s 250-

year old house one of the must-see homes of the region. I had visited Halan-

duru many times after Dodda Murthy had introduced me to eighty-fi ve-year-

old Nagabhusana Bhattru, his close friend from their school days together. 

As on earlier visits, the bus from Sringeri dropped me off  in a clearing in the 

forest after a twenty-minute ride. As I plodded along on the lonely mud path 

to Halanduru through the forest for nearly forty-fi ve minutes, cursing my 

baggage—camera, recorder, cassettes, clothes, notebook—the usual thought 

that something might happen to me (falling prey to hungry tigers or drunk-

en men or both) crossed my overimaginative mind, and, quickening my step, 

I struggled to focus instead on the verdant comfort of the Malnad forest 

around me. On my fi rst visit, Nagalakshmi,3 Nagabhusana Bhattru’s daugh-

ter-in-law, and her seventeen year-old daughter, Bhargavi, had shown me 

around the house. Nagalakshmi, in her late thirties when I got to know her, 

had married Laxminarasimha Bhattru (L. N. Bhattru) when she was sixteen, 

from within the extended family. As we chatted about our families (I was in 

my mid-twenties, married, and without children then), she pointed out that 

although she felt she had married too early and would rather Bhargavi wait 

for a while, the small age gap made them “relate like friends.”

I had come to know the house and the household through mother and 

daughter: they had shown me, among other things, the deep, closed dry 

shelves that ran along the walls just below the ceiling for storing provisions 

like cardamom, happal ³a, pickles, and tamarind during the monsoons, and the 
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huge wooden tub for oil baths. The family’s areca and paddy fi elds spread 

out in front of the house. A small Ishwara temple where puja was done every 

day graced the front yard. Behind the house, down a fl ight of about thirty 

steps, fl owed the gurgling Tunga, in which stood huge boulders. As a place 

legend narrates it, the mighty Bhima used one of the concave boulders as 

a stove for his famed cooking during the Pandavas’ exile. Another boulder 

looked like a shivalinga, yet another a human face, and each had its story.

L. N. Bhattru was busy with work in their fi elds, and their nineteen-year-

old son, Ananda, was away playing a cricket match. I joined Nagalakshmi 

in the kitchen where she was preparing lunch. As we rolled out chapattis 

together, our conversation gradually turned to everyday, festive, and sea-

sonal Malnad cuisine. Nagalakshmi laughed when I turned on my small 

tape recorder, amused that I wanted to record such everyday conversation. 

I too laughed self-consciously, knowing that my recording habits were be-

coming known as another of my oddities. “Do they make this where you’re 

from?” she asked often between descriptions of food dishes. Initially fl us-

tered that I could hardly match her repertoire of intricate region-distinctive 

foods or her fl uency in narration, I fell back on a childhood association 

with Pune and the Marathi-speaking world, which saved me as I described 

something like the popular sābudān ³yaci khicadi, a spiced cooked sago dish, 

figure 4.1. Halanduru Nagabhusana Bhattru’s house. Photo by Leela Prasad
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unknown in the Malnad. “We make men ³assāru (pepper-soup) when it gets 

cold around here in the rainy season,” she explained. “The pepper doesn’t 

grind well in the electric grinder, but the stone grinder keeps it *rough* 

and gives the right *taste*.”

“Isn’t this what they made at the lunch at the parayana (votive recitation) 

the other day?” I was looking at the creamy white kāyi-rasa (a coconut milk 

preparation) she had just fi nished making.

“Had they? This kāyi-rasa—with it, one also needs to make sāru (soup). 

It’s a must for *functions,* and cooks make sure to make it. If it is the man-

go season, they make raw mango gojju (sweet-sour concentrate). There’s 

always sāru, then tovve (lentils), then two types of paliya (vegetable cur-

ries)—this is standard. Then some folks make kāyi-rasa, some make the go-

jju, either from okra, or from mango (depending on the season). I think 

what they made that day (of the parayana we had both attended) was the 

okra one. It was sweetish—but it isn’t the mango season yet. Then majjige 
hul ³i (buttermilk soup). At least four to fi ve *items* must be made. . . . Oh! 

To learn our ad ³ige paddhati (ways of cooking), a whole year is what you 

need. Stay here for one year. This coming in the morning, leaving in the 

evening, won’t do!”

Nagalakshmi was right, and I felt embarrassed, for although I stayed 

overnight or for a few days every time I visited Halanduru, I always re-

turned to my small rented apartment in the town of Sringeri. I had earlier 

that morning asked her for Malnad recipes so that I could show off  Malnad 

meals for visiting family. She had suggested a few items, but had also added 

gently, “But you can’t merely listen and then go and cook that dish! You 

learn paddhati only when you observe somebody make that dish.”

So I asked her how she had learned to cook.

“By observing! One learns by observing others. There’s no such thing 

as formal teaching. Sometimes a mother may instruct her daughter, now 

do this, or do that. Or we also watch while helping somebody make this or 

that. Or when there’s some *function,* one gets to observe  adige bhattru 

(cooks)—and watch how they cook.”

“I wonder where they learn?” I was thinking of the adige bhattru, the 

male brahman cooks who typically cater during festive or ritual occasions in 

homes and in temples. But my question went astray as Nagalakshmi contin-

ued, “Some have the *knack.* Not everybody is able to bring out the taste 

and ruchi (fl avor). And there are some, who, no matter how much they 

observe, are stuck in one *type* of cooking, in their own thing. They just 

don’t have it.”
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I described how my mother had learned Maharashtrian recipes during 

her long stay in Pune and how Andhra cuisine included much regional va-

riety. Perhaps I had voiced a cookbook-style approach, the sort that picked 

up recipes from here and there and promised a dazzling combination of 

regional varieties that speak of a “national cuisine,” to use Arjun Appadurai’s 

phrase.4 “Around here, we don’t travel much outside, so we don’t learn other 

kinds of cooking, but our region’s paddhati, we get to know well. But even 

within our extended family there are diff erences. So we ask one another, 

‘How do you make this? How do you make that?’”

As we talked, she scraped water out of the stone grinder, made diff erent 

spice-pastes, and cut vegetables. I watched the preparation processes. Food 

talk, ubiquitous in Indian life, was not new to me, but Malnad foodways 

(Malnād ³ina ad ³ige paddhati) were new to me. Other local friendships taught 

me also that there could be pangada (subcaste) variations in foods and in 

styles of cooking, diff erences that were subtly contained in the popular cat-

egory of Malnad foodways, but sometimes accentuated in demarcations of 

“us” and “them,” such as in seating arrangements during ceremonial oc-

casions. There were instances when Karnataka brahmans and Shivalli brah-

mans, who otherwise shared congenial relationships, would not be invited to 

each other’s “functions”; the former imagining itself a higher pangada.5

Food and its social life is a long-favored subject of Indian thinking. From 

the Rigveda onward, prescriptive, taxonomic, and narrative texts abound 

with theorization about the moral qualities, sacred potential, and the medic-

inal properties of foods.6 One hears of the legendary culinary skills of Nala 

and Bhima of the Mahabharata, and one also encounters scores of folktales 

and stories from the Puranas that play with food motifs. The term pākaśāstra 

(or sūpaśāstra) tells us that there may have been treatises on cooking, but an 

actual text that informs daily practice remains elusive.7 Even though written 

texts may well be lost, we can still ask what the absence of an exclusive codi-

fi ed written textual tradition about cooking tells us. One can speculate that 

food, acknowledged as important, was nevertheless considered secondary to 

the recognized this-worldly goals of life (dharma, artha, kama), but this is 

improbable considering the pivotal role of food in the Hindu experience of 

the sacred. It is more likely that, because the subject of food is so important, 

it was incorporated into a wide array of shastric texts that dealt with other 

domains of life (such as the Dharmashastras or Ayurvedic compendia). The 

regionality of food traditions may also have contributed to the lack of pan-

regional shastric discourse on foodways.
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My conversation with Nagalakshmi showed that, despite all the existing 

cookbooks of past and present, to learn a paddhati or mode of cooking, 

one has to rely on a wide range of seeing-and-doing orientations concern-

ing food that are integrated into daily living.8 I had never imagined when 

I recorded this conversation that it would say something to me years later 

about the imperceptible and deeply dialogic ways in which shastric dis-

course manifests itself not only in everyday Sringeri life but also in Hindu 

life in general. Put in terms of a question, how does one learn what one 

learns about “rules” and “ways” of being Hindu in all its varieties? Dis-

tinctly injunctive in parts, normative in import, and grounded in a fl exibly 

understood local (regional, seasonal, familial, and so on) that was connect-

ed to the translocal (auspiciousness, well-being), the knowledge that Na-

galakshmi shared with me could well be called shastric, but we did not use 

that term. Instead, the word that Nagalakshmi and I used throughout our 

conversation was paddhati, way or custom. How do these terms engage 

with each other?

In fact, three other terms, sampradaya, achara, and niyama, also entered 

such conversations, and these fi ve terms (shastra, sampradaya, paddhati, 
achara, and niyama) frequently strolled into each other’s realms. The seem-

ingly synonymous use of these terms in conversation makes it tempting to 

conclude that shastra is simply the same as these other terms. And indeed, 

the overlap in the denotations is not merely a sleight of translation across 

languages but is often confi rmed by usage. The sibling nature of these words 

is apparent if we look up Kittel’s Kannada-English dictionary:

1. shastra = (also in Sanskrit) “order,” “command,” “precept,” “rule or 

compendium of rules,” “religious or scientifi c treatise,” “law-book.”

2. paddhati = “way,” “path,” “manner,” “usage,” and “custom.” Moni-

er-Williams’s Sanskrit-English dictionary glosses paddhati as “way,” 

“path,” and additionally as “guidebooks or manuals for particular rites 

and ceremonies.”

3. sampradaya = “giving, bestowing,” “tradition, established doctrine 

transmitted from one teacher to another,” “traditional belief,” “cus-

tom, usage.” (Monier-Williams lists the same meaning for this term 

drawing from the fourteenth-century encyclopedic manual on assorted 

subjects, Sārn
³
gadhara Paddhati, addressed to royalty.)

4. achara = “conduct,” “manner of action,” “good behavior,” “custom, 

usage, practice.”
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5. niyama = “restraining, restriction,” “fi xed rule,” “agreement, con-

tract,” “any self-imposed restraint or religious observance voluntarily 

practiced, as fasting, watching [?], pilgrimage, praying, etc.”

Nagalakshmi and I had talked about what foods were or were not aus-

picious for which ritual occasions, methods of cooking that were appro-

priate for specifi c foods, regional variations, ingredients that worked as 

“substitutes,” reparations, combinations for nutritious foods, season-ori-

ented menus, and medicinal foods, such as those for pregnant women. It 

was clear why it would take a full year, indeed even many, to acquire such 

knowledge, founded as it was on observation, experience, informal modes 

of transmission, and a capacity to grasp and innovate, a knack, to use Na-

galakshmi’s term. As I consider how I processed the general idiom of this 

conversation (and other similar ones), returning often to the question of 

what it means to defi ne oneself as “Hindu” in so many variant ways, I fi nd 

insightful A. K. Ramanujan’s ruminations about the context-sensitivity of 

Hindu life. He writes,

Such a pervasive emphasis on context is, I think, related to the Hindu 

concern with jāti—the logic of classes, of genra and species, of which 

human jātis [classes] are only an instance. Various taxonomies of season, 

landscape, times, gun ³as or qualities (and their material bases), tastes, char-

acters, emotions, essences (rasa), etc., are basic to the thought-work of 

Hindu medicine and poetry, cooking and religion, erotics and magic. 

Each jāti or class defi nes a context, a structure of relevance, a rule of 

permissible combination, a frame of reference, a meta-communication of 

what is and can be done.9

Thinking about the conversation with Nagalakshmi as I sat with Chay-

amma on the wide swing on the veranda of their house, I brought up the 

question of shastra. In her typical way, Chayamma at fi rst responded to 

my shastra question saying, “I don’t know much about stuff  like that; why 

don’t you ask her [referring to Lakshmidevamma, Putta Murthy’s wife]?” 

They were co-sisters and inseparable companions of four decades. But I 

had learned to persist with Chayamma. “So we have all these Dharmashas-

tras. . . . But I’ve been thinking about what we end up doing with shastra 

in our everyday lives. You know, what does shastra really mean?” Remem-

bering that Vinayaka Udupa, dharmadhikari of the matha and a scholar of 

the Puranas, had remarked to me that “shastra principally means ‘Veda,’” I 
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trailed off  as she began, “What we’ve come doing from the past. . . . Now, 

your mother does something and you later remember that she used to do 

things this way, and you do it the same way, thinking this itself is my shastra, 

my sampradaya. If somebody tells you, ‘This is not the way to do it,’ you say, 

‘This is how my mother used to do it. This is what she said was the shastra, 

the sampradaya.’ Won’t you say this? Although you live in America, I’m sure 

you do things the way your mother does in Hyderabad, don’t you?” It was 

easy to agree; nostalgia, two young daughters, e-mail, and the telephone 

had even strengthened the connections and conformities I tried to make 

between my mother’s ways and mine.

The term sampradaya enjoys a high place in Hindu life, from schools of 

philosophy to music and the fi ne arts where it refers to a specifi c “teach-

ing tradition” (a philosophical orientation or a mode of practice) orally 

passed down from teacher to student.10 Upon reading this section, Girid-

hara Shastry brought my attention to Shankara’s words in Bhagavadgīta 
Bhāśya 13–2:

Asampradāvit sarvaśāstravidapi mūrkhavadeva upēks ³aniyah
“One who is ignorant of tradition has to be ignored like a fool, even 

though versatile in all shastras.”

Giridhara Shastry added his explanation, “Tradition is the education ob-

tained from any experienced teacher. Interpreting the text based only on 

one’s intelligence is asampradaya—non-tradition. Any anubhava shastra—

shastra related to experience—gives special prominence to tradition.”11 

According to Shankara, the “correct tradition” has as much authority as 

the written shastra because it too takes root in the Vedas—specifi cally Ve-

danta—which can be interpreted and transmitted by a guru.12 The teacher 

becomes the embodiment of knowledge that is considered sacrosanct, and 

thus sampradaya, “tradition,” bears the authority to clarify and provide di-

rection in the application of knowledge.

As we shall soon see, this understanding of sampradaya implies that the 

individual and the community relate to each other in temporal ways and 

weigh the past against the contingencies of the contemporary. In this con-

text, it is useful to recall T. S. Eliot, although we might substitute the gen-

der, location, and lineage he calls up with our own:

Tradition is a matter of much wider signifi cance. It cannot be inherited, 

and if you want it you must obtain it by great labour. It involves, in the 
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fi rst place, the historical sense, which we may call nearly indispensable to 

anyone who would continue to be a poet beyond his twenty-fi fth year; 

and the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness 

of the past, but of its presence; the historical sense compels a man to 

write not merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling 

that the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer and within it the 

whole of the literature of his own country has a simultaneous existence 

and composes a simultaneous order. This historical sense, which is a sense 

of the timeless as well as of the temporal and of the timeless and of the 

temporal together, is what makes a writer traditional. And it is at the same 

time what makes a writer most acutely conscious of his place in time, of 

his contemporaneity.13

In the realm of performative arts, as far back as the thirteenth centu-

ry, Sarangadeva asserted that sampradaya was as authoritative as shastra.14 

The Nāt ³yaśāstra itself, often, after laying out elaborate rules and princi-

ples of dramaturgy, adds, “these can be changed according to the needs 

of time and place.”15 The fi fteen-century commentator Kallinatha clarifi es 

that sampradaya authorizes the teacher to deviate from the stipulated ges-

ture in the shastra, as long as the improvisation can be justifi ed as coming 

from some other part of that shastra.16 In the contemporary male martial 

arts practice of Kerala called Kalarippayat ³t ³u, Phillip Zarrilli fi nds that a 

student’s knowledge can be considered complete only when he has fully 

engaged with the art: has received guidance from a living guru, has mas-

tered lineage-maintained manuals of practice, and has come to embody the 

art itself. It seems that shastra is understood here not as a singular manual 

with an end point but as a physical and spiritual continuum. The process 

of transmission from teacher to student secures for this continuum a per-

petual reverence in the community.17

But the larger question remains, why indeed is it important to recognize 

the connection between generations—tradition—to nourish it, and to do 

enough to see it takes seed in the next generation? The more I dwell on 

this question, beyond the detail of whether one uses the parijāta fl ower 

for a puja or whether one wears the auspicious green sari for an event, the 

more I realize that nourishing the connection in whatever way one can 

clarifi es the deeper question “Who am I?” And the “who I am” becomes 

meaningful in relation to the presences before, around, and after. Actions 

or words of elders (or of members of a community), acts of remembering, 

and enactments constitute sampradaya, and so strong is the generationally 
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transmitted sampradaya (the giving, the given, a tradition) that it is pos-

sible to defend what one does with the statement “this itself is my shastra, 

my sampradaya.”

The deeper relationships of self, other, and community that underlie 

shastra also make shastra the site of confl ict and anxiety. For example, fric-

tion in marriage alliances across boundaries of caste, race, gender, or reli-

gion frequently centers on constructs of shastra—or, more broadly, on a 

normative stage that is also crowded with material and social inequities. The 

moral leverage of shastra also hovers over the day-to-day jostling for per-

sonal spaces and expression. For many women especially, self-expression and 

familial identifi cations are recurrently challenged at the crossroads of the 

in-law home and the mother’s home. How do normative persuasions make, 

mar, or ambiguate familial ties and aff ect a woman’s subjectivity and her 

physical being? What is her agency in norm-centric practice and resistance? 

Pervasively across Indian situations, diff erences in paddhati are often used to 

convey insider-outsiderness and to engage in domestic power play.18 Girid-

hara Shastry’s eighty-four-year-old mother, whom we all called Ajji (Kan-

nada for “Grandmother”) observed,

Shastra and paddhati are basically the same (ella onde). But we make up dif-

ferences, and arrogantly use those over daughters-in-law and over children. 

Isn’t this true? And if there are many daughters-in-law in the family, then 

there are more opportunities for domineering (“jōr mād ³akke avakāśa”): 

“This one has not done madi right,19 that one touched clothes reserved for 

madi, and so on.” Diff erences are invented only to enforce rules.

As my friendships in Sringeri deepened, women shared with me quo-

tidian experiences of tensions with in-laws in which shastra or paddhati or 

one of their cultural cognates formed a fault line. Yet these episodes cannot 

be brought to the public pages of this book if I am to honor the requests 

and unstated understandings that I not reproduce those narratives in any 

shape or form. Kirin Narayan, refl ecting similarly on the struggle to repre-

sent voiced, unvoiced, and unvoiceable self-articulations, fi nds that in the 

Himalayan foothills of the Kangra region where she recorded women’s life 

stories, among upper-caste women, family honor was critical to the cultural 

validation of silence regarding domestic confl ict. For two women from a 

“smaller caste,” however, personal honor impelled the tellings of their life 

stories as well as the women’s mandate that these stories not be made public 

in Kangra but recounted instead to a wider global audience.20 Family honor 
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or respectability perhaps partially explains why my Sringeri friends too, who 

came from various caste backgrounds, asked that I not document their ex-

periences of in-law discrimination. But, without minimizing the heinous-

ness of domestic abuse anywhere, more than family or personal honor, the 

women who shared their stories were reluctant to characterize their lives as 

proceeding around ill-treatment or to characterize the instances they nar-

rated as symptoms of patterns of abuse. By committing such stories to writ-

ing, they feared, relational contexts would be frozen or even lost, personal 

activism obscured, and a misleading static quality imposed on relationships 

and family structures that in reality are continually evolving. In many of the 

in-law stories that women shared with me, the notion of shastra was strate-

gically used to allege incompetence, “excessive” attachment to the maternal 

family’s sampradayas, or to fabricate one family’s superiority over another. 

Since pseudonyms and disguised contexts do not mitigate my obligations 

toward my Sringeri friends or toward my ethnographic ethics, I present ex-

amples from other settings in India that mirror the experiences narrated by 

my Sringeri friends—a defl ection made possible by the pervasive politics of 

shastra in domestic life across Hindu society that ensures a ready inventory 

of illustrations.21

Thus, my friend in Sringeri will empathize with my friend elsewhere who 

recounted to me in tears her experience of her fi rst Varalakshmi puja at her 

in-laws. In the absence of her mother-in-law, she had sincerely and care-

fully conducted the puja after consulting the family elders on its procedure. 

To her shock, however, she discovered that her unmarried sister-in-law was 

performing the puja all over again, off ering the cold justifi cation that my 

friend’s puja had been out of step with the family’s sampradaya. Some of 

my Sringeri friends living in joint family situations will also identify with the 

friend who said that every time she expressed a desire to visit her mother’s 

house her father-in-law would cite some family paddhati that prohibited a 

visit at that time. It is common—and infamous—knowledge that inevitable 

diff erences in sampradayas in wedding ceremonies create minefi elds between 

the two families, usually set by the extended networks of relatives.

Yet, looking closely, the day-to-day lives of women also speak eloquently 

to the ways in which women creatively plait paddhatis that they draw from 

maternal and in-law homes as well from their local settings. I asked Vijaya 

Krishnamurthy, the friend with whose words I began this chapter, how she 

fi gured out “what the shastras said” after she got married and came to live in 

Sringeri from the bayalū sīmē (plains) region. “My mother’s paddhati(s)!” 

she matter-of-factly said, adding, “My daughters, like you, think, ‘Oh Amma 
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used to do things this way.’” “But did the sampradaya of your husband’s 

family change this?” I wondered. “No, it is mostly my mother’s; shastra is 

usually what our parents pass on to us, isn’t it? When I saw that things were 

done a little diff erently around here, I asked people, and started following 

Sringeri’s paddhatis.” She cited the Tulsi puje (worship of the basil plant) 

popular among Hindus and especially in the Sringeri-Malnad region but 

not quite practiced in her family. Vijaya’s “asking around” about local ways 

of life conveys many things: an attempt to understand cultural diff erence, a 

willingness to incorporate into one’s habitual practices something that is ex-

ternal, and the desire to belong—all greatly enabled by knowing that wor-

shipping the sacred plant could only promote well-being.

For Ajji, too, worship of the Tulsi had become a necessary part of her 

daily life. When I asked her who had taught her this paddhati or that, Ajji’s 

surprised answer was, “What is there to teach? It’s all there in the family.” 

Hers had been a childhood especially vivifi ed by a large joint family, but her 

response nonetheless reminds us of the osmotic ways in which one, growing 

up in a Hindu family, learns traditions, practices, and ways of being that are 

saturated with the sense of “this is auspicious, this is correct, this is ethical.” 

I am also reminded of A. K. Ramanujan’s apt observation that in India one 

never hears the Ramayana for “the fi rst time”; one simply encounters it 

continually and episodically,22 and so one’s empathies, possibly changing, 

with the moral characterizations in the story are spread over and stretched 

across a lifetime, in many domains. The subliminal imbibing of shastric 

knowledge similarly is continuous: “All my daughters do this everyday—

they should have a bath, wear clean washed clothes, do the Tulsi puje right 

away and then do other things; this is what I taught them. To be physically 

and spiritually clean. I did not tell them all ‘this is shastra’; I said this was 

‘niyama’ (voluntary restraint).” While some of the practices Ajji taught her 

daughters are in fact Dharmashastra-endorsed (i.e., the exhortation to be 

physically and spiritually clean), her choice to frame these practices as volun-

tary observances confers upon them a moral immediacy that is perhaps even 

more persuasive than when it is mandated by a distant shastra.

As Ajji and I talked about various challenges that one faced in the mod-

ern world with the choices one makes or has to make, she was critical of an 

application of shastra that was immune to humane considerations. Using 

achara and shastra synonymously, she said, “When girls have their monthly 

periods, to isolate them in other rooms is basically torturing them.23 Is that 

achara (shastric practice)? We don’t do that in our family. That doesn’t mean 

that they can go everywhere in the house; they cannot enter the kitchen or 
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the puja room. What can you do when you live in cities or even in America 

like you do? Can you cloister yourself in a room? Do the best you can.” She 

continued, “Shall I tell you something else that I have come to understand? 

Madi should not be made impossible for others; follow stipulations without 

hassling others. Don’t tell people you can’t eat this or you can’t eat that or 

can do or cannot do something because of your madi. Just say, ‘It does not 

suit me.’ You won’t hurt others this way. If you don’t hurt people, you’ve 

followed achara.” Thus even the concept of madi that anthropological and 

Indological research for long imagined as the bastion of brahmanical ritual 

life becomes elastic under the commitment “to not impose on others or 

hurt them.”

An idea I encountered often in Sringeri, and in other contexts of my life, 

was that the yardstick for correct performance of shastric expectations was 

the sense of fulfi llment (manas trupti). Echoing Ajji, Vijaya also said, “One 

does what one’s capacity allows one to do, to keep up the achara (shastric 

practice) you’ve learned from your parents in whatever measure, and the 

satisfaction comes from the knowledge that you’ve done your best. One 

shouldn’t let it go altogether.”

Does shastra then largely designate the impersonal realm of the stipulat-

ed, the grand imperative, while observances (vows and fasts) and duties fi ll 

the space of the personalized, the voluntary, the everyday? Notwithstanding 

that actual shastric codifi cation often includes detail that one could clas-

sify as “observances,” Ajji voiced a perception I had heard from others that 

shastra concerns broad principles: “Treat everybody alike; do not disparage 

anyone; do not say ‘Don’t come here, don’t touch this or that.’” I was be-

ginning to see how Ajji’s understanding of shastra blended into her sense 

of duty, the broad guideline fi nding expression in specifi c daily acts that she 

identifi ed as her duties and observances—which ranged from washing the 

doorstep early in the morning, drawing rangoli (fl oor design from colored 

rice powder), fetching fl owers, to maintaining physical and spiritual cleanli-

ness and being considerate toward others.

Although Ajji saw the essence of shastric teaching as affi  rming humanistic 

values, she also recognized shastra as legislating specifi c ritual activity like 

shraaddha (annual rite of “feeding” ancestors, pitr ³). So, for example, she 

argued that during shraaddha not everyone who was close to the departed 

person could be invited to the meal. “As per shastric stipulation,” she said, 

“only kin have the authority to partake of the shraaddha meal.” Giridhara 

Shastry however, noted, “The shastra says that on the day of a shraaddha the 

hosts must feed a brahman. The shastra does not specify that one must only 
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feed a Kamme brahman or a Shivalli brahman, and yet family sampradayas 

insist on maintaining and implementing such nonshastric clauses.” Indeed, 

“there are times when sampradaya is prabala (predominant).”

And yet human discretion holds up spaces in which negotiations can oc-

cur: “In the puja place and the kitchen, we have freedom (namma svatantra). 

Once the daily puje and the naivedya are done, I don’t object to whoever 

comes into these rooms,” Ajji said.24 It is indeed hard for me to see any 

boundaries or closed doors in Ajji’s house, which seemed always full of people 

dropping in for a chat or for music lessons, medicines, yoga, and recitation 

classes, although only Ajji and Giridhara Shastry lived there. But her empha-

sis on our freedom also identifi es the agency one could activate to draw up 

rules and obligations that are centered around family, event, or activity.

As I took my shastra question around Putta Murthy’s family, I had a long 

conversation with Panduranga, whose observations elicit several nuances in 

the usage of the terms shastra and sampradaya:

p: What it comes down to is *rule* versus *act.* The Constitution (of 

India)—*rules*—may say one thing, but in procedure, we could act 
diff erently.

Let’s take wearing the kacche sīre 25 in the Iyer community,

there’s no *rule* about it, it’s a sampradaya.

Or that lunch should be cooked before one has eaten anything, say, 

breakfast.

There’s no rule about this,

some family’s sampradaya will allow eating before cooking the main 

meal and some other family’s sampradaya will not.

But at some level people are not able to distinguish between *rules* 

and *acts,* so they say everything is shastra.

“That’s said in the shastras,”

they say.

Shastras only give us *broad* guidelines, they tell us how to live.

What broad directions should you follow in your life?

That’s the question that shastra addresses.

“Follow dharma”is a stipulation that shastra makes.

And what does dharma tell you?

l: Hanh?

p: “Be a good student,”

“Take good care of your parents.”26

Now sampradaya can modify this, add details.
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l: So sampradaya allows one to negotiate? (Listening to my tape now, I am 
not sure I meant “negotiate with the shastra” or “itself be negotiated.”)

p: Sure. When you modify shastra for a *context,* it becomes sampra-

daya. Let me tell you a kathe (story) about a paddhati.

l: Hanh!

p: In this area, there was a household where daily pujas would take place.

A bowl of milk would be set for use in the puja.

But the house cat would inevitably drink up the milk.

(Leela is amused)

p: So it became a pattern that everyday this man who sat down for the 

puja would ask the person who brought the milk to tie up the cat.

Time went by, and in the next *generation* it came to be that the 

daily puja was given up. Still, they invented the paddhati of tying up a 

cat when they went to do the namaskara.

Then it happened that some successive generation did not have a 

cat at all.

Do you know what they did?

l: No!

p: They started to *maintain* a pillar to which a cat could be tied.

l: (laughing) Oh no!

p: So today if you ask what is in their paddhati or in their sampradaya, a 

pillar has to be built when they construct a house.

If you ask why, the answer you get is, it’s the cat-tying-pillar.

This has become a sampradaya!27

(everyone who overhears this story laughs)
p: When the younger generations ask what is the meaning of this or that, 

it’s hard to explain.

The meaning is hidden, in the past.

Often when we are unable to give a reason for doing something the 

way we do it, we say this is shastra.

l: In order to *cite authority*?

p: Where shastra does come into the *picture* is, when some ācaran ³e 

(ritual practices) has to be performed, then shastra tells us who should 

do it and how it should be done.

But in our day-to-day life—take the mangala gouri vrata or the 

giving of tāmbula, these have come from compulsions of the past 

(anivāryavāgi bandirōdu) when a girl used to be married young.

Until she went to her husband’s house (after puberty), she had to 

be taught the *lifestyle* that was probably observed in the husband’s 
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family—so each family kept modifying and *adding* (to traditions like 

the mangala gouri vrata).

This, they called, our family’s sampradaya.

The shastra doesn’t say “do the mangala gouri vrata” or “this other 

vrata in this exact way” and so on.

There is no (shastric) rule about this.

All this comes from family sampradaya. There is no relevance today.

For instance, in those days a girl who had matured but was unmar-

ried was not permitted to cook and do other things in madi in the 

house.

There were many others in the house who would do the work, and 

the girl was too young to have understood the *concept* of madi, or 

some such reason.

So they probably *started it.*

But today there isn’t any relevance to this.

l: Right, there isn’t any relevance, and yet one must follow them (rules), 

and then this becomes a pain.

But what do people do when they get doubts (about procedures)?

p: In the past they used to resolve it in the family by asking elders.

Now, if *a doubt comes,* they just *drop it,* right? (i.e., drop the 

sampradaya or the aspect of it in question). Ultimately, *all the rules, 

all the laws, the acts, are created to facilitate the people to live happily, 

that’s all.*

But in the end, *rigidity* comes in because people begin to believe 

that they should live for the rules.

And then rebellions happen.

In the past people used to act in ways appropriate to those times.

And if they could not give a reason for a particular act, they would 

tell themselves it was a rule.

If you understand it this way, then there is no “reason” for most of 

ritual.

l: Hmmm . . . *how often do people consult the matha to resolve a 

doubt*?

p: In achara vichara there was really no question of consulting (the 

matha). In the past, there used be the joint family, so one would just 

consult elders and follow their advice.

*Now* breaking ācaran ³e itself has become a thing to do, so there is 

no scope for doubts! So today it is more likely that you will hear the 

older woman say,
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“Oh all those (precise procedures) were for those times, for those 

generations, kan ³e.

Now just do as you judge best!”

*Nobody goes to anybody and clarifi es anything.*

I found Panduranga’s thinking in remarkable conversation with Wittgen-

stein’s later writing,28 agreeing with it and complicating it, with the crucial 

diff erence being in the dharmic tenor of Panduranga’s vocabulary. Wittgen-

stein argues that it is practice, or usage, that reveals how individuals con-

ceptualize a word or a rule, and usage refl ects the ability to participate in 

“a form of life,” the extended network of extralinguistic cultural “activi-

ties” shared by a community.29 Acquiring this ability enables an individual 

to engage in a variety of “language games” that range from translation and 

storytelling to practical mathematics.30 A philosophy of language begins, 

then, not with a systematized body of rules about syntax and semantics but 

in the unraveling of a “lived” grammar that underlies our concepts and one 

that yields a sense of the connections, expressible and inexpressible, that 

individuals make: what patterns of language use can be gleaned from the 

ways in which individuals extrapolate, verify, contextually apply, explicitly 

instruct, or illustrate a rule?

From this perspective, the complication in unraveling a grammar of 

the concept of shastra, is that shastra, a normative body (that Panduranga 

identifi es as “rules”) that claims divine origin, sinuously interacts with sam-

pradaya, also a normative, loosely defi ned body characterized by practices 

(“acts”). In Panduranga’s view, exemplifi ed by Chayamma, Vijaya, and 

Ajji’s observations, this sinuous interaction makes it diffi  cult—even redun-

dant—to diff erentiate between shastra and sampradaya. But, diff ering from 

Chayamma and Vijaya, Panduranga preliminarily fi nds it useful to distin-

guish between shastra and sampradaya as “rule” and “act,” a distinction 

that helps him accentuate their contours and some of the ways in which 

they relate to each other. First, like Ajji, Panduranga notes that “shastras 

only give us broad guidelines” for life that can be modifi ed by sampradaya, 

the fi eld of enactment. If shastra advises, “Take care of one’s parents,” then 

a family sampradaya could regulate ways to express this care. But Pandu-

ranga’s comment that “at some level, people are not able to distinguish 

between rules and acts, so they say everything is shastra” provokes us to 

ask how it is that one could confuse a rule with an action. It seems to me 

that the “confusion” in fact requires that we reconsider normative sources 

for actions.
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While shastra is recognized as a body of conceptual rules—what Pol-

lock calls theory—that presents itself as orienting our ways of being and 

doing, sampradaya too functions as a body of rules, except in the crucial 

detail that rules of sampradaya are engendered through practice (and there-

fore bring with them a dynamism characteristic of lived situations) and bear 

the imprint of region, family, profession, and so on. Rules are thus derived 

from rule bodies (shastra) as well as from rule following (sampradaya), and 

both attempt to uphold dharma. The unbounded interplay of interpretation, 

contexts, and discernment, and the inarticulated sense (“intuition”) that un-

derlies the observance of shastric rules make it impossible to situate precisely 

a shastric stipulation in the world of practice. It is not a “blind” observance 

of rules; on the contrary, following rules is justifi ed by “agreement” that is 

expressed not merely in opinions but “in form of life.”31

For Panduranga, as for Wittgenstein, the continuity between rules, 

whether derived from shastra or sampradaya, and seemingly related acts is a 

continuity that can be interrupted, meandering, or, as Panduranga especially 

underscores, even hypothetical.32 In day-to-day contexts it is useful to come 

back to Chayamma’s statement, “this is my shastra, this is my sampradaya,” 

to understand both, how, from observing or performing an action, it is 

extremely diffi  cult to say whether the action is impelled by shastra or by 

sampradaya—a combination of both or indeed neither. Despite the fact that 

a rule may be defi ned with some precision in the shastras or in the sampra-

daya (or any normative body), “its” meaning emerges in the practice itself; 

indeed, the connection of an enactment to a rule that governs it is at times 

enunciated primarily in the rhetoric that argues for it as in the often-invoked 

phrase “The shastras say.” That we can justify a practice, or seek exemption 

altogether from explanation for an act, by citing “shastra” (that is, we do 

something simply because the shastra requires it) indicates, however, that 

intrinsic unquestionable authority is attached to the notion of shastra.

Despite this, specifi c as the codifi ed shastras may be in their imagina-

tion of potential circumstances, the limitlessly manifesting complexities of 

human life ultimately outpace shastric breadth and specifi city. Individuals, 

aware of this, constantly assess, extrapolate, disregard, or improvise shastric 

rules according to their relevance and resources, engaging in an intriguing 

process that does not disturb theoretically the intrinsic immutability associ-

ated with shastric knowledge (considered to be of divine origin), but wit-

nesses continually the adaptation of shastra in practice.

Shastric prescriptions, explains Panduranga, are especially applicable to 

achara vichara (matters of ritual conduct), but he situates the mangala gouri 
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vrata33 in the province of sampradaya. The mangala gouri vrata is prescribed 

in the Bhavis ³ya Purān ³a,34 a Purana that is thematically synchronous with 

the Dharmashastras. Despite this textual location, Panduranga makes the 

important point that the primary location of the mangala gouri vrata is 

in the sampradaya local to the Malnad region. This location, at least for 

Panduranga, acknowledges the social and historical contexts of the tradi-

tion—a record, however tentative, of the community’s past—reminding me 

of a conversation with Nagalakshmi in Halanduru in which she held up the 

immediate, familial face of another Gouri vrata tradition—a more certain 

record, one could say, of important present-day relationships. Talking about 

the Gouri puje performed by women and girls at the time of the Ganapati 

festival, Nagalakshmi had shown me the gejje vastra (“anklets and clothes” 

artistically made of cotton, paper, and sequin) that she had received from 

her mother’s place. In the Malnad the gejje vastra that have been used to 

adorn the goddess Gouri during the festival are sent to a married daughter 

from her mother’s home after the festival has concluded—something that I 

was only dimly aware of even though this puja tradition exists in my Telugu-

speaking family, living in Hyderabad. This, Nagalakshmi had told me, was 

a Malnad sampradaya. “Even if there is a fl ood, we make it a point to send 

these across to my sisters-in-law,” she said, emphasizing, “Not to send them 

is aman
³
gal ³a (inauspicious).”

I fi nd myself wondering, outside these conversations, along the lines of 

Kunal Chakrabarti’s work, which fi nds that medieval Bengal Puranas adapt-

ed themselves to existing vrata traditions, whether the Puranic impetus and 

location of the mangala gouri vrata is one of the factors that makes the 

vrata’s performance malleable as well as optional.35 Interestingly, the genre 

of the vrata is a prime example of the ways in which shastric prescriptions 

are particularized by sociohistorical circumstances, family exigencies, and 

regional mores. Diff erences in ways of performing “common” ritual acts 

or in observing customs can be the cause of embarrassment. My fi eldnotes 

from April 18, 1995, record an episode that occurred during the collectively 

performed Satyanārāyan ³a vrata that takes place in Sringeri immediately after 

the Ramanavami festival. Prasad (my husband) was visiting from Philadel-

phia, and, as usual, I roped him into my activities:36

Ramachandra Bhattru asked me while we were watching Prasad perform 

the puja, “Does Prasad do nitya puje [daily puja]?” I thought he meant 

the sandhyavandane, and nodded vigorously, yes, yes. But he meant regu-

lar puja like the one being performed there, with all the sāmagri (items 
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used in worship) and puja vidhi(procedure), and I think he asked me be-

cause he must have known that Prasad did not do puja everyday. Worse 

still, Panduranga (who was sitting next to Prasad) kept telling Prasad what 

he was supposed to be doing next, so it must have been kind of obvious 

that we did not know the puja vidhāna(procedures) too well. To com-

plicate matters, Prasad bungled pretty badly by putting his mouth to the 

cup in which pānaka (sweet drink from jaggery) was given, while all the 

others were drinking without touching their cups to their lips. I glared at 

him, and he went quickly to the tap to wash the cup. But I never stopped 

wondering if the sharp eyes of those bhattrus missed what he had done 

and his cover-up.

To return to the conversation with Panduranga, his cat story kept us 

all laughing but it also highlighted that a paddhati, with no shastric prec-

edent, initiated by a person of suitable authority like an elder in the family, 

could develop into a family’s sampradaya. The story also has a facetious 

edge to it, both in its content and in its telling: Its ironic content suggests 

that not all practices, even if they are part of sampradaya, are shastric, while 

the telling gently drew my attention to the point that if I tried too hard 

to exhume chronologies and “meanings” for every norm (as I must have 

come across as wanting to do), I could end up with anticlimactic origins-

of-norms stories.

Yet the citing of shastra as an “explanation” for an act evokes the vast 

sense of the adrishtha (the unseen) that infuses our lives, a sense that the 

Mimamsa philosophers argued gave Vedic injunctions their transcendent 

authority. The phrase “the shastras say” may be treated as a variant on Witt-

genstein: “If I have exhausted the justifi cations, I have reached bedrock, and 

my spade is turned. Then I am inclined to say, ‘This is simply what I do.’”37 

Or, as Chayamma said, “this is how my mother did it.” The phrase seems to 

call an end to the project of meaning seeking.

Nevertheless, the interpretive process can be fraught with doubt, mis-

understanding, or incomprehension. For, after all, says Wittgenstein, “A 

rule stands there like a sign-post.—Does the sign-post leave no doubt open 

about the way I have to go? Does it shew which direction I am to take when 

I have passed it; whether along the road or the footpath or cross-country? 

. . . Or rather: [the rule] sometimes leaves room for doubt and sometimes 

not.”38 Panduranga’s answer to my question about how one proceeds in 

the midst of doubt (Wittgenstein’s “how to go on”) locates the problem of 

knowledge and action in a historical framework: “In the past, they used to 
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ask elders . . . people used to act in ways appropriate to those times.” It is 

also telling that Panduranga spontaneously delineated the process of resolv-

ing a doubt as it unfolded in a conversation between two women (“Oh all 

those [precise procedures] were for those times, for those generations, kan ³e. 

Now just do as you judge best!”)—kan ³e (girl) is a popular familiar form of 

address to a female in Kannada.39 When we looked over this transcript to-

gether, Panduranga agreed with my impression that the hypothetical scenar-

io of sharing advice between women that he had mentioned unconsciously 

refl ected not only the central agency of women in the enactment of rules 

but also the particularities of the Murthy household in which Chayamma, 

Lakshmidevamma, Indira, and Radha actively interpreted the customs of 

their family.

My question about how often people turned to the matha to resolve a 

doubt betrays my assumption that the matha, as Dharmashastric author-

ity, would moderate the daily lives of Sringeri residents, but I am directed 

rather to a local agency in determining paths of action. The past practice of 

consulting elders to resolve doubts is now partly replaced by acts that are 

inspired by the feeling that a particular rule has lost its relevance or that 

modernity is expressed in nonconformity to the rule.40

Even within the matha, however, all roads do not always lead to shastric 

recommendations on conduct. The normative power of sampradaya is illus-

trated by the following anecdote that Dodda Murthy narrated to my father, 

S. Nagarajan, who was visiting me during the Navaratri festival in 1994. 

They had been musing about Sringeri’s past and the arrival of the motorcar 

to Sringeri in the early 1900s.

dm: Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya,

sn: the founder of Banaras Hindu University,

dm: Hanh.

He once invited the thirty-third guru Shivabhinava Narasimha Bharati 

(1879—1912) to Varanasi

with a two-week notice of an event.

When the guru responded that the pallakki (palanquin) would take 

much longer to get to Varanasi,

sn: In those days--

dm: Malaviya assured him that, instead of a pallakki, he would arrange a 

car to take the guru to Varanasi and bring him back.

The guru replied,

“It is all very fi ne, but this car . . .
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I do not know of a sampradaya in which previous gurus have trav-

eled by car.

I am not saying that it contradicts our shastra, but we simply don’t 

have the sampradaya.

I do not wish to start a sampradaya that has not existed before 

. . .

I will send my blessings from Sringeri.”

In the end, his pāduka (wooden sandals) were sent to Varanasi.

The anecdote took me by surprise because it toppled my uncomplicated un-

derstanding that for the guru of the matha the shastric word would be fi nal 

in every case. I wondered if the mere two-week notice had also not gone 

down too well. Less facetiously, however, for a practice to be permissible, 

the sanction of shastra, specifi cally the Dharmashastras, is not enough; the 

greater ratifi cation must come from sampradaya. The Dharmashastras, while 

regulating modes of transportation for sannyasis, itself may permit some 

leeway, so why did the guru not want to start a sampradaya? Was the guru’s 

decision not to travel by car a negation of innovation? Perhaps. But if one 

turns to the many other episodes associated with the same guru, it is evident 

that he was reputed to be one the most path-breaking gurus of the Sringeri 

parampara (lineage).

One episode narrated to me concerns a brahman subsect that had been 

for many generations disallowed by other brahman subsects to be seated in 

the same pankti (row) during meal events. The disenfranchised community 

brought the matter of this ostracization to the attention of this guru, argu-

ing that they were being unfairly denied the recognition appropriate to their 

status. The guru considered the matter in all its social subtlety (sūkśmavāgi 
vicāra mād ³i), taking into account the position of the Dharmashastras, and 

delivered the matha’s decision. He declared that the community had the 

same seating rights as other brahmans, overturning a long-held sampradaya 

that had led to the discrimination. In another instance, he similarly man-

dated that the ostracization meted out to another group of brahmans be 

discontinued, arguing that it had been founded on a historical confl ict be-

tween Shaivas and Madhvas many centuries ago and was not supported by 

shastric reckoning. So the refusal of the car to Varanasi may not have been 

because of a reluctance to start or halt a sampradaya. The reluctance may 

have come from the fact that the use of a car would have signaled the admit-

tance of a personal luxury, anthithetical to the very institution of sanyasa, 

and also countered the ideal of shishtha, an exemplar. Not only was the car 
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an index of luxury, but it was also at that time a “foreign” item, alien to 

Indian ways.

Jonathan Parry reports an interesting parallel in the performance of 

śrāddha rites in Varanasi. A priest who had been performing death rites 

according to the customarily followed printed paddhati manuals on one oc-

casion changed the ritual procedure to “conform” to those laid down in a 

shastric treatise. When Parry discussed this, the priest’s brother, also a priest, 

repudiated the shastric procedure as unnecessary “innovation” in the cus-

tomary practice, saying, “‘In my whole life, I have only performed two or 

three shraddhs according to the Shastras. I emphasize lokachar [the popular 

tradition]. What the women of the family say, that’s the truth. Blowing our 

conch shells, we Brahmans throw dust in people’s eyes.’”41 Although it is 

not certain that lokachar is exactly the same as sampradaya, the two views 

suggest that normative authority is not uniformly accepted as being con-

tained either in the realm of shastra or in the realm of lokachar or samprada-

ya. Despite the priest’s brother’s prioritization of “popular tradition,” Parry 

states that his “informants” assert that shastric stipulations are considered 

“unquestionably authentic” (in another place, “unquestionably authorita-

tive”) and inviolable, while laukika (popular) is of “dubious validity” (“to be 

discarded if it off ends against contemporary canons of good sense”).42

The dharmic depth of sampradaya that sometimes allows it to over-

ride shastra is illustrated by an episode involving the guru of the matha 

from 1912–1954, Shri Chandrashekara Bharati, who succeeded the guru in 

the above anecdote. The guru, a great yogi, was so inward-oriented (an-

tarmukhi) and meditative that he often became too aloof from the aff airs 

of the matha. The agent, Srikantha Shastry, urged him to appoint a suc-

cessor who would be able to involve himself more in the matha’s matters. I 

had heard from many in Sringeri that the relationship between the world-

savvy Srikantha Shastry, who brought an unparalleled commitment to the 

matha’s management, and the deeply introspective and detached guru was 

often tense. Their callings diverged. On the day of the ceremony of initiat-

ing and appointing the disciple as the junior guru, the traditional palanquins 

of gold and silver were made ready for the procession. Instead of following 

the sampradaya of seating himself in the gold palanquin as the senior guru, 

Shri Chandrashekara Bharati moved toward the silver palanquin meant for 

his disciple. Srikantha Shastry quickly reminded him of the sampradaya. 

The guru replied, “You know the circumstances and background relating 

to today’s installation ceremony. Please recall [them] and remember [them] 

always. From now on, he is the Jagadguru, not I. . . . I wish to withdraw 
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from all worldly dealings.”43 The guru’s remarks to Srikantha Shastry were a 

reminder of the “worldly” concerns that had necessitated the appointment 

of a disciple. Playing on the word Jagadguru, “guru of the world,” Shri 

Chandrashekara Bharati indicated that he had abdicated the world, and, 

thus, if the sampradaya was to be truly followed, the gold palanquin was 

more appropriate for the disciple who was now the Jagadguru, and not for 

him, the world renouncer.

Text and Moral Authority in Hindu Sacred Literature

Authorship, orality, locatedness in cultures and languages, and occurrence 

across multiple media (art, architecture) are some variables that tangle the 

concept of “text” in Hindu contexts. Centuries could separate the composi-

tion of a text and its appearance in written forms, and manuscripts of pur-

portedly the “same” text could be geographically dispersed.44 Performance 

and patronage keep textual production in fl ux, tracing varying routes to his-

tory, social life, community ownership, and poetic vision. Thus “text” asks 

to be understood as positioned at an eternal intersection, in the midst of 

the traffi  c of human life, amid crisscrossings of written/recorded, oral/per-

formed, and received/transmitted texts.45 The many ways in which texts are 

conceptualized in Hindu worlds helps us understand why it is also possible 

to envision and experience the normative in plural terms.46 What are some 

of the ways in which texts claim moral authority, and how is the textuality of 

a text interwoven with that claim? In this section I will allude to some direc-

tions in which scholars have explored this vast and complicated question.

At the level of authorship, there are texts whose moral authority lies in 

their having divine or transcendental authors (apaurus ³eya) like the Vedas. 

Then, another kind of authorship is that associated with “Vyāsa” of the 

Mahabharata, a text that calls itself the “fi fth Veda,” most appropriate for 

providing moral direction in the confused age of Kaliyuga. Vyāsa has been 

thought of as a “symbolic” author who indexes an accretion of authors and 

therefore embodies the moral authority of tradition. Vyāsa has been imag-

ined by Hindu epic and Puranic traditions also as “mythical” author (a r ³s ³i 

or seer whose scribe is none other than the god Gan ³eśa), and he has been 

understood as a mimetic author who “performs among humans the role 

that Brahma performs in mythology.”47 In many Hindu narrative traditions 

Brahma is recognized as the creator of the Vedas and the universe. A third 

way by which authorship bespeaks moral authority is seen in the signatures 

“The Shastras Say . . . ” 141



142 Title

of bhakti poet-saints who address the divine with a personally chosen name 

such as Kūd ³alasangamadeva (“Lord of the Meeting Rivers”) or Giridhara 

(“hill bearer”). The personally chosen name of course conveys the poet’s 

identity, but it also points to an authorship that is united in poetry with 

the divine. As Jack Hawley notes, such a compounded signature “anchors a 

poem to a life, a personality, even a divinity that gives the poem its proper 

weight and tone; and it connects it to a network of associations that makes 

the poem not just a fl eeting fl ash of truth—not just new and lovely—but 

something that has been heard before and respected, something familiar 

and beloved . . . [lending poems] authority and conviction.”48

In terms of oral/aural textuality, the Vedas, conceived in sound, preserve 

their normative authority in sound. Sound is scrupulously regulated and 

protected for in it are embodied the rhythms of the universe and a language 

of communication with the gods—despite David Carpenter’s speculation 

that parts of the Vedas have remained relatively unchanged because of the 

“extreme conservatism of those entrusted with their preservation.”49 In fact, 

some Hindus consider reciting the Vedas from a book as against dharma—

the Shankaracharya of the Kanchipuram matha maintains that the normative 

status of the Vedas is lost when it is read out of a book (or heard from an 

audiocassette?).50 The genre of the vrata katha is a more ubiquitous expres-

sion of how moral meaning is wrapped up in the oral/aural experience.51 A 

vrata is a Hindu votive practice in honor of a specifi c deity, and is performed 

for auspiciousness, well-being, or a specifi c desire. Especially popular among 

women, vratas are marked by fasting, worship, religious gathering, recita-

tion, and storytelling. But a crucial part in the performance of the vrata 

is the telling and hearing of the story (katha) associated with it. Typically, 

vrata kathas recount the procedure of the vrata through the experiences and 

actions of an exemplar and describe the benefi ts to be gained by the cor-

rect performance of the vrata. Although the moral content of a vrata katha 

is explicit, holding up as it does the life of an exemplar (usually a virtuous 

woman), the act of narrating (kathana) and listening (śravan ³a) at the end 

of the vrata provides the satisfaction of proper closure and the assurance of 

fruition. It is this overall oral/aural context that amplifi es the dharmic ambi-

ence and the normative intent of the vrata.

The connection between text and normativity is also secured through 

processes of transcription, transcreation, or written composition. As Na-

rayana Rao argues in the case of the Puranas, the “recorded” text is often 

only part of the story. The paurān ³ika, or oral storyteller, who draws on his 

knowledge of, and training in, the Puranas, imparts “fullness” to the text 
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in performance, and thus the paurān ³ika’s knowledge shapes the “received” 

text.52 To understand how texts travel across categories, acquiring possibly 

diff erent shades of moral authority, one could turn to the well-known clas-

sifi cation of texts into shruti (“heard”) and smriti (“remembered”). Pollock 

fi nds that the term smriti (which originated in Pūrva Mīmām³ sa) refers to a 

Vedic text that is no longer available to be heard in recitation but exists as 

“remembered.” The lost Veda surfaces in a new form through memory, and 

a shruti text comes to inhabit the world of smriti53—bringing with it the im-

print of authority of the Vedas (as in the Mahabharata, the Nāt ³yaśāstra, and 

the Tiruvāymol ³i claiming to be the “fi fth Veda.”) Apastamba, the author of 

one of the oldest Dharmasutras, uses the “lost Veda” strategy to argue that 

all rules of dharma, whether or not traceable to extant Vedas, are ultimately 

derived from them. In the view of the Shankaracharya of the Kanchipuram 

matha, Vedic association makes the Dharmashastras unmodifi able: “It is im-

portant to realise that if we are to remain true to the śāstras it is not because 

they represent the views of the seers but because they contain the rules 

founded on the Vedas which are nothing but what Īśvara has ordained. That 

is the reason why we must follow them. It is my duty to see that the śāstras 
are preserved as they are. I have no authority to change them.”54

Shastra as an Imagined Text

Sringeri perspectives remind us that moral praxis, while girded by transcen-

dent arguments (of bhakti, Vedic origins, Advaita, for example) is in fact 

quite thoroughly situated in local (and larger-than-local) structures and 

cycles (such as kinship, agricultural seasons), often historically envisaged 

(“this [practice] is traced to the Vijayanagara times”) and interpersonally 

developed (between parent and child, neighbors, or teacher and student). 

The unraveling of a lived grammar of the normative through ethnography 

uncovered for me a wide sociosemantic fi eld of normative discourse and 

praxis that is characterized by a fl uid movement between shastra, sampra-

daya, niyama, achara, and paddhati. Contexts of usage and narration hold 

up the synonymity of these terms, but also hold up diff erences between 

them; diff erences in intention, in the nature and source of normative au-

thority, in jurisdictions of moral and practical knowledge, in the effi  cacy 

of action, and in the fl exibility associated with them. As individuals con-

textually sift the meanings and associations of these idioms seeking for 

legitimacy, “the normative” manifests itself as an emergent phenomenon 
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located in, and drawing on, a wide range of sources—oral, visual, written 

and practiced—spread across codebooks, exemplars, and practices—all of 

which bear intertextual relationships with each other. The boundaries of 

this sociosemantic fi eld of shastra continually shift, and, as I suggest else-

where, the poetics of social life preempt the drawing up of an exhaustive 

list of moral concepts that determine practice.

What keeps the normative from being fossilized or relegated to one set 

of codebooks is not only this range of normative sources of which shastra is 

but one, but also the desire to work out a dharmically accountable life and 

to create a clearing of auspiciousness in the jungle of ambiguity and uncer-

tainty. Continuous refl ection on what is binding, on the limits of innova-

tion, and on what constitutes conformity and “sense of fulfi llment” (manas 

trupti) in addition ensure that normative authority and concomitant power 

are kept in circulation and diff used.

But conceptualizing an ethics in practice also means that we need to 

understand—to use Edward Said’s phrase to describe the interplay between 

Quranic text and circumstantiality—the “constitutive interaction”55 be-

tween injunction and action. The constitutive interaction, I suggest, can 

perhaps be understood in terms of an imagined text that each individual 

puts together commingling memory with implicit learning and teaching. A 

sense of pervading adrishtha consequences and an awareness of the provi-

sionality of injunctive knowledge systems thread the imagined “text.”56 As 

Said says, “texts have ways of existing that even in the most rarefi ed form are 

always enmeshed in circumstance, time, place, and society—in short, they 

are in the world, and hence worldly.”57 Chayamma and Vijaya Krishnamurty 

reminded me matter-of-factly that mothers, more generally elders, have a 

special agency in articulating the injunctive, and memory works in powerful 

ways to foster the connection between “what one’s elders did or taught” 

and “what one does.” The do’s and don’ts that Nagalakshmi spontane-

ously outlined for me about Malnad foodways (adige paddhati) came from 

the seeing-and-doing orientations of daily life that highlight Ajji’s remark, 

“What is there to teach (explicitly)?”

Ajji’s perception that shastra and paddhati “are the same” in day-to-day 

conduct, diff ering during certain rituals, implies that the imagined text 

is contingent. This contingent, intertextual, imagined text also seems to 

underlie the dispersed interpretation of shastra that master architects and 

sculptors hold in Tamilnadu. Samuel Parker observes, “In everyday speech 

śāstra is typically used by Tamil architects and sculptors, not in reference to 

books, but to bodies of knowledge” “objectifi ed” in three interlinked ways: 1. 
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in the person of the sthāpati (the master architect), 2. in temples and their 

sacred images, and 3. in written texts (the silpaśāstras). The priority of each 

of these understandings of shastra is enunciated contextually; thus, “the liv-

ing sthāpati, as a human incarnation of śāstra, is supreme in the context of 

production. The temple or image is supreme in the context of devotion. 

The text is supreme in the social negotiation of authority.”58 In a similar 

fashion, David Reck notes that in the context of Karnatic music, shastra 

exists as an “invisible ‘book’ . . . in the collective minds of all musicians 

practicing within the tradition. . . . There is a vast core of shared knowledge 

and agreement, the solid and tangible (though unwritten) common ground 

of tradition.”59 But Reck also notes that the “tradition is only partially con-

veyed by the guru to the disciple. The rest the śis ³ya [disciple] and aspiring 

musician picks up simply by existing within the tradition ‘like a fi sh swim-

ming in water.’”60

Shastric textuality, Pollock notes, is marked by “systematicity, stability, 

and repetition” and is a constitutive feature of the genre of shastra.61 One 

might ask what distinguishes the textuality of the imagined texts of moral 

praxis? Like the sacred subterranean river Sarasvati, the imagined text is 

both elusive and present in Hindu life, and, like the river, it too has a pres-

ence that is defi ned by the perennial confl uence and divergence of streams, 

oral and written, seen and done, regional and transregional, and lost and re-

covered pasts. While the precise textuality of imagined texts does not derive 

from any one particular text, imagined texts, born out of and lending them-

selves to powerful interpretative agency, are marked by an intermediacy and 

a compositeness that comes from the collation of various rule systems. The 

text can be fi rm (drawing on authoritative rule systems) or fragile (open 

to vacillation, especially about “procedures” and “benefi ts”), or it can be 

fl exible (supple bodies of rules adapting to situations) but bounded (limits 

relativism and interpretation).

What is interesting in Sringeri is that in this normative compass the 

word shastra occupies a particularly important place. Panduranga’s insight 

that when individuals cannot identify the “reason” for a rule they ascribe 

it to shastra, or Chayamma’s assertion that, when challenged, one is likely 

to respond with “this is my shastra, this is my sampradaya,” alerts us to the 

metaphorical potential in the term shastra. When the word shastra is in-

voked in conversation—“I did this for the sake of shastra” or “this is what 

the shastra says”—it only sometimes alludes to an actual body of rules like 

the Dharmashastras. More often than not, the word shastra is used to be-

stow theoretically the immutability and authority associated with shastra to 
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imagined texts. The vast, continuously updating pool of normative resources 

and expressions and the constant putting together of imagined texts by each 

individual and community remind me of Ramanujan’s wonderful observa-

tion about the endemic presence of the Ramayana story in texts that appear 

as phrases, songs, folktales, curses, or even as arithmetic problems: “These 

various texts not only relate to prior texts directly, to borrow or refute, but 

they relate to each other through this common code or pool. Every author, 

if one may hazard a metaphor, dips into it and brings out a unique crystalliza-

tion, a new text with a unique texture and a fresh context. . . . In this sense, 

no text is original, yet no telling is a mere retelling—and the story has no 

closure, although it may be enclosed in a text.”62 In the end I am inclined to 

argue that shastra is ultimately, as George Lakoff  and Mark Johnson would 

say, a “metaphor we live by.”63

Cat Lessons on Shastra

Oddly enough, in this search for shastra I encountered cats again in a con-

versation with Ramachandra Bhattru (RB) that I recorded. Often, after he 

and his wife, Amrutamba, who was also a schoolteacher, came home from 

school, we would meet for a chat in their house. During brisk winter eve-

nings our conversations were accompanied by cups of steaming kasāya, a 

spicy decoction of herbs.

rb: If a cat shows up,

at a shraaddha

it is inauspicious.

So how does one prevent a cat from showing up?

Well, one could do things like build barriers. But what if it was a 

housepet?

So this priest who went to somebody’s house for a shraaddha,

He saw that they had a cat, and that for that day the cat had been 

shut in a basket.

And, a stone hoisted on top of the lid.

So that until the shraaddha was done, the cat would remain in the 

basket, and not show up inauspiciously in the middle of the ceremony.

So he (the priest) saw this. He who had gone to be fed as a brahman 

at the shraaddha.

“Oh ho, I see.
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To perform a shraaddha in the most authentic manner, a cat must 

be placed in a basket—

And he decided to do the right thing at his own father’s shraaddha! 

But he didn’t have a cat.

So, somehow capturing a cat, he shut it in a basket,

l: (laughing) What attention to procedure!

rb: And exactly when the priests arrived, he brought it out and placed it 

right in front of them!
Absolutely inauspicious!

And he said to the priests,

“In our family, you see,

we perform a shraaddha only with a cat shut in a basket!”64
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In the Courtyard of Dharma, 
Not at the Village Square
Delivering Ashirvada in Sringeri

Ashirvada, a Sanskrit term for “blessing,”1 refers in Sringeri in par-

ticular to a ceremony of blessing that occurs at the conclusion of a religious 

event such as a parayana (votive reading) or a wedding that is hosted by a fam-

ily in a home, a temple, or a rented space. Irrespective of the caste of the fam-

ily that is conducting the religious event, an ashirvada performance toward 

the end of the event is integral to it. It includes the following parts: 1. a formal 

request made by the host family to the assembled purohitas (priests) for bless-

ing, 2. the recitation of Vedic mantras of blessing by purohitas as members 

of the host family do the namaskara (obeisance), 3. an extempore ashirvada 

narrative delivered in Kannada by a priest or a learned brahman that begins 

with upachara vakya (statement of praise and good conduct), and words of 

appreciation to the hosts and guests. The ashirvada then develops into an 

exegesis of the ritual event just concluded. The entire ashirvada ceremony 

takes twenty to a maximum of thirty minutes. What is interesting is that when 

people in Sringeri use the term ashirvada in this context, they could refer to 

the entire blessing ceremony or exclusively to the narrative. Thus an ashirvada 

could be “done” (mād ³odu), “delivered” (kod ³odu), or “said” (hel ³odu).
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Ashirvada narratives, which are display events for local erudition, reveal a 

spectacular interplay of voice, textual allusion, and poetic mood. The result 

is an emergent oral text that is rarely duplicated because of its performa-

tive qualities. Occupying a space somewhere between shastra and sampra-

daya, between individual talent and tradition, between ritual occasion and 

everyday routine, the narrative stands out as an eclectic instance of ethical 

instruction: it cites the Vedas and the Upanishads, the Dharmashastras, al-

ludes to stories from the epics and the Puranas, and subtly weaves social 

commentary to create a layered ethical text.

The ashirvada tradition is cited widely by residents as a “unique” tradi-

tion among Sringeri smarta brahmans, often as a rejoinder to the accusa-

tion of inhospitality made by tourists and pilgrims who come expecting 

lavish material attention from local residents.2 Initially I was puzzled that a 

speech-oriented performance tradition was constructed as a demonstration 

of hospitality. However, the many ashirvada performances I attended made 

me recognize the deeper ways in which ashirvada sustains the guest-host 

paradigm.3 While upachara is the colloquial Kannada word for “hospitality,” 

etymologically it means to “come near, approach” indicating attentive ser-

vice, as in “waited on, served, honoured, adored.”4 Ashirvada performances 

are expressions of upachara because they formally enunciate and celebrate 

idealized guest-host relations. After feeding and personally attending to 

guests (tasks taken very seriously by the host family), the hosts formally 

apologize for any unintended lapses in hospitality, and seek forgiveness and 

blessings from those assembled. The purohitas, who speak on behalf of all 

the guests, express their satisfaction (manas trupti) at a well-done event 

and, in the narrative, they continue in the idiom of “high conduct” by elab-

orating on the “meaning” of the ritual. At the same time, the performance 

becomes a broader occasion for enunciating “right” conduct.

As aware as the ashirvada performer is of the specifi c context of the 

event—the identity of the hosts, the scale of the ritual, the manner in which 

the ritual was performed, for example—the “text” of the ashirvada narrative 

and its delivery are of the greatest importance. Scholars and priests who per-

form ashirvada pointed out the importance placed on the emergent text—on 

what one says and how one says it. Unlike storytelling performances in small 

settings in which audience interaction with the narrator or other members 

of the listening audience implicitly aff ects the delivery and the delivered text 

itself,5 in ashirvada the audience does not shape the text of the ashirvada 

narrative. Instead, it is the ritual event (the particular karma that has been 

performed) that determines the ashirvada narrative.6 At most, the lineage of 
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the host—whether the hosts are followers of the Rigveda or the Yajurveda, 

for instance—determines the specifi c Sanskrit shlokas (verses) selected for 

the blessing. In homes where the hosts are not brahmans, Vedic shlokas are 

replaced by generic shlokas of blessing from texts other than the Vedas.

During the decade of the making of this book, I attended many ashirvadas 

at numerous ritual events in brahman homes of varying subcastes in Sring-

eri. I also attended some in the homes of my Bunt and Vokkaliga friends, 

where I learned interestingly that ashirvada is not considered by these com-

munities to be signifi cant in their repertoires of performance genres. The 

“doing” or “giving” of ashirvada is associated primarily with the brahman 

community of Sringeri by both brahmans and nonbrahmans alike. The text 

and the contexts of the ashirvada performance that I present here and the 

metacommentary about ashirvada need to be understood as being within 

the bounds of the brahman “folklore community” (which shares general 

knowledge of an expressive tradition and the rules governing its perfor-

mance) and the “folklore group” (comprising performers and audiences at a 

particular performance), to borrow Flueckiger’s elastic terminology.7

Durga Dipa Namaskara Ashirvada

In early June 2004, when the auspicious festive season was drawing to a 

close, Nagaraja, Ramchandra Bhattru’s son, told me about the Durga dipa 

namaskara puja (also referred to as Durgārādhane and Durga puje) he had 

been asked to perform in Gochanhalli, just outside the town. “It’s rarely 

performed around here—more popular in South Kanara—and the many 

lamps they will light in the evening will make the whole thing quite beauti-

ful. Why don’t you come?” he suggested. I knew that to attend such events 

uninvited was accepted, even welcomed, and I amusedly thought to myself 

that in Sringeri I must have made a perfect fi t for the cultural category of 

atithi, the word for “guest” whose etymology in Sanskrit means “one who 

comes without prior date or appointment.”

Being among the fi rst to arrive, after introductions and a warm wel-

come, I settled down to watch the family’s friend, Suryanarayana Bhat-

tru of nearby Vaikunthapura, and Nagaraja make an exquisite Chandika 

mandala8 using rangoli in the central room of the house. As they fi lled the 

beautiful eight-petalled lotus design with fl aming red, green, yellow, and 

white powders and bordered the design with full-blossomed marigolds, I 

began to anticipate how the puja to Durga would soon invoke, invite, seat, 
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and worship her amidst hundreds of lamps and words of praise. The family 

was preoccupied with serving coff ee to guests who had begun to arrive and 

with other preparations for the puja. Lamps, incense, camphor, coconuts, 

and several silver, brass, and copper containers with sandal paste, turmeric, 

kumkuma, water, and fl owers, soon surrounded the mandala. The silver ka-

lasha9 that would represent Durga was placed in the center of the mandala. 

Nagaraja, who had introduced me to the host family, asked them whether 

I could videotape the puja, and they enthusiastically agreed. The house 

was now fi lling up, and people stood conversing in groups under the large 

chappara (tent made from areca and coconut fronds) that had been set up 

outside the house.

I fell into conversation with one of the daughters-in-law who was try-

ing hard to restrain her young son from scampering over the mandala. The 

Durga dipa puja was being performed, I learned, for the welfare of the 

family’s contracting business and to mark the occasion of ninety-four-year-

old Menase Ganeshaiyya becoming a great grandfather. It had become a 

four-generation family. Ganeshaiyya had served for many years in the matha, 

supervising its public meal arrangements. The Durga puja was being per-

formed in the house of his son, Subramanya Ghanapati, who was a public 

works contractor.

The puja commenced abruptly with the ringing of bells and the chant-

ing of invocatory shlokas. A large open window allowed me to conve-

niently record the puja and the later ashirvada from the verandah where 

many of the guests stood and watched. After the puja, for which the Durgā 
Saptaśatī was recited, the family performed the pledged 108 circumambu-

lations and namaskaras.

Since it was past 9 pm when all this concluded, there was some discus-

sion between the purohitas and the family about advancing the ashirvada 

to before dinner instead of making it the usual postmeal performance. Na-

garaja announced that the ashirvada was going to commence, and guests 

and family crowded into the two rooms. Although Nagaraja had conducted 

the puja, he had been informally guided by Suryanarayana Bhattru and an 

elderly priest, who I later learned was Prabhakar Devdhar Bhattru (or, Prab-

hakar Bhattru), the priest at the Kanyakumari temple in Menase. Prabhakar 

Bhattru, being the eldest of purohitas present, was requested to bless the 

family with mantrakshate (turmeric-dipped rice grains). Beginning with the 

oldest, one by one, members of the family paid their obeisance to him while 

all the other purohitas joined in reciting ashirvada mantras from the Rig 

and Yajur Vedas, and the Durga Saptaśatī. Following this, Suryanarayana 
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Bhattru requested Ganeshaiyya, as the eldest of the host family, to approach 

the purohitas.

(As members of the host family, beginning with the eldest, prostrated indi-
vidually before the purohitas, Prabhakar Bhattru, Nagaraja, Suryanarayana 
Bhattru, and a few other guests who were purohitas recited “ashirvada man-
tras” collated from the Taittirīya Brāhman ³a [of the Yajurveda], the Rig sam-
hita, and the Devī Māhātmya. This procedure lasted ten minutes.)10

suryanarayana bhattru: (prompts the formal request by the host for 
the blessing)

I have conducted—11

ganeshaiyya: (haltingly)
I have conducted this Durga puja to the best of my ability.

I am not sure how it went.

prabhakar bhattru: (indicating me)
If you say “I don’t know how it went,” she’s going to record it! 

(laughter).

ganeshaiyya: (continuing, more emphatically)
Forgive me for any shortcomings and give your blessings too all of us.

figure 5.1. Nagaraja conducting Devi puja in Thorehadlu. Photo by Leela Prasad
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other purohitas and prabhakar bhattru: (back and forth be-
tween them)

You do the ashirvada—

—No, you do it.

—No, no, you!

woman: (to a child) Sit down here!

(people talking)

somebody: Quiet! Other folks, please, quiet!
prabhakar bhattru: (softly, very deliberately, a brief upachara vakya)

You have performed a very rare and important act of worship (de-
vata kārya).

somebody: (to others in the room) Shhh!
pb: (beginning the ashirvada exegesis)

If one asks what this puja is called,

“Durga namaskara puja.”
That is what they say it is called.

If one asks who this Durga is
(shifting to a singsong style, much like a recitation)

Extreme misfortune-causing

sort of evil powers

that envelop a man

and keep ruining his life

(returning to the earlier prosaic style and saying in one breath)

The dispelling of such powers

By this shakti (power) called Durga

And the granting of our desires and wishes

That is what the ārādhane of this Durga shakti earns us

This

is not a power that is ordinary.
The instant this universe was created,

the māyā that emanated from Vishnu, not visible to anybody,

extraordinary,

such a power it is.

It is not meant to be used for everyday things.

It is very gambhīra (deep), very gauptya (esoteric).

The gods too

were troubled by evil powers—that is, by rakshasas (demons)

Like great ascetics, they (the demons) too were worshippers of 

Ishvara.
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Performing austerities,

pleasing diff erent gods,

they would ask for boons.

For what?

They

(in one breath)

were full of evil, seeking not to benefi t the world, or enrich it.

(resuming normal pace)
Desiring to win the whole world, desiring themselves to be all-power-

ful, to be kings of the world,

such boons they sought of the gods.

Even so,

when they were pleased with the austerities of the rakshasas,

the gods were obliged to grant boons to those who asked.

And they unfailingly granted whatever was asked.

In this way,

many rākśasas like Mahishasura and others,

winning even the world of the gods,

winning the three worlds,

making themselves known as the “most powerful in the universe,”

they began to harass the gods.

In such circumstances,

when the gods, left without any recourse, went to Brahma for 

help,

he led them all to Vishnu

and asked Vishnu (for help).

Then,

(Vishnu says)

“There is no way out. However, there exists one other power.

If we pray to it and obtain it,

we can overcome our troubles,

regain our rightful authority and live in the world of gods.”

Thus saying they make a resolve.

Then all together, they pray to that shakti.

When that shakti appeared,

each of the gods and goddesses surrendering their weapons and 

powers to her, say,

“You are our only hope. You must protect us by vanquishing these 

demons,” they pray to her.
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Then,

destroying Mahishasura and all the other demons,

and fulfi lling the desire of the gods and goddesses, she asks—

(breaks the thought for a moment)
The gods sing her praises in many ways.

At that point,

Durga asks again,

“What else do you need me to do for you? Ask!”

Then the gods and goddesses say,

(chanting musically from the Devī Māhātmya)

“Na kiñcidavaśis ³yate” (Nothing remains to be done).12

“Now that you have destroyed Mahishasura and restored our au-

thority, after this, we have no greater expectation.

However—

if you wish to grant us a boon—”

Do you know what they ask for?

(Prabhakar Bhattru says the line “Na kiñcidavaśis ³yate” rapidly, cuing 
himself, then recites):
yadi cāpi varo deyastvayāsmākam

³
 maheśvari

sam
³
smr ³tā sam

³
smr ³tā tvam

³
 no him

³
sethāh ³ paramāpadah ³13

Devī! If you still desire to grant us a boon,

sam
³
smr ³tā sam

³
smr ³tā tvam

³
 no him

³
sethāh ³ paramāpadah ³

yaśca martyah ³ stavairbhistvām
³
 stos ³yatyamalānane

tasya vittarddhi vibhavairdhanadārādisampadām
vr ³ddhaye’smatprasannā tvam

³
 bhavethāh ³ sarvadāmbike

This is what they ask:

“You have protected us this time.

But we desire that whenever evil forces like these become powerful 

in this world and harass others,

even on the earth,

not just in heaven, on earth, the world of mortals,

whoever sings your praises—

but also those who do not sing your praises—

(in one breath)

everybody, we desire that you free them from such evil forces and pro-

tect them. Become the goddess who grants them the wealth and prog-

eny they desire.”

(pausing)

That is what they pray to the Devi.
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Thus, we—

Although they were gods—even gods, they need another power.

What then humans?

Humans of course need it.

The gods will always need a power that is greater than their 

own.

Vishnu prays to Shiva, Shiva prays to Vishnu.

In this way, not in one, but in twos, the world must proceed.

(in one breath)

In the future, too, in whatever circumstance, whether on the earth or 

in heaven, she (Devi) agrees to protect the world from harm from de-

mons. It is said that once upon a time

there was one Aruna, a powerful rakshasa.

If you ask what boon he had obtained through his penance, it was

(reeling this list off )
not through a four-legged animal, not through a two-legged animal,

not by man or animal,

not even by gods,

not by any of these should death come to me,

not from birds that traverse the skies,

not from animals without legs,

from none of these should death come,

This was the boon he had obtained, it is said.

Aruna was his name.

yadārun ³ākhyastrailokye mahābādhām
³
 karis ³yati||

tadāham
³
 bhrāmaram

³
 rūpam

³
 kr ³tvāsan

³
khyeyas ³atpadam|14

“We—there is nothing more than this to win. We have vanquished 

all. Now we are the greatest of all.”

In this manner (of Aruna), should anybody ever think,

There is another power that surpasses, that is far more gauptya,

(that is) endowed with extraordinary strength

That God most certainly keeps hidden,

One seed of poison.

So what happened to such a demon (as Aruna)?

Not able to withstand his tyranny, all the gods prayed to Devi:

“He has been granted the boon that he cannot be killed by any-

thing.”

Then they come up with a new strategy.

(this stanza is narrated especially dramatically)
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As soon as he held the rock like this

(Prabhakar Bhattru demonstrates by grabbing an imaginary rock with 
his right hand),

asan
³
khyeyas ³atpadam—becoming six-legged bees,

out of the rock she (Durga) came and came and came,

and—asan
³
khyeya, meaning, “without count”—

They (the bees) stung and stung and stung, and killed him, so they 

say (antaha hel ³uttāre)
(pauses)
In this way, always,
this worship that is called Durgārādhane
is like what is called a brahmāstra (a divine, infallible weapon),

it is so powerful and so sacred a force.

That is why in the Durgāsūkta, it is declared in the manner of the 

Vedas,

“Nāveva sin
³
dhu duritātyagnih ³”15

Meaning, whatever troubles we encounter,

if we pray to Durga and worship this Durgi (addressing Durga af-
fectionately),

when this wide river or this ocean seems impossible to cross,

A nāva—nāva means don ³i—
like in a boat we easily cross from one side of the river or the ocean 

to the other,

like that, when this Durga shakti is pleased with us,

it will take us across the kad ³alu (sea) of all troubles

to the other shore safely,

and protect us, it is said.

(now makes more elaborate the upachara vakya that he initiated at the 
beginning of the performance and combines it with the actual blessing)

Such an incomparable and powerful force

this day, in this sacred tirtha

(phone rings in the background)

(Ganeshaiyya) being born a ghanapāt ³i16

in this sacred site,

having served many years at the feet of the guru,

blessed with a son,

Subramanya Ghanapati,

to whom a grandson has been born—

(turning to Ganeshaiyya’s family standing nearby)
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Ganeshaiyya has invoked such a goddess today

and prayed that all of you be blessed by Durga’s grace.

Following his request,

in the same *complete* way (as he did the puja)

we pray that whatever the evil forces that trouble you,

may they all be warded off ,

and may Durga’s grace always
be like an armor around you,

and bestow you with happiness, wealth, progeny.

So praying, we bless you.

(closure)
all the purohitas joining prabhakar bhattru: Tathāsthu! 

(So be it!)

(concluding mantras are recited by the purohitas)

The ashirvada begins with ninety-four-year old Ganeshaiyya making the 

customary statement of apology for any oversight that may have inadver-

tently occurred and presents a formal request for ashirvada. Perhaps be-

cause of his age, or because of the lateness of the event, this becomes a 

perfunctory exercise with some banter included. Prabhakar Bhattru begins 

the ashirvada with a brief statement of praise for the hosts and moves swiftly 

into the exegetical mode. The fi fteen-minute ashirvada was delivered with 

great dramatic variation, with shifts in tone, pace, and narrative style (in-

cluding recitation, chanting, and melodic narration). As the ashirvada un-

folds, it becomes evident that its intent is to provide the host family with an 

understanding of the cosmic underpinnings of the puja they had performed. 

The elucidation draws on the Devī Māhātmya, the most celebrated text of 

goddess theology and worship that is part of the Mārkan ³d ³eya Purān ³a.17 

The Devī Māhātmya envisions the universe as emanating from, sustained by, 

and withdrawing into Durga. The text establishes the goddess as immanent 

and transcendent. Prabhakar Bhattru’s opening question of “who Durga is” 

is one that the Devī Māhātmya tradition itself refl exively asks and answers 

through her various names and deeds, but he focuses on explicating the 

meaning of her shakti, her power. This, Prabhakar Bhattru describes as an 

extraordinary power, “deep” (gambhīra), and “esoteric” (gauptya).

Adhering to the progression of the Devī Māhātmya, Prabhakar Bhat-

tru alludes to the fi rst episode in it, which personifi es Durga as the deep 

sleep, or yoganidrā [yoga of sleep] that has overcome Vishnu. Two rākśasas, 
Madhu and Kaitabha, taking advantage of Vishnu’s slumber, assault Brahma, 
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who is seated in a lotus that issues from Vishnu’s navel. Unable to awaken 

Vishnu, Brahma desperately prays to Durga, who responds by leaving 

Vishnu’s body, and Vishnu, now awake, slays the rākśasas. Durga is thus 

illusion (māyā), but she is also the remover of māyā. This initial segment 

of the ashirvada ends on a cautionary note: “It is not meant to be used for 

everyday things.” The remark, however, suggested to me that the family’s 

reasons for performing the puja were commensurate with the power be-

ing invoked.

Again, following the sequence of events in the Devī Māhātmya, Prab-

hakar Bhattru next outlines the story of Durga’s victorious battle against 

the buff alo-demon, Mahisha. Prabhakar Bhattru uses the story to signal a 

theme that he develops in the rest of the ashirvada: the ethics of praying, 

asking, and bestowing (already hinted at in Brahma’s appeal to Durga for 

protection and in her acquiescence). First, the gods, we are told, must give, 

even at their own peril, when they are prayed to appropriately. This invio-

lable obligation makes power vulnerable and fragile and subject to imbal-

ances in the distribution of power between gods, humans, and rakshasas. 

Durga, in whose power it is to restore balance, is in fact bound to do so by 

the ethic that requires her to grant to the gods what they desire—for, they 

have prayed and appealed to her. Indeed, her task is not complete until they 

declare, “Na kiñcidavaśis ³yate [Nothing remains to be done].”

Second, just as those who are prayed to are obliged to give, those who 

need help are obliged to pray and please. Durga will not volunteer her help 

to the gods or to humans unless she is prayed to. The seeking of help is nec-

essary for it takes two, a bestower and a supplicant, for the functioning of the 

universe. If the gods themselves live within this equation, how much more so 

is it required for humans? (Here, Prabhakar Bhattru adds something that is 

not said in the Devī Māhātmya: that the gods, in their magnanimity, secure 

the grace of the goddess even for those humans who neglect to pray).

Then, deviating from the Devī Māhātmya, which narrates the story of 

Durga’s battle with Shumbha and Nishumbha after the Mahisha episode, 

Prabhakar Bhattru proceeds to the story of the rakshasa Aruna.18 The 

ashirvada now emphasizes a third aspect of the ethics of asking and receiv-

ing; the question of what happens after a desire has been fulfi lled by the 

gods. The demon Aruna, intoxicated by his apparent invincibility, oversteps 

the boon that has been granted to him when he begins to harass the world 

and consequently invites his destruction. Prabhakara Bhattru concludes 

from the Aruna story that should anybody claim to be the most powerful, 

there is in divine reserve a mysterious, hidden power (“one seed of poison”) 
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that God can deploy to contain unbridled and anarchic power. Humility, 

and remembrance of the divine source of one’s empowerment, must ac-

company the asking, the receiving, and the living out of boons, a moral 

that implies that these are not one-time acts, but continual processes with 

responsibilities. The Devī Māhātmya portrays the gods as obeisant and full 

of praise for Durga even after she has fulfi lled their desires. In closing, Prab-

hakar Bhattru likens the Durga puja to the brahmāstra, the most powerful 

of weapons, that which is given by Brahma and has no counterweapon. If 

the Durga puja has the eff ect of the brahmāstra on a worshipper’s troubles, 

it is a sheltering boat (dōn ³i in Kannada) that ensures safe passage for the 

worshipper across a sea of troubles.

The traditional upachara vakya (remarks on their good conduct) about 

the hosts marks the formal closure of the ashirvada. Using praise language, 

it shifts from the cosmic to the here and now—the sacred site of Sringeri, 

the goddess Sharada, Ganeshaiyya’s family, and the puja that has just been 

concluded—and places the hosts in the protective realm of Durga. The upa-

chara vakya signals to the other purohitas and elders who pronounce the 

defi nitive “Tathāstu! [So be it]” at the appropriate moment.

figure 5.2. Prabhakara Bhattru delivering the Durga Dipa ashirvada. Leela standing in 

the doorway. Photo by Baba Prasad
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�
The next morning I was on my way to Prabhakar Bhattru’s house in Kunche-

bayalu to talk to him about the ashirvada he had delivered. I hoped also to 

gain a sense of the place of ashirvada in the broader contexts of his life as 

priest. With some trepidation, I peered out of the speeding autorickshaw at 

the fi rst clouds of the southwest monsoon that were gathering into a thick, 

dark canopy, but the rains were to hold back for a few more days. Prabhakar 

Bhattru had just fi nished the morning puja at the Kanyakumari temple a few 

yards from his house. The house and the temple were secluded, set amidst 

a clearing in a thick grove. The temple especially impressed me as some-

thing out of a storybook—except, as I soon found out, that it had all the 

traces of daily worship. It of course quickly came alive as we took darshana 

of Kanyakumari, the deity, and as I heard Prabhakar Bhattru describe how 

the once old abandoned temple had become increasingly popular in recent 

years. While he downplayed his role in the restoration of the temple, I had 

heard the night before at the Durga puja that Prabhakar Bhattru had been 

instrumental in raising funds and conducting large-scale puja(s) that had 

popularized the temple. “He is very learned, but you will not fi nd a more 

humble man,” the person had said.

figure 5.3. Prabhakara Bhattru and his wife. Photo by Leela Prasad
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As Prabhakar Bhattru chewed betel nut and I sipped hot coff ee (which 

his wife brought out within minutes of my arrival), my tape recorder sat in 

front of us, its small lights fl ickering as it recorded our voices. I asked him 

if he had been delivering ashirvada for many years. Light-eyed, seventy-fi ve 

year-old Prabhakar Bhattru is a Chitpavan brahman (a community that trac-

es back to Ratnagiri in Maharashtra) of the Yajurveda branch. “I am not a 

greatly learned man,” he started, and I squirmed at how overly to-the-point 

my question had been.

We were a poor family. My father (Ananta Bhattadevdhar) was a priest at 

the Kuthugodu family temple and had also cultivated a small fi eld. My 

upanayana was done when I was fourteen, and he taught me some priestly 

duties. When I was sixteen, he passed away and we were left with a large 

family. Although I was the third oldest in the family, I was the one more 

familiar with devara puje (rituals of worship) and all that. So puja was the 

only source of livelihood. I therefore did not have opportunities to go out 

and study. I used to go here and there to learn at night. And occasion-

ally at the matha, and on my own, I would research various grantha(s) 

(books) and understand them. We moved out of Kuthugodu. Gradually, 

I picked up on my own through study and never gave up my anus ³t ³hāna 

(personal daily religious practice), and did the Gayatri japa19 thrice a day. 

I have had the opportunity to perform the Chandi homa (fi re ritual) and 

the Gayatri homa.

For many weeks I wondered why in response to my interview-like ques-

tion about how long he had been delivering ashirvada, Prabhakar Bhattru 

chose to elaborate on his many years of research (sams ³odhana) of various 

texts and on his personal daily religious practice (anus ³t ³hāna). I gradual-

ly came to understand that shastric knowledge is a basic requirement for 

ashirvada performance. I realized that my initial question had uninten-

tionally pegged the issue of authority, which I felt Prabhakar Bhattru had 

addressed by bringing up his study of texts and his everyday and profes-

sional practice. The authority to deliver an ashirvada is recognized by the 

community as belonging to a knowledgeable person who has the ability to 

speak persuasively.

I spent the morning talking to Prabhakar Bhattru about various aspects 

of ashirvada: who is called on to deliver it, what makes a “good” ashirvada, 

what sources does a ashirvada draw on? Drawing on similar conversations 

with many other experts and with people in the Sringeri community who 
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form the audiences for ashirvada performances, and also drawing on my own 

observations of the ashirvada events I attended over the years, I have been 

able to construct for ashirvada, what Alan Dundes calls “oral literary criti-

cism,”20 a theoretical framework that builds on the interpretative and evalua-

tive commentary on a performance tradition by performers and audiences.

Ashirvada: Continuities

Among the questions I asked and explored was whether the ashirvada tradi-

tion of Sringeri has any connections to the concept of ashis that is treated in 

the Vedas. Ashis is the necessary concluding act of a Vedic sacrifi ce, and many 

rules, depending upon the sacrifi ce being performed, are prescribed for its 

correct performance. Jan Gonda, in his detailed study of the role of prayer 

and blessing in Vedic ritual, says that ashis is a “mantra (traditional text or 

occasional formula) which is expected to fulfi ll all desires. . . . It is uttered for 

the benefi t of the patron of a sacrifi ce who, it is hoped, is to profi t from the 

rite to which it belongs, and of which it is a means of securing its fruits. If 

an ashis—in our sources as a rule the repetition of a fi xed text—is invoked in 

accordance with the prescribed ritual, within which it is in the relevant Vedic 

literature always found, a supernatural result is expected to ensue so that it 

acquires a more or less sacramental character. Once pronounced it is real and 

eff ective by itself.”21 All the same, scholars fi nd certain features common to 

Vedic ashis: a salutation to Agni, the fi re god (who carries the prayer to the 

invoked deity), an assertion of the power of the ashis to strengthen the de-

ity and to fulfi ll the desires of the worshipper, and the requirement that the 

ritual be performed correctly to make the ashis eff ective.22

In Sringeri, however, despite similarities between Vedic ashis and the 

ashirvada tradition, no conscious connection was made between the two. At 

most, since I asked explicitly, Sesha Bhattru said that one could think of the 

ashirvada tradition as a “smarta prayoga” (practice) of the Rigvedic ashis. 

“In the Rig Veda,” he explained, “after the brahmans have been fed, they 

must give their ashirvada, and only then is the purpose of ritual considered 

complete. The utterance of the ashis by the brahmans also gives the host 

peace of mind.” He added that a more plausible continuity with the past 

could be found in the “sampradaya of this place, going back maybe eight 

hundred years.”

Others also pointed to the tradition of upachara vakya that is publicly 

recited during celebrations organized by the matha and the community, 
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such as the chariot festival at the Sharada temple during February-March 

in which the goddess rides out into the streets of Sringeri in a bedecked 

chariot. Befi tting the festivity is a grand enactment of an invitation delivered 

in formal courtly-style Kannada. The public procession begins with the guru 

going to the Durga temple and performing the puja and arati. Meanwhile, 

the smaller image of the goddess that is reserved for taking out in proces-

sions (utsava murti) is made ready and installed in the chariot. Then arati 

to this image is performed by priests, and then, in an elaborate ritual, the 

Sringeri mahajana gather to collectively invite the guru who is in the main 

temple to join the procession. The sampradaya is that the guru does not 

see the deity being seated in the chariot. Many in the community savor the 

rhythm and stylized idiom of the courtly invitation known as the ahvana23 
that is announced by the mahajana.

I was asked to make sure I did not miss recording this invitation, espe-

cially as recited by S. K. Ramaswamy, who in 2004 was in his early nineties 

and had retired as principal of the Sanskrit college. Soon I found myself 

enjoying the invitation’s magnanimous phrasing and its grandeur as I lis-

tened to S. K. Ramaswamy in his house, having caught him just before he 

left for his brisk evening walk “that ends in a chat with friends round the 

corner” as he put it. The invitation began by locating the present guru in 

figure 5.4. Sesha Bhattru delivering an ashirvada. Photo by S. Chandramouli
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the guru parampara (guru lineage) of Sringeri. Then Durga is praised in 

lavish language as “the most auspicious one who takes many forms (Kali, 

Durga, Saraswati), the one who protects all devotees and living beings and 

dispels fear.” She is described as being seated on the procession chariot “at 

this most appropriate moment (sumuhurta)” amid Vedic chants and music 

and appearing to have verily manifested herself. Into such a presence the 

invitation on behalf of Sringeri’s community requests the guru to join the 

procession and bless the event. The invitation can be understood as an en-

actment of “protocol” by the mahajana who “invite” the guru (even though 

the function is sponsored by the matha). After S. K. Ramaswamy fi nished 

reciting the invitation, he added, “I’m old now, but in the presence of an 

enthusiastic crowd there is an excitement in the delivery.” Although the 

invitation (ahvana) does not have the exegetical intent of the ashirvada, and 

they are two distinct “cultural performances,” to use Milton Singer’s term,24 

they are part of an environment of discourse that is celebratory, idealized, 

and normative. In this environment one fi nds other forms of honorifi c ex-

pression such as the letter of blessing or benediction (ashirvada patrike) sent 

by the matha to its patrons with a gift.25

figure 5.5. S. K. Ramaswamy in his house. Photo by S. Shankar
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The Moral Poetics of Ashirvada

An ashirvada performance typically takes place after the fi rst set of guests 

(including the purohitas) has fi nished the festive meal. The performance 

includes the following acts: the family’s namaskaras to the purohitas as the 

purohitas sprinkle mantrakshate on the family reciting mantras (from the 

Vedas in brahman homes and from the Puranas and the Bhagavad Gītā in 

nonbrahman homes), the host’s “apology” for unintended shortcomings in 

hospitality and a request for ashirvada, the upachara vakya (praise statement 

for the hosts and the event), the exegetical narrative itself, and fi nally the 

blessing (the actual ashirvada). Some variations occur in this broad structure 

to accommodate circumstances and the preferences of hosts and purohitas, 

although I have never seen the mantras and the namaskaras deferred. For 

instance, in the Durga dipa ashirvada, owing to the lateness of the hour, 

Ganeshaiyya’s statement of apology and request was minimal, and Prabha-

kara Bhattru deferred most of the upachara vakya to the end when he com-

bined it with the blessing. When it is said expansively, the host statement is 

something like this: “We have invited you and possibly caused you inconve-

nience. If there were shortcomings in our hospitality or in the performance 

of the ritual, we ask you to forgive us. We hope you are satisfi ed and pleased 

despite our failings. We seek the blessings of the learned elders and purohi-

tas who have gathered here today.”26

Over several months I spoke to various people about the ashirvada tradi-

tion.27 As the views of scholars and participants unfolded, it was exciting to 

discover a well-developed poetics of ashirvada that inspires the comment: 

“avaru tumba channāge hēl ³uttāre! (He says it [the ashirvada] very well in-

deed).” One of the fi rst things I had to correct myself in, as I began to 

observe various ashirvadas, is that it is not always the priest who has con-

ducted the ritual who is asked to speak, nor is it the eldest male among 

those gathered, but as Prabhakara Bhattru said, “somebody who has both 

the knowledge and vāk cāturya (verbal skill).”28 The central question that 

the Sringeri metacommentary on ashirvada asks and answers is: What is 

a “good” ashirvada, and what characterizes the capability of a competent 

ashirvada speaker?29

Vinayaka Udupa, the current dharmadhikari of the matha who had taught 

the Puranas at the matha’s Sanskrit school for thirty years, is considered an 

accomplished ashirvada speaker. During my conversation with him in his 

house in Mangar, just outside Sringeri, he pointed out that the mantras, far 

from being rote, are crucial to the ashirvada. The matha school’s curriculum 

166 In the Courtyard of Dharma



Chapter 167

includes training in prayoga (application), which teaches ashirvada mantras 

for ritual occasions. These mantras are gathered from various sources: Some 

are culled from the Vedas and remain standard no matter the ritual or the 

hosts, others vary with the ritual event being performed, and some oth-

ers are specifi c to the host family’s Vedic affi  liation. Sesha Bhattru, a noted 

Alan
³
kāra śāstra (“science of the fi gures of speech”) scholar and accom-

plished ashirvada speaker, who retired after teaching Sanskrit in the Girls 

High School for thirty-four years, explained, “When a Rigvedi purohita 

visits a Yajurvedi home, unless he is really competent, he will not be able 

to deliver the ashirvada because the mantras will have to come from the 

Yajurveda.” However, Vinayaka Udupa added, “If a purohita trained in the 

Veda of the host family is not available, then a Rigvedi purohita can perform 

the ashirvada. In a Rigvedi home only a Rigvedi purohita can perform the 

ashirvada.” To a lay observer many of these conditionalities are not obvious. 

The subtle proprieties are tactfully observed among purohitas and learned 

members when calling on a speaker to deliver the ashirvada.

Local scholars argue that Vedic mantras—considered permanent and in-

fallible—preface the ashirvada, giving it sanctity and setting it apart from 

“ordinary speech” that registers the fl uctuations and ambiguities of daily 

life. The ashirvada becomes empowered to make the ritual event accomplish 

its goals. “Even if you have not done the ritual perfectly, the ashirvada helps 

to secure the fruit (phala),” said Vinayaka Udupa. Sesha Bhattru elaborated, 

“‘You have performed this karma without any faults, following the proce-

dure stipulated in the shastras. From this, you will be sure to benefi t.’ Only 

when such a statement comes from the purohitas, does the host feel satis-

fi ed. The ashirvada is a mirror image (pratirūpa) of that statement.”

As I dwelt on the “texts” of many upachara vakyas and statements of 

blessing, which are at many times combined, it became evident that the 

ashirvada does not concern itself primarily with how the ritual event was 

actually performed or with how the actual hospitalities were off ered by the 

hosts. Describing occasions when a host who is a nonpracticer requests the 

purohita to perform on his behalf actions that the host should perform, 

Sesha Bhattru said, “However inept the performance of a ritual may have 

been, it should not aff ect how one delivers the ashirvada. Mistakes in ritual 

performance are brought to the attention of the host later, privately, if at 

all.”30 Speaking of ashirvadas at weddings, S. K. Ramaswamy noted that 

since contemporary marriage alliances and styles of ceremonies vary widely, 

and diff erent members of the family bring diverging expectations to the 

marriage, it is improper for the upachara vakya to favor any one perspective. 
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S. K. Ramaswamy added, “Therefore, I would be inclined to say, ‘You are 

very fortunate people. You have chosen a fi tting groom for your daughter 

and conducted this auspicious event in a propitious muhurta, following the 

shastras. May the newly married couple live happily with unbroken love 

and trust forever along with their family, under the full grace of the god-

dess Sharada, mother of the universe, and of the Jagadguru, Shri Shankara-

carya—this is the blessing of the mahajana.’” Ramaswamy provided another 

example to illustrate more emphatically the generalized moral tenor of the 

event: “You have performed this event with sadhana (discipline), shraddhe 

(faith), and bhakti (devotion). May Narayana (Vishnu), who is fond of such 

karmas (rituals), become pleased with this and remove all obstacles to your 

achieving your desires and bestow upon you lifelong auspiciousness and the 

best of worlds. May the married couple live as if they were in brahmaloka 

(the world of Brahma) without earthly troubles. May the rest of you too be 

blessed with long life, good health, prosperity, and fame for all time.”

Such aloofness from verisimilitude is what allows ashirvada speeches to 

serve not as realistic annotations of conduct but as idealized ones, which 

emphasize the “ought” over the “is.” The ashirvada’s injunctiveness is based 

on abstraction. The disinclination to comment in particular terms on the 

enacted ritual also reveals further that, in the ashirvada tradition, such an 

engagement with situational detail would be considered a breach of propri-

ety from the point of view of the poetics of the tradition.

However, situational detail is not omitted altogether. The delineation 

of a symbolically resonant world is not entirely unresponsive to the social 

and material particularities of the host families or to the infl uence of diff er-

ent audiences. In addition to knowing what mantras to recite when, given 

a family’s Vedic identity, ashirvada speakers maintain a subtle and impor-

tant balance between contingencies they are aware of and the moral rec-

ommendations they make—but how they perceive and express this balance 

depends largely on individual talent. I had not noticed until it was brought 

to my attention that the ashirvada delivered at an upanayana ceremony for 

a speech-impaired young boy did not dwell on the importance of articu-

lating the Gayatri mantra correctly, a point that is quite elaborately made 

at other upanayana events. This ashirvada focused, instead, on “clarity of 

intention” and on the “necessity of daily practice” of the sandhyavandana 

that is expected of a boy for whom the upanayana had been conducted. 

The purohita who had delivered the ashirvada said, “By going on about 

‘articulation,’ (uccāran ³e, in Kannada) I would have hurt the feelings of 

the parents and the boy and brought unnecessary public attention to their 
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situation. It would not have been right on my part, so I concentrated on 

other aspects of the life of a brahmachari (celibate bachelor).” A younger 

purohita, in training, said, “If you know about any strife in the family, such 

as disagreement between brothers, you could gently address this in very 

general terms of ‘family harmony’ that is important to maintain and so 

on.” Others I spoke to were less sure that the ashirvada was an appropriate 

forum for such moralization.

Some speakers noted that an interested audience—which never verbal-

ly expresses its engagement—makes the diff erence between “an inspired 

ashirvada” and a jaded one. Mahabala Bhattru, an experienced priest and 

ashirvada speaker, whose ashirvada I had heard at an upanayana, said that 

“occasionally there are gatherings where guests simply want to get on with 

other things and convey the sense ‘let-the-priest-blab-on-while-I-go-fi nish-

lunch’ or something—such settings obviously see very quick ashirvada ex-

planations. So there are times when just the mantras and the blessing are 

delivered; the speech is not performed at all.” In sum, the ashirvada is an 

exercise in articulating the right fi t between particularization and general-

ization in order to maximize normative eff ect.

Many scholars concurred that the upachara vakya had to be kept to the 

minimum, especially when it concerned life-cycle rites that are considered 

obligatory such as shraaddha for deceased parents and upanayana for one’s 

son. One scholar, overhearing my ambling conversation about ashirvada 

with a young priest, remarked sharply, “These are duties; what is there to 

praise the host for? Such praise should be limited to events in which hosts 

make large donations or feed hundreds of people without the shastras re-

quiring them to do so. That’s all there is to it.” Indeed, as Sesha Bhattru 

more humorously put it, “One shouldn’t make statements like ‘The jilēbi 

(a popular deep fried sweet) you made today was really good’ and forget 

that it is the ritual event (kārya) that has to be praised: what is its history, its 

philosophical signifi cance, the phala (result), and the procedures relevant to 

it. The host can be praised, but the praise has to be within limits.”

Giridhara Shastry voiced a view shared by nearly everybody I spoke with 

in Sringeri when he said that competent speakers are “those who know 

Sanskrit, who know the shastra, and have *a natural fl uency in elaborating 

the signifi cance of that event, its uniqueness.* There are some who are not 

pandits of the shastra, but know the mantras well. They dwell on the sig-

nifi cance of the mantras that are recited, and do not delve into the shastric 

treatment of the subject at hand (marriage, naming, and so on).” Men-

tioning the names of a past generation, notably Ramachandra Bhattru’s 
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paternal uncle, Samaka Ganesha Shastry, he said, “When it is well done, 

an ashirvada is considered an *education.*” The analogy to education was 

quite specifi cally echoed by Vijaya Krishnamurthy. She compared a good 

ashirvada speaker to a “good teacher in a school”; somebody who enunci-

ates clearly (bid ³si bid ³si hel ³uttāre), and explains concepts in simple and clear 

language (vis ³ayagal ³anna saral ³avāgi hel ³uttāre). “The best  ashirvadas suc-

ceed in helping listeners relate to the content,” she added, comparing the 

styles of local speakers.

In practice, Giridhara Shastry observed, “When the speech is being given 

by a speaker known for his scholarship, then, even if his oratorical skills are 

not that impressive, people still pay attention to his words with the intention 

of learning from him.” Yet, those who deliver and listen to ashirvadas agree 

that melodic and intonational variations make the ashirvada an aesthetical-

ly satisfying experience, an aspect that is crucial to the eff ectiveness of the 

ashirvada. Sesha Bhattru commented that even the mantras that precede 

the ashirvada can help set the melodic tone for the ashirvada exegesis: “The 

larger the assembly of purohitas, the more beautiful an ashirvada can be to 

hear. In such cases, we make two groups, and divide the mantras; one group 

recites one line and the other another line, the recitation varying according 

to pitch, mandra (low pitch), madhyama tāra (middle pitch), and so on.”

In Mahabala Bhattru’s view, a capacity to elicit empathy and a commit-

ment to practice makes a good ashirvada speaker a mārga dāyaka, an exem-

plar. According to Vinayaka Udupa, “Only those people who have stud-

ied the Vedas and maintain anus ³t ³hāna (personal religious practice)] should 

deliver an ashirvada, just as only a disciplined vaidya (traditional doctor) 

should administer medicine.” Although strictly speaking, the ashirvada is 

addressed to the hosts, its “message” reaches everyone present. In Prabha-

kar Bhattru’s words, the ashirvada is like a full-blossomed Sampige (Cham-

paka) tree, whose fl owers can perhaps be restricted to some people, but its 

fragrance cannot. While, of course, Sringeri residents bring diff erent levels 

of engagement to an ashirvada performance, and take away diff erent things 

from it, one woman said, the explanation makes the practice “meaningful 

and beautiful,” so much so that the desire to continue traditions is culti-

vated through exposure to such performances.

Speaking to a fourteen-year-old girl in 2004, and watching children at-

tentively listen to what appears as fairly serious moralism, it seems that the 

ashirvada is both “storytime” entertainment and also a forum for explicit 

learning about traditions. To quote Tejaswini, Ramachandra Bhattru’s 

school-age daughter, “It’s kind of nice (ondu taraha chanda)] to know why 
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we do something.” In the moral poetics of ashirvada, thus, the content of 

an ashirvada and its delivery are as important as the “character” of the per-

son who delivers it, although such judgments are left to “tacit knowledge.” 

Moral persuasiveness is intimately tied to the art and the act of narration 

and to the actor.

Profi cient ashirvada speakers are adept at weaving illustrative stories 

from various sources into the exegesis—but an unwavering principle is 

that these stories must be precisely appropriate to the context. Often, sto-

ries from the Puranas or the epics animate in the ashirvada the normative 

idiom of the Dharmashastras, although sometimes, as in the ashirvada of 

a Rudra homa (worship of a form of Shiva) that I attended, stories are 

substituted by a network of allusions that spans across various Hindu sa-

cred literatures. Typically, the speaker tries to draw out the essence of the 

benefi ts of performing the ritual by tracing its adrishtha eff ects. (Illustrative 

examples, however, must remain within a circumscribing framework.) Ac-

cording to Vinayaka Udupa, whatever the examples, “They have to be 100 
percent relevant and natural to the context.” It is misleading to assume, as 

I initially had, that a well-done ashirvada explicitly displays its references to 

literature. On the contrary, it carries its locatedness in literature in a subtle 

way through allusion, by being conceptually or thematically synchronized 

with ideas expressed across various scriptural domains. To illustrate, the 

Durga dipa ashirvada that Prabhakar Bhattru delivered was networked to 

the many stories in the Upanishads, the Puranas, and the epics that recount 

how powers that result from penance may be misused to upset dharmic 

equilibrium.31 Although most listeners are unable to trace immediately all 

allusions made in an ashirvada to their textual sources, it is not uncommon 

for individuals to ask a speaker later about the textual location for an allu-

sion. Innovation in the ashirvada tradition is generally not conceptual inno-

vation; instead, the innovation is pressed into the service of a well-endorsed 

moral vision that provides the ashirvada its normative force.

Mahabala Bhattru qualifi ed that mundane or worldly (laukika) examples 

are best kept minimal because “they do not really carry the weight that 

dharmic examples do,” by which he meant examples from Sanskrit sources. 

“After all,” Nagabhushana Rao, in whose house I had been chatting with 

Mahabala Bhattru the day after we attended an upanayana at which Ma-

habala Bhattru had delivered the ashirvada, said, “this is an occasion for 

speech that should be respected.” Despite his fl uency in English, Mahabala 

Bhattru added that he did not like to admit “even one English word into the 

ashirvada, which should be entirely in Kannada, with maybe some Sanskrit.” 
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Such perspectives indexed the importance of linguistic appropriateness in 

the poetics of ashirvada.

Stylistically, brevity is considered crucial for a persuasive ashirvada. Prac-

tical considerations make it necessary to keep the speech “short and sweet,” 

given that often ashirvadas take place immediately after the fi rst batch of 

guests has eaten and that hosts and volunteers (who are quite tired from 

the activities and preparations) will not have had their meals yet. But brevity 

is also a stylistic requirement for a successful ashirvada. “Long ashirvadas,” 

said S. K. Ramaswamy, “will make guests want to read the newspaper or go 

about sundry jobs, just as most of us do when politicians make long speech-

es which are written by other people.” The older generation of ashirvada 

speakers I spoke to strongly disapproved of ashirvadas that expansively talk-

ed about “dharmic matters,” but a few of the younger priests felt such occa-

sions were ideal opportunities to conduct quick tutorials on dharma. In one 

ashirvada that I attended a speaker in his mid-twenties enthusiastically spent 

thirty-fi ve minutes explaining “why Hinduism is a sanatana dharma (eter-

nal religion)” and comparing it to other religious traditions before briefl y 

dwelling on the ritual that had been conducted. When I later talked to him 

about ashirvada, I learned that although he was training as a Rigvedic pu-

rohita, his sources for that ashirvada were primarily pamphlets issued by 

twentieth-century religious orders whose literature responded mostly to co-

lonial critiques of Hinduism. Although he did not attribute his own style of 

ashirvada to political infl uences, he wondered whether contemporary inter-

est in ashirvada among the younger generation is a renewal stimulated by 

right-wing political organizations.32

The value placed on appropriateness came home to me vividly on one 

occasion when I attended what was later described to me as a “failed” 

ashirvada. The customary ashirvada was performed after the ceremonial 

lunch at the death anniversary (shraaddha) of a renowned scholar, whom 

I shall call “Hiri Shastry.” A scholar, probably in his mid-forties, was called 

on by other well-reputed, elderly scholars in the gathering to deliver the 

ashirvada on account of his having been a former student of Hiri Shastry 

and a respected faculty member in the matha’s Sanskrit school. In a room 

that was packed with Hiri Shastry’s family, who now lived outside but had 

grown up in Sringeri, and with many townspeople who had been close to 

Hiri Shastry, the speaker began the ashirvada after the chatter had subsided, 

and all attention turned to him.

The speaker began loftily by praising the hosts for their hospitality, but a 

little too explicitly added, “you have also given handsome dakshine (gifts of 
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money) to the brahmans who have come today.” A few people embarrassed-

ly laughed. Then he traced the family history of Hiri Shastry, but made 

a glaring error about the family’s history that even I, an outsider, recog-

nized. At this point—in the only time in dozens of ashirvadas I have attend-

ed—several members of the audience interjected to correct him. Making 

the correction, the speaker then proceeded to outline the symbolic signifi -

cance of the shraaddha ritual. However, as he seemed to be about to move 

on from the topic of “ancestors” (pitr ³) to another topic, one of the older 

scholars in the audience interrupted—again, the only time I have seen this 

happen—and recited an illustrative Sanskrit shloka, ending it with “antaha 

hel ³uttāre (so they say).” The intervention conveyed that the speaker had 

not utilized an appropriate shastric verse that would have made the point in 
shastric terms, not merely in terms of the speaker’s opinion. Also, the phrase 

“antaha hel ³uttāre” came across as loaded: the “they” in so they say may have 

meant the “past” in the sense of the formulaic phrase conventionally used 

in ashirvada speaking to bring the weight of the past into the present (and 

this speaker had omitted the phrase entirely); the “they” also may have been 

a reference to other ashirvada speakers who treat that same point diff er-

ently (using the illustrative shloka, for instance); fi nally, the “they” may have 

meant the sages who “authored” the shastra from which the shloka was 

drawn. On the whole, however, the interruption had the eff ect of a correc-

tive. But the signal came to me that the ashirvada had really failed when, 

even as the speaker was winding up, a group of elders prematurely uttered 

tathāstu, the traditional closure of an ashirvada, bringing the ashirvada to a 

hasty conclusion.

After the ashirvada was over, a jaunty discussion about it immediately 

ensued. A very well-respected scholar and elderly colleague of Hiri Shastry 

said, laughing, “Oh, when you said, ‘Many of the people of his age are 
still here’ I thought you were going to send us to join him up there!” The 

ashirvada speaker had probably intended “The praise I am giving can be 

verifi ed by people of his age who are here in this audience,” but an inap-

propriate choice of words had created a tactless cultural subtext (referring to 

the ripe old age of Hiri Shastry’s contemporaries). The speaker’s defensive 

response, “Just because I said so, does it mean it will happen?” was washed 

away in the general laughter in the already dispersing group. In retrospect, a 

misaligned and poor aesthetic sense, factual errors, and a marked paucity of 

shastric sources had frittered away the moral potential of the ashirvada.

But sources cannot be used indiscriminately. Ramaswamy was emphatic 

that an ashirvada cannot become an occasion for general storytelling: “I 
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refuse to elaborate on such things (digressions). When giving an ashirvada 

for Rama Navami,33 it is inappropriate to go on about Kumbhakarna’s sleep 

or about Rama’s battle against Ravana. Instead, the ashirvada should fo-

cus on subjects like Rama’s character, his obedience to his father, the love 

between Rama and Sita, how brothers should relate, or the devotion of 

Hanuman.” While other Ramayana tellings may interpret the epic story 

diff erently, Ramaswamy’s point was that an ashirvada’s purpose was to syn-

thesize ideals, not merely present interesting plots or intrigue, and that 

these ideals must emerge from the ritual event in question. And thus it is 

that Sesha Bhattru’s memorable summation fi nds itself making the title of 

this chapter: “One’s speech must stay within the quadrangle of that ritual, 

within the courtyard of dharma. The ashirvada is not a political speech to 

be shouted out from the village square.”

Dramaturgical Propriety (Auchitya) in Sanskrit Poetics

The poetics of ashirvada calls for the harmonization of the moral and the 

aesthetic, a condition possible through the observance of propriety. In this, 

ashirvada fi nds itself in remarkable conversation with the notion of dramatic 

propriety (auchitya), developed about a thousand years ago in Sanskrit po-

etics. Understood as the fi tting adaptation of poetic means to the poetic 

end, the concept of auchitya was systematized by the eleventh-century liter-

ary critic Kshemendra in his Aucityavicāra carca (Inquiry into deliberations 

on propriety).

To understand the place of auchitya in Sanskrit literary theory, it is neces-

sary to briefl y review the long and complex debate regarding what element 

of poetry most signifi cantly evokes poetic emotion or rasa (lit. “juice,” es-

sence). Rasa is understood as distilled aesthetic emotion that arises when 

“feelings” are depersonalized and transcend their historical contexts. San-

skrit poeticians singled out eight stable feelings (sthāyibhāva) from the mul-

titude of human feelings (love, joy, grief, anger, fear, energy, disgust, and 

wonder) for the dramatic representation of life. Through a rigorously speci-

fi ed compositional process (that diff erent poetic theories describe diff erent-

ly), these feelings are metamorphosed into corresponding dominant moods 

or emotions (rasas), namely, the erotic (śr ³n
³
gāra), the comic (hāsya), the 

tragic (karun ³a), the furious (raudra), the fearsome (bhayānaka), the heroic 

(vīra), the disgusting (bībhatsā), and the wondrous (adbhuta) respectively. 

Later scholars like Anandavardhana add a ninth rasa, śānta rasa (peace).34 
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The rasa becomes “an imaginative system of relations”35 produced by the 

harmonious coming together of enabling constituent elements: the precon-

ditions (vibhāvas), the consequent emotions (anubhāvas), and the transitory 

emotions (vyabhicāribhāvas). The preconditions of evoking rasa can include 

scene, background, characterization—factors that abet but do not of them-

selves cause the dominant emotion. The consequent emotions are signs 

that suggest the dominant emotion—sighs and tears signifying grief, for in-

stance. Transitory emotions, while passing, highlight the dominant emotion 

and help to sustain it, as when appreciation of a fl ower in full blossom (i.e., 

of beauty) supports the mood of love.36 But, as Ramanujan clarifi es, “The 

rasa and all its constituents are not in an eff ect-cause relationship. . . . Nor is 

the relationship one of experience and memory. Rasa comes into being with 

the experiencing” (emphasis mine).37

Historians of Sanskrit poetics distinguish four schools of criticism be-

tween the eighth century ce and the fi fteenth century ce. The Alan
³
kāra 

school argued that fi gures of speech (alan
³
kāras) constitute the central fea-

ture of poetry that primarily evokes rasa, while the Rīti school considered 

style, or the arrangement of words, to be the crucial element of poetry. The 

school that is historically prominent because it integrated the “experience” 

of poetry with its “ornamentation” in a unifi ed theory of poetics is called the 

Rasa-dhvani school. It argued that the soul of poetry is in its power of sug-

gestion (dhvani). Thus, while undisputedly the poetic end was the evocation 

of rasa, the aesthetic experience of emotion, the question of how rasa could 

be evoked was debated for centuries.38 While Sanskrit critics diff ered on the 

importance to be assigned to auchitya or propriety in relation to other cri-

teria in evaluating a poetic work, they agreed that auchitya was a regulatory 

principle that infl uenced the overall poetic merit of a work of art.39

Kshemendra contributed to this debate by arguing that only when ev-

ery feature of artistic representation—fi gurative speech, style, intent, and so 

on—is deployed in the manner most befi tting the whole, can a work of art 

convey rasa. While Kshemendra was the fi rst to devote an entire treatise to 

the subject of propriety in poetic representation, he developed the notion 

from the epochal Dhvanyāloka (Light on poetic suggestion) by Ananda-

vardhana, an acclaimed critic of ninth-century Kashmir. Centuries before 

Kshemendra systematized the concept of auchitya, Bharata’s Nāt ³yaśāstra 
had spelt out in astonishing detail the modes of production, speech, gesture, 

music, dress, ornamentation, makeup, and so on that were appropriate for 

specifi c kinds of dramatic representation. For example, in the section on 

“Modes of Address and Intonation,” Bharata stipulates terms of address, 
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diff erentiating speakers and addressees on the basis of caste, class, rank, age, 

and gender. He recommends, “By a superior woman, a handmaid is to be 

accosted with the word ‘Hey child.’ . . . Brahmins may address the kings at 

their pleasure, by their names. This should be tolerated, for the brahmins 

are to be adored by the kings. . . . The term lady should be applied to the 

chief queen by her servants as well as by the king. The remaining [wives of 

the king] may be addressed [simply] as ‘madam.’” Bharata also prescribes 

naming conventions to be observed for dramatic characters: “To warriors 

should be given names indicating much valour. . . . Hand-maids should 

be given the names of various fl owers. . . . To superior persons should be 

given names of deep signifi cance so that their deeds may be in harmony 

with such names.”40

The rasa-prayoga (elicitation of rasa) of each section assiduously reiter-

ates that improper representation constitutes the most serious literary fl aw; 

the entire Nāt ³yaśāstra, can in fact, at one level, be regarded as having en-

gendered the idea of compatibility of form and content in artistic repre-

sentation—although Bharata did not explicitly employ the term auchitya. 
In fact, the fi rst explicit reference to auchitya may be traced to the early 

eighth century, in the prologue for the play Rāmābhyudaya by King Yash-

ovarman of the north Indian province of Kanauj.41 Yashovarman refers to 

two kinds of propriety: that of expression (“speech which is in accord with 

the nature and rank of the characters”), and that of rasa (“delineation of 

characters in their proper moods with an eye to developing the Rasa in the 

proper place”).42 The fi rst writer on poetics to insist on appropriateness as 

a critical consideration in literary composition was Rudrata (a near contem-

porary of Anandavardhana) in his Kāvyālan
³
kāra (Poetic fi gures of speech; 

ce 880).43 Rudrata—like Bharata—cautioned that fi gurative speech could be 

successfully introduced into a work of art only after its appropriateness to 

the theme had been evaluated and that action, appearance, and speech, in a 

literary work must necessarily be adapted to the country, caste, class, wealth, 

age, and position of the characters being depicted. Rudrata defi ned a set of 

styles (rīti) of composition based on the degree of compounding and identi-

fi ed these styles as being most appropriate to particular rasas. Auchitya, in 

Rudrata’s view, was the appropriateness of the style employed in the poem 

to its content.44

Under the infl uence of the Dhvanyāloka of Anandavardhana and the 

infl uential dhvani school, the concept of auchitya became fully integrated 

into the critical vocabulary of Sanskrit poetics. According to Anandavard-

hana, rasa, the supreme goal of poetry, can never be directly expressed but 
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can only be evoked through dhvani, suggestion. The Dhvanyāloka argues 

that a work of art that succeeds in suggesting rasa presupposes that all the 

various formal elements have been delineated and combined in the most 

appropriate manner, be it through sound, words, collocation, or theme. 

In Anandavardhana’s words, “If one describes the energy or the life of a 

god or the like as belonging to a mere human, or that of a mere human as 

belonging to a god, the emotion will be inappropriate. For example, in a 

passage dealing with a king who is a mere human, if one describes activities 

in which he leaps across the seven seas, one’s description, even if beautiful 

in itself, will, as a rule, be without rasa and tasteless. The reason for this 

would be its inappropriateness.”45

Critiquing what he felt was the infl ated characterization of King Satava-

hana in the Mahabharata, Anandavardhana says:

We do not say that descriptions of the extraordinary power of kings are 

inappropriate; rather, that in a narrative which has been invented and is 

based on purely human characters, matters that are appropriate to gods 

are unfi tting. If the character in a narrative is partly divine and partly 

human, there is no contradiction in introducing matters appropriate to 

both, as in the narrative of Pān ³d ³u and his sons [the Pandavas of the Ma-
habharata]. As for the heroic deeds traditionally ascribed to Sātavāhana 

and others like him, if we treat of their deeds within the traditional limits, 

our description will be proper. But anything other than that . . . will be 

improper. The heart of the matter may be put thus: “For the spoiling of 

rasa, there is no cause other than impropriety. On the other hand, com-

posing a work within recognized proprieties is the very Upanishad [that 

is, essence] of rasa.”46

Thus by the time Kshemendra wrote the Aucitya vicāra carca, poetic 

propriety had been acknowledged as indispensable to composition, although 

its place had been perceived as secondary to the principal means of eliciting 

rasa. Kshemendra’s treatise, regarded by modern Sanskrit critics as belong-

ing to that genre of critical works composed for the training of a poet, is 

indeed a practical guide, and begins by rhetorically asking whether there is 

any point in critically assessing the decorative aspects and other merits of a 

poem in which auchitya, the very soul of poetry, is indiscernible.47 Kshem-

endra categorically states that that it is auchitya, and not style, imagery, or 

suggestion that is the life element of rasa (rasa jīvitabhūta) and foundational 

to aesthetic pleasure (camatkāra). Referring to numerous examples drawn 
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from Sanskrit literature to illustrate both the observance and the breach 

of literary proprieties, Kshemendra discusses twenty-seven places in a po-

etic work where it is essential to observe propriety. Every single feature 

of poetic representation—prosody, syntax, diction, tense, fi gurative speech, 

sentiment, circumstance, intent, social status of characters, time (kāla) and 

place (deśa) of poetic action, every possible feature—derives its merit in an 

artistic work, Kshemendra argued, only by being appropriately deployed 

and being well-aligned to each other. As Abhinavagupta had posited, “One 

cannot indiscreetly use the word, ‘aucitya’ by itself; aucitya is un-under-

standable without something else in relation to which things are uchita 

[appropriate]. Auchitya is a relation, and that to which things are or should 

be in that relation must fi rst be grasped.”48 For Kshemendra, auchitya is no 

longer a criterion to be adhered to by a poet; it has become the “abiding 

life of poetry, full of fl avour.”49

Sanskrit literary discourse on propriety reminds us that the aesthetic 

order is grounded in a social order, and that the eff ectiveness of, and the 

play within, a composition is accomplished by establishing consonant cor-

respondences between the literary and the social. Thus the social ”text” 

is replete with denotative and connotative references to conventions (the 

wearing of an anklet, for example), cultural symbolism (a swan, for in-

stance), “religious” acts (a pilgrimage to Varanasi), and so on. The reader’s 

understanding and enjoyment of the literary text is dependent on knowing 

and recognizing the subtexted social world, an idea that becomes crucial in 

the next chapter as we try to understand how stories carry moral meaning. 

Without further simplifying the highly complex literary theories of early 

and medieval India, I wish to make the point that literary vision was in 

fact quite thoroughly a literary-social vision, much like the ashirvada tra-

dition that unites the aesthetic and the moral in a single framework. From 

the conversationally derived oral poetics of ashirvada, it is clear that ap-

propriateness, auchitya—in choice of speaker, idiom of delivery, selection 

and range of illustrations, content and length of the ashirvada exegesis—is 

the overall criterion that defi nes an ethically persuasive and aesthetically 

pleasing ashirvada. This view is highlighted by phrases such as ucitavāgira 

bēku (should be fi tting) sērira bēku (should be in harmony). As Ramanu-

jan aptly observes, “in Indian traditions, whether they be legal, medical, 

literary or whatever, we have ‘context-sensitive’ multiple systems” that 

are “elicited appropriately in well-defi ned contexts” and so “explanations 

are not judged by standards of consistency but of fi t [aucitya].”50 Thus, 

in the failed ashirvada delivered at Hiri Shastry’s death anniversary, one 
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could say that a number of inappropriate words and details had not only 

wasted the ashirvada’s moral intent but had also resulted in rasābhāsa 

(clash of rasas).

Interestingly, in Western poetics, decorum, as a poetic principle, has 

enjoyed a distinguished career from classical antiquity to the eighteenth 

century. Emerging as a critical aspect of genre criticism, but also merging 

ethics and aesthetics, auchitya is comparable to conceptualizations of deco-

rum in Western poetics.51 For Aristotle and Cicero decorum was a govern-

ing principle in literary composition. It was necessary that oratorical genre, 

occasion and circumstances, subject matter, diction, and style be most fi t-

tingly aligned to one another for ethically grounded persuasive oratory.52 

Decorum is at the core of Horatian poetics (Ars Poetica) also, which aimed 

principally to achieve verisimilitude in artistic representation. Thus, for 

Horace, decorum guided everything from the choice of genre, which had 

to be appropriate to the capacities of the poet, to diction, dramatic charac-

terization, meter, poetic invention, and the intended eff ect. Horace argued 

that there must be unity and harmony—a perfect fi t—between content 

and form, between parts and the whole, between linguistic innovation and 

traditional usage, between scene and sentiment, and so on.53 These ideas 

had a lasting impact, and in seventeenth-century England found expres-

sion in writers like Milton. According to Milton, poetics is “that sublime 

art” (beyond prosody)—illustrated best by Aristotle, Horace, and Italian 

commentators like Castelvetro, Tasso, and Mazzoni—that teaches a poet 

the laws for composing a “true” epic, drama, or lyric, or satire. But it also 

teaches the poet decorum, “which is the grand master piece to observe.”54 

Wesley Trimpi makes a point about the notion of decorum that highlights 

the shared focus of both “decorum” and auchitya:

Decorum is an activity rather than a set of specifi c characteristics of style 

or content to be discovered, preserved, and reproduced. It is a fl uid cor-

rective process which must achieve and maintain instant by instant, the 

delicate balance between the formal, cognitive, and judicative intentions 

of literary discourse. . . . As soon as they reduce it to a doctrine concern-

ing either a given kind of subject or a given kind of style or a fi xed relation 

of the one to the other, decorum ceases to exist, because its activity is a 

continuous negotiation between the two.55

The connections that ashirvada participants make between a literary-so-

cial aesthetic and a moral aesthetic argue that these are not hermetically 
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bounded from one another and encourage one to see dialogue between 

Sanskrit poetics and the poetics of ashirvada.56 However, they raise ques-

tions about possibly diff ering poetic goals. If, in Sanskrit poetics, propriety, 

according to Kshemendra, is the principal means to evoke the experience 

of rasa, the ultimate goal of poetry, what analogous experience is sought by 

the principle of appropriateness in the ashirvada tradition? In rasa/auchitya 

terms, it seems that the poetics of ashirvada, in demanding that various po-

etic and extrapoetic elements be appropriately chosen and aligned in the 

delivery of an ashirvada, also seeks to create a “dominant mood.” Could we 

understand this mood as a “moral mood” that stirs in listeners and viewers a 

dharma-bhakti, devotion to a dharmic way of life? If so, the structure of the 

ashirvada performance lends itself to the articulation of this feeling, with its 

emphasis on the largely depersonalized speech, the movement between the 

particular and the general, the elevated moral idiom, the visual and sensory 

impact of the ritual background, and the occurrence of the ashirvada at 

the end of a dharmic event. In the words of Vasanthi, Nagabhushana Rao’s 

wife, whom I accompanied to a puja and an ashirvada, “When we listen to 

ashirvada, we feel motivated to continue practices (mād ³a bēku anusatte). 

One gets peace of mind (nemmadi).” Her view represented the popularly 

expressed opinion that experiencing a good ashirvada performances sparks 

the desire to continue dharmic traditions. At an ashirvada event one goes 

through the experience of dharma-bhakti. And yet, one must also ask, surely 

everybody does not respond in the same way to ashirvada, given that, while 

most people are attentive, some are bored, some are distracted, and some 

others are just not interested?

This question takes us to another interesting parallel between San-

skrit and ashirvada poetics: What repertoires of knowledge (conditioned 

by gender, age, status, and so on) must one possess—and in what so-

cial domains—to be endowed with the authority to assess appropriate-

ness in everyday conduct? Sanskrit critics believed that dramatic propriety 

could be evaluated only by a sahridaya (“like-hearted”), a rasika, one with 

a “cultivated” literary sensibility. Abhinavagupta, a leading critic of the 

tenth century, defi ned a sahridaya as a connoisseur who “participates in 

the consensus of minds and . . . who has perceived the natural appropri-

ateness of what is represented. His mind has become lucidly receptive like 

a mirror, through eff ort and constant practice of poetry.”57 Drawing from 

the Vaishnava view on bhakti-rasa (aesthetic emotion of devotion), one 

can say that the sahridaya at an ashirvada is akin to both the literary critic 

as well as the bhakta, the devotee.58 Interestingly, on a note of closure to 
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Chapter 181

this preliminary exploration, while Sanskrit critics were able to specify the 

process of rendering appropriate a poetic impropriety, and there was an 

instructive debate on rasābhāsa (inharmonious rasa) in kāvya (poetry), the 

essentially performative nature of ashirvada makes it harder to implement 

“reparation” to an ashirvada that has been performed (without it sliding 

into a failed one, as happened on Hiri Shastry’s death anniversary).
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Edifying Lives, Discerning Proprieties
Conversational Stories and Moral Being

“Who? Papanaiyya, the freedom fi ghter?”1 Ramachandra Bhattru 

asked, when I mentioned to him a name I had often encountered. “You 

could call it our history (itihasa), one that many of us in Sringeri are be-

ginning to forget,” he began, as, in the summer of 2004, he recounted to 

me his memories of Papanaiyya’s life. Papanaiyya, whose formal name was 

Phaniappa, was a brahmachari who had lived in Sringeri all his life, save for 

the time he had spent in Gandhiji’s ashram in Gujarat and had participated 

in India’s freedom struggle.2 It had been a period, however, that had given 

him his mission in life: to be self-reliant and serve the community. “His day 

began with yoga and a bath in the river. He then took the bus to neighboring 

villages on his daily tour selling bangles—would you believe he had a junior 

college degree?” Ramachandra Bhattru said. I tried to imagine the opportu-

nities that would have been available to Papanaiyya in those times with that 

degree. Yet, at least four other things—not his college degree—marked the 

image of Papanaiyya in Sringeri’s folklore about its people, all of which were 

in one way or another inspired by his belief in jana samparka (contact with, or 

connectedness to people). First, there is the image of him as a nontraditional 
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bangle seller (“He sold plain bangles, but people liked to buy whatever 

he had,” added Amrutamba). Although Papanaiyya lived with his brother 

and his family, money from the sale of bangles met his few needs. In fact, 

he always paid for the vegetables used in his brother’s household. Second, 

Papanaiyya is remembered for his services at the Durga temple just outside 

town. Through the week he would collect donations of cash, coconuts, and 

fruit that Sringeri residents wished to make at the Durga temple but could 

not themselves do because of busy schedules; on Fridays, after the puja at 

the temple was done, he would distribute the prasada, going from house to 

house, to whomever he met on the way. Third, Papanaiyya invariably was 

the fi rst to arrive when somebody died. He would take upon himself the 

task of preparing the bier and be one of the carriers of the corpse to the 

cremation grounds. Finally, Papanaiyya had worked out an arrangement 

with the local branch of the Indian Bank that allowed him to collect worn-

out currency bills that people wanted to exchange for fresh ones. “Often 

people forgot about these *notes,*” remarked Ramachandra Bhattru, “but 

Papanaiyya never would, even if it was a few months before he came back 

with a new *note.*” While these reminiscences brought to life a person I 

was never to meet (Papanaiyya had passed away just before I moved into 

Sringeri for my research), Ramachandra Bhattru refl ected, “one could write 

a whole book on Papanaiyya.” After a pause, he added, “And you know the 

other Gandhian in town . . . N. S. Lakshminarasimha Murthy . . . ” The 

conversation turned to Dodda Murthy.

�
It was this sense of the unfolding of a universe of implicit and explicit 

meanings, time and again, during my interactions with people in Sringeri 

that convinced me that conversationally shared stories powerfully illustrate 

the moral process by which individuals perceive and engage with their his-

tories, their surroundings, their visions, and their realities. Stories illustrate 

the multifarious ways in which the “moral life” is experienced, imagined, 

and constituted. There is something profound about what seems an ordi-

nary encounter: someone recounts a story, someone listens to it, possibly 

initiating (or continuing) other narrations.3 In contrast to the formal idiom 

of the ashirvada tradition that at least theoretically seeks to present and 

affi  rm a shastric model of conduct, conversational stories bring with them 

the dynamic, improvisational quality, the ambiguity, the struggle, and the 

individual agency that mark the quotidian world. As experiences are se-

lected, synthesized, organized into narratives, and expressed in dialogue, 
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the question of “moral meaning” becomes a zone of exploration for both 

the narrator and the listener(s) in diff erent ways.

The question “who was Papanaiyya?” became also “what values did Pa-

panaiyya represent?” Further, there was no mistaking Ramachandra Bhat-

tru’s endorsement of those values, and there was no doubt that I had been 

moved by Papanaiyya’s story, even though I had an eclipsed understanding 

of Papanaiyya’s life at best. We both brought to the narration our own expe-

riences and expectations of “a life worth admiring” and we had infl uenced 

the narration itself, each in a separate way. Why was I moved by his story, 

moved enough to want to emulate something of his humility and selfl ess-

ness? What is it that makes a narrative morally persuasive?

Paul Ricoeur, drawing on the Greek tradition, builds on the process of 

mimesis to consider how a possibly “pre-narrative structure of experience” 

is transformed into narrative form that in turn could lead to a transforma-

tion in our perception of the world.4 For Ricoeur the question is, “In what 

way is the ordinary experience of time, borne by daily acting and suff ering 

[enduring], refashioned by its passage through the grid of narrative?”5 Us-

ing Aristotle’s concept of mimesis (creative imitation that “produces what it 

imitates”)6 to trace this imaginative transformation, Ricoeur suggests three 

interrelated processes; the fi rst, mimesis
1
 (or prefi guration of action) is the 

preunderstanding of what the world means and “what human action is, its 

semantics, its symbolism, its temporality.”7 This preunderstanding is pro-

cessed into narrative in a second stage that Ricoeur calls mimesis
2
 (con-

fi guration). Here a narrator, through emplotment, brings together various 

conceptions of time (“felt like ages,” “today,” “in the past,” and “once upon 

a time”) to restructure an interpretation of experience and action, however 

tentative and complex.8 Emplotment implies a narrator’s knowledge of par-

adigms and his or her relationship with them. Thus one could write a novel 

that goes against the grain of the novelistic genre, but the divergence never-

theless proves the historicity of that imaginative eff ort and of its engagement 

with tradition(s). The emplotted world of narrative, through all its complex 

interaction with tradition, makes possible a third kind of mimesis, mimesis
3
, 

in which the “world of text” intersects with the “world of the reader.”9 By 

this process of refi guration, individuals integrate the imaginative endeavor 

into lived contexts, and narrative thus enters the arena of social action.

The experience of sympathetic emoting and imagination are central to 

the process of refi guration. However, in orally shared narrative (as com-

pared to written) processes of mimesis interact in far more complex ways. 

They occur simultaneously, are blurred, and often, in one is the other. For 
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instance, when a story is narrated, this confi guration by the teller could 

mark the imperceptible birth of the prefi guration of a specifi c sort (of, say, 

upachara, shastric stipulation, sampradaya’s expectations, other normative 

traces) for the hearer. At the same time, in diff erent ways and at diff erent 

times, it could mark a refi guration for both teller and hearer, as they engage 

with the narrated story in their own lives.

While Ricoeur’s framework explains the process by which preunderstand-

ings fi nd artistic form and then artistic form fi nds contexts in personal lives, 

it leaves open the question why narratives place themselves and refi gure in the 

lives of listeners. The answer could be explored through rasa poetics, a poetics 

that makes one of the most sustained contemplations on the primacy of the 

experience of emotion in the aesthetic enjoyment of drama and poetry and on 

the nature of the connection between the world of narration and the world of 

the listener. Bharata’s Nāt ³yaśāstra states that “drama is a reproduction of the 

mental states, action and conduct of the people,”10 and early commentators 

like Lollata and Shankuka argued that drama produces an illusory cognition 

that becomes the basis for the experience of rasa in the viewer.11 However, 

for Sanskrit poetics beginning with Bharata, the aim of poetic representation 

was seen as the elicitation of emotion, not mimesis.12 As reviewed in chap-

ter 5, Sanskrit literary criticism posits that the soul of poetry is rasa (“juice,” 

essence). Rasa is experienced when personal feeling is metamorphosed into 

aesthetic emotion, making it possible for the listener or viewer to vicariously 

inhabit the emotional space of the poetic depiction—rasa is not something 

out there, but is to be found in the experiencing. Abhinavagupta, the promi-

nent tenth-century critic, argued that the sahridaya, the literary connoisseur, 

is able to experience the rasa because his or her mind (“heart”) has been 

trained by everyday inferences so that, when presented with preconditions 

(vibhāva) that give rise to an emotion, the sahridaya (“the like-hearted”) is 

able to sympathize and to identify with these preconditions. This sympathetic 

identifi cation is “a process that forms the seedling for the full relishing of rasa 

about to ensue.”13 Edwin Gerow’s synopsis of Abhinavagupta’s interpretation 

of the rasa experience helps us understand why conversationally shared stories 

can become powerful vehicles of moral communication:

All that seems to happen—in the theatre—is that the play permits the 

spectator to clarify the implicitude of his emotional propensities—pro-

pensities which he brought to the theatre with him and which he will 

take away again; for these emotional dispositions are the very ground 

of his sentimental or worldly life—they are what make it possible to feel 
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such-and-such in the context of this or that determinate situation. Of 

course these propensities are present in everyday life as well—in this sense 

the play does not seem to diff er radically from the world we live in—and 

the peculiar character of art resides only in the manner of determination; 

from this derives the uniqueness and the clarifying strength of the play.14

From this we can speculate that in oral stories about life experiences the 

narrator often reimagines a moral moment in her life, but the reimagining 

also initiates, in the listener, a moral recognition or a stirring, however tacit 

and embedded. Even if the listener has not undergone the narrated experi-

ence itself, the possibility of its occurrence is intimated and thus a “sharing” 

of emotion takes place between tellers and listeners. The quality of the tell-

ing (or more specifi cally, the bhāvānukīrtana, the narration of emotion) 

itself enhances—or detracts from—the instress of the narrative.15

In a way quite diff erent from the theatrical and poetic experience that 

rasa poeticians theorized, in exchanged narratives, the dialogic sharing is 

explicit, constructed within the ambit of relationships to people, to situ-

ational contexts, and to histories. The dialogue that shapes expression not 

only takes place between speakers and listeners, but could occur between in-

dividual and community, between pasts and presents (and futures), between 

expectations and realizations, between multiple discourses. As Bakhtin says,

the word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes “one’s own” only 

when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent, 

when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and ex-

pressive intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the word does 

not exist in a neutral and impersonal language . . . but rather it exists in 

other people’s mouths, in other people’s contexts, serving other people’s 

intentions: it is from there that one must take the word, and make it 

one’s own.16

The unceasing polyphony of life inevitably aff ects the “ideological becom-

ing” of an individual, the “process of selectively assimilating the words of 

others” in order to form one’s system of ideas or the basis of one’s behav-

ior.17 Narratives often hold up or comment on the (necessary) struggle that 

underlies this process of moral being—or becoming.

The premise that narrative is particularly appropriate for moral delibera-

tion has given form to the divergently conceptualized fi eld in Western ethics 

that has come to be called “narrative ethics.” Alasdair Macintyre has argued, 
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for example, that “storytelling” is intrinsic to human nature and that narra-

tive helps cultivate the sense of historical continuity crucial to personhood.18 

For narrative theologians in Christian ethics a moral life is constituted by 

stories shared by the faith community, stories that ultimately shape a Chris-
tian character.19 In a literary and philosophical context, Martha Nussbaum 

considers selective literature (especially the novel) to be a powerful moral re-

source whose advantage over abstract moral philosophy is a particularization 

of life through character and plot that makes individual moral education pos-

sible.20 The reader/moral agent, through discerning, emotionally engaged 

reading of certain literary texts, acquires a literary and moral sensibility, a 

“perceptive equilibrium . . . in which concrete perceptions ‘hang beautifully 

together,’ both with one another and with the agent’s general principles; 

an equilibrium that is always ready to reconstitute itself in response to the 

new.”21 Although Nussbaum does not draw on Indian narrative traditions 

or theory, the equilibrium she talks about is akin to the experience of rasa so 

searchingly explored in Sanskrit poetics for two millennia.

Proposing a newer reading of narrative ethics that avoids an allegorical 

or doctrinaire turn, Adam Newton argues that the moral value of litera-

ture is not just in the ethical education it off ers through characterization, 

plot, and so on, but rather, more fundamentally, through the narrative act 

itself. The very act of reading narrative prose fi ction is an ethical act that 

entails a profoundly contingent, intersubjective experience: “One faces a 

text as one might face a person, having to confront the claims raised by that 

very immediacy, an immediacy of contact, not of meaning.”22  Drawing on 

Emmanuel Levinas, Mikhail Bakhtin, and Stanley Cavell, Newton says that 

author, reader, character, and “invisible others” make “reciprocal claims” 

on each other in incommensurate terms that have to be negotiated by the 

reader, often in solitude. That is, the act of reading narrative fi ction binds 

author, character, and reader in an intimate ethical transaction whose terms 

unfold during the process of interpretation. Indeed, one is taken back to 

Ricoeur’s observation that the signifi cance of narrative “wells up from the 

intersection of the world of text and the world of the reader.”23 At the same 

time, Newton recognizes that the “limits bounding the ethics of fi ction, in 

other words, are ones posed by reading and responding to fi ction—to be 

reckoned as one performs and interprets a text—and not facilely breached in 

order to apply “lessons for life.”24

These observations, important as they are, nevertheless demonstrate to 

us that narrative ethics has rarely ventured beyond examining written nar-

rative, and it has, for the most part, limited itself to the Anglo-Christian 
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world. Perhaps more critically, one is left looking for the human voices and 

faces and the lived cultural contexts that seem to be the promise of this fi eld. 

If Nussbaum and Newton turn to narrative because it encompasses particu-

larity and a directness of contact, what insights indeed can one draw for 

narrative ethics from the dynamic particularity that characterizes conversa-

tional narrative and oral narrative in general? In his essay “What Is a Text?” 

Ricoeur observes, “When the text takes the place of speech, something im-

portant occurs. In speech, the interlocutors are present not only to one an-

other, but also to the situation, the surroundings, and the circumstantial mi-

lieu of discourse. It is in relation to this circumstantial milieu that discourse 

is fully meaningful; the return to reality is ultimately a return to this reality, 

which can be indicated ‘around’ the speakers, ‘around,’ if we may say so, the 

instance of discourse itself.”25 The situatedness of narrative is critical, in fact, 

in the “narrative approach” to the study of moral development, which posits 

that “moral experience issues not from the cogito of independent actors, 

but from the linguistically informed and storied design of the relationships 

in which persons, as dialogical selves, are always situated.”26

As linguistic anthropologists note, the sense of drama underlying conver-

sationally shared narrative lends to “ordinary language” a remarkably con-

text-sensitive compositional quality that diff erentiates it from “literary” lan-

guage.27 In fact, these scholars, drawing on folklore, phenomenology, and 

developmental psychology, discuss “everyday stories” along “dimensions” 

such as “tellership” (who narrates), “tellability” (what is selected for narra-

tion), “embeddedness” (discourse context), “linearity” (ordering of narra-

tive time), and “moral stance” (perspective on experience).28 Interactional 

“frames,” emphases and elisions, topical detours and repetitions uncover the 

individuated poetics of speaking.29 Drawing on these approaches, one can 

ask how relationships between listener and teller (even beyond the immedi-

ate setting), and their location in a particular spatial-temporal context, af-

fect their moral agencies, which are to some degree mutually constructed.30 

While everyday stories are part of conversations and not imagined as “per-

formances,” they do nevertheless carry the unconscious artistry of our daily 

lives. The artistry is inspired by the emotional resonance of our memories 

and experiences and the narrative style and competence of the individual 

storyteller. Tellers and listeners engage in a process of articulation—“the 

structure of signifi cances that the storyteller imparts”31—that uncovers 

moral agency, indicating distances or affi  nities felt toward the subject and 

the degree and kind of engagement sought with the conversational setting. 

The on-the-spot decisions of what to say or what to omit, what is central 

188 Edifying Lives, Discerning Proprieties



and what is marginal, whether and when to shift between multiple narrative 

points of view, for example—fi rst, second or third person—and when and 

how to vary the tone, all point out that it is essential to recognize the moral 

self and the artistic self are continuous with and shape each other, providing 

ironic commentary on each other. Moral agency and persuasiveness thus 

become intimately tied to the aesthetics of narration.

Stories, as well as acts of narration, can also be understood as expres-

sions of a struggle to align or refl ect upon the relationships between experi-

ence, intention, and language, which, while not partitioned, often exhibit 

asymmetries and create gaps in “meaning.” We might turn to the work of 

sociolinguistic phenomenologist Ragnar Rommetveit for understanding the 

daily humdrum of experience and communication. According to Rommet-

veit, natural speech is elliptic, but understanding occurs because individuals 

share a “complete complementarity [of social knowledge] in an intersub-

jectively established, temporarily shared social world.”32 Acknowledging, 

however, that such “complete complementarity” does not exist in everyday 

interaction, he posits that the “meaning” of utterances amidst ellipses relies 

on “contracts” between speakers about how things are to be understood, 

on who has control over the “temporarily shared social world,” on pub-

lic endorsement of private understandings, and so on.33 Ellipses then are 

“bridges” that link specifi c utterances to the shared a priori knowledge that 

persons already have or jointly generate about their social universe.

While understanding the nature of ellipsis helps to disambiguate refer-

ential relations, the place of ellipsis seems more complicated in the pro-

foundly suggestive and speculative arena of “silential relations” (i.e., “the 

relations of the said to the unsaid and the unsayable”) that we often face 

in everyday situations.34 For us to recognize the intimate collaborations 

between “the said” and “the unsaid” or “the unsayable” in the expression 

of intent, the notion of linguistic ellipsis would need to be broadened to 

include the “blank spots” that literary phenomenologist Roman Ingarden 

defi nes as the inevitable unstated aspects of any discourse.35 Blank spots, 

Ingarden argues, emerge from the disparity between “actual” [literal] and 

“potential stocks of meanings” of utterances. “Readily potential meaning” 

refers not so much to the multiple layering of meaning generated by an ut-

terance as to a meaning that foregrounds itself from a vortex of alternatives 

by virtue of its contiguity within the discourse.36 Ingarden also discusses 

how (literary) interpretation proceeds from varying “acts of consciousness” 

on the part of “authors” and “readers” that are not always reducible to 

their intentions.37 Given the vast possibility of communication to generate 
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gradients of “meanings” and “blank spots” (which are not the more readily 

identifi able linguistic ellipses), what do the “blank spots” index? William 

Hanks suggests, “The blank spots point to the intersubjective context, link-

ing verbal form to the extralinguistic horizon of social knowledge. When 

this knowledge is available in the perceptual fi elds of the two parties, then 

reference proceeds on the basis of recognition.”38

Yet, as insightful as phenomenological approaches are to understanding 

the process of meaning making and unraveling—discussing the messy but 

tremendous roles played by linguistic ellipsis, blank spots, consciousness, 

recognition, and so on—they leave untouched the area of communication 

that occurs beyond “sociolinguistic” worlds, connecting them to the meta-

physical. As many stories from Sringeri—and indeed from broader Hindu 

worlds—vigorously demonstrate, what one could call “visionary,” “divine,” 

or “dream” communication swirls through the this-worldly, enriching it 

temporally and spatially. Individuals often think about the philosophical and 

pragmatic implications of such communication, and two stories that I pres-

ent in this chapter in which a guru deciphers (Aviveka) or a priest seems to 

foretell (“It’s only when misfortune strikes”) explicitly illustrate the perva-

sive engagement with divine signage in Hindu moral worlds.

With these remarks, I now turn to six conversationally shared narratives 

from Sringeri. For each narrative I provide a few details of the contexts 

in which the narratives were shared. However, the stories must ultimately 

be understood within the relationships that I have with the individual nar-

rators. Interactional circumstances have no doubt shaped the narrations, 

but these circumstances are located in relationships and speak in complex 

ways to the memory and self-understandings of narrators, and therefore the 

contextualizations I provide have to be read alongside the biographical vi-

gnettes dispersed throughout the book.

In the situations described in these stories, appropriate conduct is more 

about accountability, subtlety, discernment, and humility than an explicit 

engagement with the concept of dharma. Dharma remains implicit in these 

narratives, fi guring in the sense of “right conduct.” In dealing with familial 

environments, ritual actions, encounters with exemplars or itinerant sanya-

sis, multicaste eating, these stories provide insights into the versatile moral 

universes of individuals. While some of the subjects are treated to a consid-

erable extent in the Dharmashastras, these stories challenge the rigidity of 

social categories and, above all, suggest that the interpretation of the “nor-

mative” is diff use and at times contested, but, most interestingly, is aestheti-

cally rendered in dramatic reenactments of experience.
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Ricoeur leaves us with something to think about:

Without leaving the sphere of everyday experience, are we not inclined 

to see in a given chain of episodes in our own life something like stories 
that have not yet been told, stories that demand to be told, stories that of-

fer points of anchorage for the narrative? Once again, are not stories re-

counted by defi nition? This is indisputable when we are speaking of actual 

stories. But is the notion of a potential story unacceptable?39

I am reminded of a story about a potential story from Indian folk narrative. 

In a Telugu folktale called “A Story in Search of an Audience,” a number of 

individuals who are too busy to listen to an old woman’s story about Sūrya, 

the sun god, are punished with ill fortune.40 The old woman’s story, whose 

telling and hearing are considered auspicious (and mandatory) on a Sunday 

in the month of Māgha (January-February), fi nally fi nds an eager audience 

in an unborn girl child of a pregnant woman. For having heard the story, 

she is blessed with magical powers and great fortune by Sūrya, who himself 

comes to revive her dead husband, the king. The story eventually becomes a 

permanent tradition with tellers and hearers.

Murne mane Rambhattru: Aviveka (Indiscrimination)

When Murne mane Rambhattru knocked on my door one early evening, 

bringing with him his three-year old grandson, I was elated. Visitors drop-

ping in for a chat made me feel that I belonged to the community—even 

today, Chayamma tells me on the phone that she passes by “my” apart-

ment that I had rented ten years ago—but Murne mane Rambhattru’s 

visit was special in view of his age and erudition and the recentness of 

our connection. As he settled down on the mat on the fl oor, I mentioned 

some places I had visited recently. “Kigga” started him off  on the story 

of the sage Rishyshringa, and as he went on to describe Ugra Narasimha 

Bharati’s association with the hill in Kigga, I brought out my tape record-

er. “You want to record this?” he asked, somewhat baffl  ed. “If you don’t 

mind,” I said. He said he did not mind, and I turned on the recorder. As 

we spoke, his grandson occasionally poked at the recorder, attracted by 

the small red lights fl ickering with our voices. The story, which I translate 

below from Kannada, is one of the many “guru stories” he shared with me 

that evening.

Edifying Lives, Discerning Proprieties 191



mrb: There was once a Timmanna Bhatta in the Vidyashankara temple 

here.

Of Tamil origin I think—

His family had been chief priests in the temple since the time of 

Vidyaranya.

l: Oh, way back then!

mrb: At the shrine of Ugra Narasimha Bharati (the matha’s spiritual head 

from 1817–1879),41

as you know, the abhisheka (ritual anointing of the image) is con-

cluded by cleaning the image with kad ³ale hit ³t ³u (chickpea fl our). It re-

moves the grease.

One day, after Timmanna Bhatta had performed the ritual—

the regular priest had been promoted to another temple—

and Timmanna Bhatta had been asked to do the puja here.

After the puja had concluded—you know how the image is cleaned, 

right? (rubbed with soft chickpea fl our)

At the ugrān,a (the granary and store),

they did not have the chickpea fl our he needed.

So, using the rough husk of a coconut, he scrubbed the vigraha 

(image of deity) till it was clean.

That done, he went home.

That night, the guru of the matha (from 1912–1954),

Chandrashekara Bharati, had a dream.

In his dream, Ugra Narasimha Bharati appeared, crying out,

“Uri, uri! (burning, burning!)

burning, my body is burning!”

The guru was disturbed.

He rose before dawn,

meditating on the dream.

That morning

After his bath, he enquired,

“Who did the puja at the Ugra Narasimha Bharati shrine yester-

day?

What aviveka (indiscrimination; error) could have happened?”

When he learned that this priest had performed the puja, he sent 

for him.

Timmanna Bhatta went.

“Did you do the puja (at the shrine) yesterday?”

“Yes, gurugale (guru), I did.”
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“What did you do?”

“Nothing special. Usually the store gives some chickpea fl our or 

some other fl our to clean the grease. They didn’t have it yesterday.

So, I just used coconut husk and scrubbed the image well. And the 

grease came off .”

“Aha! This is the aviveka you have committed.

Well, you had better go right away and do the rudrabhisheka42—

and the off ering must include dadhyanna (yogurt mixed with 

rice)—

Do the oil abhisheka and off er curds and rice.”

That was what he said to Timmanna, we are told.

It was only after all this had been done that things were set right.

How it must have been for such a great sage as Ugra Narasimha 

Bharati to have been driven to appear in a dream, crying,

“Burning, my body is burning . . . ”

It was not long afterwards that I learned that Murne mane Rambhattru 

was living in the very house in which Chandrashekara Bharati had been 

raised. It was also another coincidence that, as I refl ected on this story 

months later, in my father’s library I came across a slim, rare copy of a self-

published booklet titled Pilgrimage to Sringeri by M. S. M. Sharma, a dis-

ciple of Chandrashekara Bharati and sometime editor of the erstwhile Patna 

newspaper, Searchlight. In faded ink, on the cover, appears my grandfather’s 

name: “Presented by the author to S. Srinivasan, June 1955.” The booklet 

recounts several vignettes about the matha, but my attention was immedi-

ately drawn to episodes that concerned Ugra Narasimha Bharati and Chan-

drashekara Bharati. I began to understand more fully the signifi cance of the 

dream communication in Murne mane Rambhattru’s story and the nature 

of the impropriety that had apparently taken place.

In the Sringeri matha and temple complex, each of the previous gurus 

is enshrined and worshipped in the form of a stone shivalinga, the central 

symbol of Shiva’s generative potential. A silver casing with the likeness of 

the guru is fi tted over the linga after the worship. The worship of the shival-

inga involves a daily abhisheka that is performed by a priest. Since there are 

several shrines, one for each past guru of the matha, duties for these shrines 

are allocated to various priests, and Timmanna Bhatta had been assigned to 

conduct worship at the shrine of Ugra Narasimha Bharati.

Ugra (“fi ery”) Narasimha Bharati is known in Sringeri for his rigorous 

asceticism. He had lived for twelve years on a hill in Kigga, subsisting only 
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on raw bitter gourd while engaged in penance, a practice he observed all his 

life. The hill is today called the Narasimha Hill after him. Reinforcing what I 

had heard in Sringeri, Sharma writes: “It used to be said of him that while his 

body had been reduced to skin and bones and it looked like a parrot cage, his 

face was remarkable for its yogic splendour. This Guru, in his time, had trav-

eled all over India, from the Himalayas to Kanya Kumari.”43 He was believed 

to have been endowed with great mystic powers, and his long hours of medi-

tation on Narasimha, the fi erce man-lion incarnation of Vishnu, they say, had 

given him also a leonine appearance. His power of healing was such that a 

mere glance or nod from him was believed to cure physical ailments.

Among the many stories that are told about him, one narrates how, on a 

visit to Gujarat, he had been requested to stay in an abandoned house by its 

owner. In the midst of his worship he apprehended a brahmarakshasi44 who 

had appeared in the guise of a traditionally dressed brahman. Recognizing 

the real identity of the “brahman,” Urga Narasimha Bharati sprinkled a few 

drops of the sanctifi ed water he had been using for his worship onto the 

“brahman.” Instantly, the imposter fl ed the house, screaming, “Fire, fi re!” 

A splash was heard at the well, and the abandoned house became fi t to be 

inhabited again.45

Chandrashekara Bharati, the thirty-fourth guru,46 about whom I had 

heard the most from my own family and from people in Sringeri, was also 

known as jīvan mukta, one “liberated” even while living. He would spend 

nearly seven to eight months as antara mukhi, immersed in a yogic state of 

sustained spiritual introspection.47 Although remaining secluded in an inner 

room thus, seemingly oblivious to the world, he could clearly see what was 

happening in the outside world. There were times when he would come out 

of his seclusion, not wishing to disappoint a particular disciple who he knew 

had come to see him. Many of Chandrashekara Bharati’s devotees note the 

compassionate responses he made across great distances from Sringeri when 

devotees were in distress. Most of the time the problems did not need to 

be articulated to him at all; he intuited them. When darshan was sought of 

him, through mere sight, he knew the predicaments and the wishes of his 

disciples and advised them accordingly, indicated solutions to dilemmas, or 

comforted with spiritual guidance.

M. S. M. Sharma narrates that when his daughter was burned severely in 

a fi re accident in Delhi, even as he learned of the accident while he was in 

Calcutta (Kolkata), he received a telegram from Sringeri informing him that 

the guru had asked him to perform agni homa (fi re ritual) to Lord Nara-

simha and assuring him that everything would be all right. The doctors in 

194 Edifying Lives, Discerning Proprieties



Delhi asked the family to take the girl home because she had less than twen-

ty-four hours to live. Writing fi ve years after the episode, Sharma says that 

his daughter recovered completely.48 This ability of Chandrashekara Bharati 

to see and know beyond the visible world suggests that there may be an-

other way of understanding Murne mane Rambhattru’s term dream. What 

was Chandrashekara Bharati’s state of consciousness when he perceived the 

transgression that had taken place at Ugra Narasimha Bharati’s shrine? The 

“dream,” it seems to me, is more likely to have been a yogic state of supreme 

consciousness known as turiya that underlies, but transcends the states of 

“waking,” “dreaming,” and “sleeping.” Such a state is marked by a crys-

tal-like awareness of the world, past, present, and future, even when not 

immersed in the everyday.49 It is well-known that Chandrashekara Bharati 

continually lived in this state of total awareness, and the dream communi-

cation he received from Ugra Narasimha Bharati may have been on such a 

plane of consciousness.

The narrative also builds on the common recognition that worship, or 

puja, is a way of eff ecting communication between the human and the di-

vine. This communication is structured around the guest-host paradigm in 

which the deity is guest exemplar and is honored through elaborate ritual 

acts or services, which the shastras delineate as sixteen, although often, in 

practice, a shorter sequence of acts is performed.50 The shastras specify what 

kinds of substances are to be used, what substitutes are permissible; they 

indicate consequences of improprieties and, in some cases, suggest repara-

tions. Abhisheka, ritual bathing of the image, involves the anointing of the 

image with fi ve substances considered “ambrosial”—milk, curds, ghee, but-

ter, honey, and sugar51—after which the image is washed. The procedure 

for washing the image is also specifi ed in the shastras. It allows for a certain 

range in methods, many of which depend on the image being anointed and 

subsequently washed.

That the improperly conducted rite of cleaning after the usual rites of 

worship could infl ict bodily pain on even such a formidable ascetic as Ugra 

Narasimha Bharati underscores the belief that improprieties in ritual proce-

dure could have consequences that extend beyond the tangible, phenomenal 

world. Even he who was perceived as possessing a fi erce penetrating radiance 

because of his tapas or penance felt he had been set on fi re. Murne mane 

Rambhattru used the Kannada (or Sanskrit) word aviveka, indiscrimination, 

to describe the impropriety. While the shastras may allow for some fl exibility 

in interpreting the stipulations for the cleaning procedure, had Timmanna 

Bhatta used discrimination in substituting chickpea fl our with coconut husk? 
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What could be made of the fact that Timmanna Bhatta admitted substances 

and actions that were unfi t for use in cleaning? Second, and more impor-

tant, the cleaning procedure is also intended to be a cooling one. A great 

heat is believed to be concentrated in the shivalinga, heat that is produced 

by the rigors of asceticism, for Shiva is the paradigmatic ascetic (mahāyogi, 

the great yogi).52 Above each shivalinga is a copper, brass, or silver pot from 

which water falls in a steady stream over the shivalinga, keeping it cool  sym-

bolizing the sacred waters of the Ganga.

Drawing on Rambhattru’s evaluation of the impropriety that had oc-

curred, it would seem the unfortunate priest had violated, to use Wittgen-

stein’s term, the “constitutive rules” that defi ne the actions they govern (as 

opposed to “regulative rules” that merely stipulate action). However, as 

Veena Das points out, even constitutive rules cannot cover all situations in 

real life—or, here, all possible enactments of worship—because possibilities 

are unpredictable and unmappable and consequently there is “always a gap 

between the rule and its execution.”53 In the absence of specifi c rules discre-

tion may well be one’s guide.

In choosing husk, the priest’s real error may have been the failure to recog-

nize the image as both an emblematic shivalinga, needing cooling substances, 

and as a representation of Ugra Narasimha Bharati. Instead, the choice of 

husk to clean the linga implied that the priest considered the shivalinga a 

mere stone image.54 Soft chickpea fl our is indeed a traditional cleaning and 

cooling substance commonly used by people to clean their bodies, but the 

abrasive husk is reserved for objects such as cooking pots and pans. It is inter-

esting that Ugra Narasimha Bharati had subsisted on bitter gourd, which Ay-

urvedic medicine considers to be a cooling and an antipyretic substance. Was 

the “dream communication” also intended to teach the priest to be mindful 

of the presence of Ugra Narasimha Bharati in the shivalinga and of the mode 

of worship appropriate for a shivalinga as well? M. S. M. Sharma’s booklet 

tells us that so powerful was the shivalinga in the Ugra Narasimha Bharati 

shrine that water poured over it during worship was believed to have heal-

ing properties.55 Chandrashekara Bharati’s advice that Timmanna Bhatta off er 

cooling substances in reparatory worship, especially dadhyanna, is in keeping 

with the understanding that the image is both a shivalinga, with a tendency to 

heat, and the fi ery ascetic Ugra Narasimha Bharati, who must be cooled.

Interestingly, despite the burning impact of the breach, the fact that it 

was inadvertently committed allows for remedial action. Moral accountabil-

ity for an act appears to be commensurate with intention. When “gaps” 

between intention, interpretation, and act occur, who has the authority to 
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fi rst recognize and then address them? Perhaps an answer to this question is 

in the priest not being directly made aware of the breach save through the 

guru. Appropriate retribution for the aviveka has to be mediated through 

the viveka (discrimination) of somebody with the spiritual stature of Chan-

drashekara Bharati.

Ramachandra Bhattru: Sukshma (Subtlety)56

Once, when electricity supply was down in April 1995, Prasad and I visited 

Ramachandra Bhattru. As we talked about the ongoing construction of his 

house—he was in the process of adding another fl oor so that he could rent 

it at a subsidy to students who came from outside to study in Sringeri’s 

Sanskrit College—the talk drifted to his childhood reminiscences. He re-

counted how his father and his uncle, eminent Vedic scholars at the matha, 

had rigorously observed “shastric regulations” in their everyday routines. 

This adherence to “what the shastras say” is particularly illustrated by the 

manner in which Ramachandra Bhattru’s father passed away. Ailing, he 

had known that death was imminent and instructed Ramachandra Bhattru 

that on no account should he allowed to pass away on the cot. Death on a 

raised surface that had no direct contact with the ground would be com-

parable to the miserable existence of Trishanku, the king who was trapped 

between heaven and earth (because of his insistence on passage into heaven 

in his mortal body defying his guru’s prohibition), doomed forever to re-

main neither here nor there.57 Ramachandra Bhattru’s father had wanted 

to be put on the fl oor at the moment of his death. On the new moon 

night just before the Navaratri (“nine nights”) festival commenced, he 

asked Ramachandra Bhattru for a sip of holy Ganga water (considered sin-

removing) stored in a little container in the house.58 Ramachandra Bhattru 

feared the end was near, but his father said “Not yet.” Then, on the ninth 

day of Navaratri, when the rest of the town was as usual in the midst of 

celebrating the goddess in all her forms, he pointed urgently to the fl oor. 

Ramachandra Bhattru did as his father had instructed and moved him to 

the fl oor. The minute he was placed on the fl oor, he died. “Such a death 

is an icchāmaran ³e (death when desired),” Ramachandra Bhattru said, “He 

wanted to die on navami (ninth day of the lunar calendar) for which he 

had carried on for nine days.”

In the context of illustrating his father’s interactions with itinerant swa-

mis (renunciates), Ramachandra Bhattru narrated some stories about swamis 
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who used to visit Sringeri regularly in the course of their wanderings. The 

following is one such story:

rb: In our childhood,59

visits by swamis meant that my parents would lock us up.

p: All of you—?

rb: This practice—now, why would they lock us up?

l: Because you’d go and touch things, and do something like that?

rb: No.

When a sanyasi (renunciate) comes seeking bhiksha (alms)

and there was a (mutually agreed upon) date on which he was sup-

posed to visit us—

on that date,

my parents would sanctify themselves ritually—you know,

They’d lock us children in a room downstairs.

One day it so happened (chuckling),

I thought,

What do they do with the swami?

Why shouldn’t we know?

I had to see! Arre!
What was it they did that we children had to be locked up (laugh-

ing)?

How could you expect us to understand their reasoning?

l: Right (laughing)!

rb: I must have been in the sixth or seventh grade then, in *middle 

school.*

On that day around that time,

I managed to slip away!

You know, the time when we would have been locked up,
l: Oh, you must have learned to anticipate that moment well, what with 

all the previous “lockings!”

rb: So at the time we would have been locked up—

p: You escaped!

rb: At noon, the swami arrived.

The moment I saw him ascend the stairs I showed up.

“Hari! Hari!”(the swami comes in saying God’s name)

He arrived, and through this window here, that old one,

I peeked: “What do they do?”

Of course, they don’t do anything (laughing).
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A wooden plank (for a seat) is put out for him,

and he stands on it.

It’s easy for me to understand this today.

So he stands on the plank,

and for his hands—

They give him water to wash his hands,

They serve cooked rice from a plate,

serve him some curds (yogurt), and that’s it.
There’s nothing more to this.

(pause)
But curiosity at that age, you know.

I had to show them that I was an important person, right?

I wanted my father and my mother to know that I had seen,
and I wanted the swami to know that too.

Boyhood back then!

l: That’s right, all mischief!

rb: Bhikshe (alms) had been served.

He had come here after obtaining bhikshe from two other homes.

Bhikshe, meaning, his rice.

The third home he had come to was ours.

Would it suffi  ce to announce merely that I had seen?

No!

I remember exactly the way it happened:

I went right up to him,

And prostrated at his feet (RB thumps his hand on the fl oor).

I was thrilled! Hah!

What an achievement!
(pause)
And what was the achievement?

p: That you had prostrated?

rb: That I had seen! (laughing)

That I had seen what these people did behind closed doors!
(pause)
My faa-ath-er (voice gradually rising in crescendo)

his head bursting with r-a-g-e (rapidly, laughter subsiding quickly, 
voice lowered).

I did not know then.

But today I understand.

The swami said,
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“The boy has acted innocently, sir,

Don’t punish him.

I must now leave.”

Saying this, he left (without eating).

Barely had he reached the last step—

Well—

in those days we had little tufts on our heads—

l: Oh, no!

rb: My father held me by it—

Right there, you know how fi rewood is stacked for the rainy sea-

son—

it must have been a piece this thick,

he walloped me as if I were an ox.
l: Abhaa . . . (ouch)

rb: And why? Why was such a furor made?

That whole day I was not given any food.

When, fi nally, I asked my father, he said,

“A yati (renouncer) was so unjustly denied food today,

because you fell at his feet,

at the feet of a sanyasi in a grihasta’s (householder’s) home today,

you denied him his food for the day.”

I’m sure you understand what that means—

If you prostrate before a sanyasi to whom you have off ered alms,
he will probably not tell you this,
but he will throw away that off ering of rice and forego food for the 

day.
l: Oh no . . .

rb: But how was I to know this?

l: True. A child, after all—

rb: But look at the way the swami had responded to my father,

The sukshma (subtlety) in his saying,

“The boy could not have known, don’t punish him, sir.”

My father had known,

the swami had also known.

But that the swami ended up having to starve that day, was anguish 

my father could not bear.

After I became a householder,

I too began to lock up my son!

(laughing at his facetious remark)
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To contextualize the narrative, the matha and the temple—or per-

haps the quiet seclusion of the Sringeri region—used to attract itinerant 

renouncers, some of whom, with their regular visits, began to associate 

closely with a few Sringeri families. Residents like Ramachandra Bhattru are 

nostalgic about the times when such visits by sanyasis to their homes were 

part of their weekly lives and regret the dwindling number of these visits 

in recent years. These wandering ascetics, without “habitation or name,” 

seem to have acquired some permanence in the folklore of Sringeri, and 

I grew to enjoy hearing the stories about them. There was the “Bhavani 

swami” who would ask for elaborate meals to be prepared on the day he 

came for alms only to eat merely yogurt and rice, having requested the 

elaborate meal so that children in the host’s family would get a festive meal 

on that day. Then there was the sanyasi who went around the shrines in 

the matha, asking the priests for bananas and other fruits that had been of-

fered to the deities by devotees so that he could then sit under a tree and 

give these away to children after he had them recite a sacred verse (shloka) 

or two. These visiting ascetics were usually nicknamed by some personal 

characteristic or by the place where they had last stopped before coming to 

Sringeri. Thus I heard about the“Banana swami” (bālehan ³n ³u swāmi) who 

distributed all the bananas he got among children and the“Kāshi swami” 

of this narrative who had come to Sringeri from Kashi (Varanasi) and was 

known for his austerities.

As Kirin Narayan’s ethnography shows,60 itinerant renouncers and holy 

persons are important fi gures of religious teaching in Hindu life, impart-

ing knowledge about particular scriptural texts or divine orders, but, per-

haps even more infl uentially, about how to lead a spiritual day-to-day life. 

Sanyasis in Sringeri have often played this role, if indirectly. Implicit in 

Ramachandra Bhattru’s narrative is a pedagogical discourse that comments 

on conduct that is appropriate to sanyasi-householder interactions. Cen-

tral to these interactions is the giving and the receiving of bhiksha (food 

given to a sanyasi). The awkwardness of Ramachandra Bhattru’s prostra-

tion to the Kashi swami comes not from the act itself but from the timing 

of the act: When blessings are sought of the Kashi swami when he is him-

self seeking bhiksha—that is, in fact, an impersonal seeking of food—he is 

forced to enter into a worldly transaction (food in exchange for blessing) 

that demands reciprocal transaction. The food then becomes unfi t for con-

sumption, tainted by a certain worldly quality, precisely the characteristic 

a renouncer has vowed to eschew. Sringeri families perceive it to be their 

duty to feed renouncers and go to considerable length to fulfi ll this duty. 
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One learns from this story that, despite the detailed attention to the merits 

gained by householders when they off er alms to a renouncer, the actual 

mode and manner of bhiksha is ultimately defi ned by the renouncer, not 

by the householder, and these particular preferences may receive no direct 

treatment in any of the Sam³nāyasa Upanis ³ads or other texts that comment 

on the institution of renunciation and ascetic life.61

In sharing many narratives from his repertoire of stories about sanyasis, 

of which I have provided only one here, Ramachandra Bhattru seemed to 

construct simultaneously a metanarrative that commented on how the sto-

ries must in fact be interpreted. His directives, such as “This is about the hu-

man will,” “This is about faith,” “This is about subtlety,” which interspersed 

his sanyasi narratives—in fact, index, as Richard Bauman and Charles Briggs 

would say, “not only features of the ongoing social interaction but also the 

structure and signifi cance of the narrative and the way it is linked to other 

events.”62 In the narrative presented in this chapter Ramachandra Bhattru 

drew attention to what he considered noteworthy, and abstractable, from 

the experience: the notion of sukshma, or subtlety, in speech or gesture. 

That the Kashi swami did not even mention the breach of conduct that 

had occurred through the young Ramachandra Bhattru’s act, much less re-

proach him or his father, leaving the matter instead to the tacit knowledge 

that the adults shared about social norms, is, in Ramachandra Bhattru’s ret-

rospective view, an act of sukshma on the sanyasi’s part. The fact that the 

sanyasi had then chosen to excuse the breach, and anticipated the repercus-

sions it had for Ramachandra Bhattru, all comes through in his statement 

“The boy does not know, don’t punish him, sir.” Sukshma then is a quality 

that privileges the maintenance of cordiality even when there are unwit-

ting breaches of hospitality and interpersonal conduct. While Ramachandra 

Bhattru ended this little story saying he too “locks up his son,” that com-

ment was in fact facetious, for, of course, he does not. At the same time, the 

narrative leaves the question open whether, and to what extent, children are 

expected to acquire knowledge of injunctions or proprieties through nonex-

plicit, or sūks ³mavāda upāya, subtle means.

Giridhara Shastry: “Dress, the Right Fit”

In 1984 the matha conducted a kumbhabhisheka (ritual consecration) of the 

Mallikarjuna (Shiva) temple on the hill in the town. The renovation of the 

temple had taken an entire year, and the upcoming consecration was eagerly 
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awaited by Sringeri residents. Giridhara Shastry, as the administrator of the 

matha, had been in charge of organizing the event. He recounted how the 

arrangements of “free meals” provided by the matha became a complicated 

issue involving caste.63 When we discussed this narrative later, and I asked 

whether I could reproduce it in this book, Giridhara Shastry responded, 

“Sure, as long you don’t want to argue that it refl ects polarization of society 

or use it to create diff erences.” I elaborated that what I saw in the narrative 

was caste awareness, but, even more, the shared sense that amicable solu-

tions had to be arrived at through debate and consensus.

gs: At the previous kumbhabhisheka, which the matha had conducted in 

1963, the meal arrangements had been made so that individuals were 

seated according to their caste.

Brahmans in one area, Vaishyas in another—

Separate seating areas were designated.

But in the 1984 kumbhabhisheka we faced the dilemma of what to 

do for meal arrangements.

Between 1963 and ’84 *circumstances* had changed a lot,
so we couldn’t obviously *duplicate* the 1963 arrangements.

But—at the same time—if we declared that people were free to eat 

anywhere, who could say what *reactions* that would produce?

We thought really hard about what to do.

But couldn’t come up with any *solution.*

So,

in the end, we reasoned,

“No-o, this is not going to be *resolved* without there being a 

galāt ³e [noisy disagreement and argument],”

so instead of trying to implement a “formula” that we had come up 
with,

and having a fi ght break out after all the arrangements had been 

worked out, it would be better,

if there was to be a fi ght over this issue,

better that we have the fi ght before, and get a *solution* that we 

could *follow,*

rather than have a fi ght during the event or after.

That’s what we reasoned.

l: Uh-huh.

gs: So we organized a *meeting,* and invited representatives of all 

groups for the *meeting.*
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And, in the meeting, the question—what meal arrangements should 

be made?—was thrown open for discussion.

We said to the group, “Let us know what you decide should be 

done.”

l: How *interesting*! So what happened?

gs: I also added, “I will not be able to stay for the *discussion.*”

Because had I remained in the room (during the discussion)

they would have felt constrained.

They wouldn’t have felt free to talk about the matha.

And I felt that they should have the freedom to even *criticize* the 

matha if they wanted to.

So I planned beforehand to leave the room and requested a couple 

of friends to make sure the *discussion* did not end in trading blows!
And the *discussion* took place—

bisi bisi charche (a raging discussion)!

Finally, after a long *debate,* the communities came up with this 

*solution.*

What was that?

The vaidikas, they agreed, it wouldn’t be right to mandate that they 

eat with the rest of us.

The vaidikas, and those brahmans who strictly observe the shas-

tras—madi and achara—

they would be served meals inside the matha.

And in the Gandhi maidan (grounds) across

they proposed a huge chappara (tent) be set up.

And that’s where everybody else would be served—sārvajanika (for 

all people) meals.

But sārvajanika meals didn’t mean that anyone could sit anywhere.

Those who would come wearing panche-shalya (the traditional 

dhoti and upper garment),

they would be served in half the chappara that would be clearly 

separated from the other half.

In the other half—

ajji: Clearly separated—like diff erent *rooms*—

gs: People who came dressed in *pants* and *shirt,* or whatever else—

could eat—it wouldn’t matter.

That’s it: just these two *divisions.*

Then the question of who would serve whom.

l: Hanh!
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gs: Where the people dressed in panche-shalya would be seated, only 

those who were similarly dressed would be allowed to serve.

As far as possible, brahmans would serve there.
And where people wearing *pants* and *shirts*—here anybody 

who wanted to could serve.

l: Oh!

gs: Oh! Apparently there was much *discussion* about these points!
For the initial two or three days of the kumbhabhisheka people were 

guided to appropriate areas as they came in for their meals.

And then, you know, something interesting began to happen.

l: Hunh?

gs: Curiously, the brahmans and the nonbrahmans began to sit separately 

of their own accord.

Nobody had instructed them, nobody had objected, nothing of the 

kind.

It just happened that way.

Those dressed in panche-shalya, they were mostly brahmans.

Those who wore *pants* and the like—they’d themselves go and sit 

in the area other than that occupied by the brahmans.

And then, of course, there were those (orthodox persons) who ate 

in the matha.

One principle we followed very strictly—

whatever the menu in the matha, the same would be provided in 

the maidan—

(speaking rapidly) if there was bean curry in the matha, there would 

be bean curry in the maidan. If it was cabbage sāmbār in the matha, 

then that’s what it would be in the maidan.

The program went on for twenty-one days. And, for twenty-one 

days, that was one principle we did not compromise on.

There would be no diff erentiation between the matha and the 

maidan.

That’s how it was.

There wasn’t even a single disturbing episode to report during this 

time.

Women who attended could go to the area where the panche-

draped people were seated.

You see, with women, one couldn’t tell (what community they be-

longed to). Whoever felt a sense of social standing went to the panche 

side.
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Not even on a *single day* was there any kind of *friction.*

The event went off  very peacefully.

The narrative poses the interesting question of how moral authority, 

seemingly freed from the institutional authority of the matha on the Dhar-

mashastras, is deployed at a critical moment by a committee drawn from di-

verse castes on a matter that is elaborately regulated by the shastras. Caught 

between its roles as institutional host in a democratized setting that frowned 

upon caste discrimination, on the one hand, and as upholder of the Dhar-

mashastras and sampradayas, on the other, the matha faced the challenge of 

conducting itself appropriately toward a diverse community of patrons. This 

challenge did not exist, we learn, in 1963, when the matha had organized 

a similar event. To understand why meal arrangements should constitute 

a “new” challenge to the matha’s conduct, one needs to recall the matha’s 

historical role as mediator: the matha had acquired a position of power by 

being a key player in the negotiations between administrations and local 

communities amid volatile political times between the fourteenth and eigh-

teenth centuries. With the loss of its status as jagirdar, its political visibility 

and centrality in local life was diluted. A diversifi ed community of patrons, 

loss of power arising from losing patrons to other mathas, a disempowered 

status in local governance, and a general climate of democratization seem 

to make, in Giridhara Shastry’s recounting, a greater sense of accountability 

necessary on the part of the matha in the second hosting of the event. That 

is, the matha could not aff ord to ignore either local politics or the prefer-

ences of its “orthodox” brahman followers (who remain important to its 

own traditional structure and function).

It must be remembered that the matha, although divested of its former 

political and economic standing, remains a religious interpreter of the 

Dharmashastras, and hence felt obliged to honor commensal stipulations 

of shastric texts. Appropriate conduct, interestingly, is constructed in the 

narrative as the product of a democratic process that is signaled by vo-

cabulary such as “mixed-caste meeting,” “forum,” “debate,” “consensus.” 

The solution that was arrived at through debate and consensus similarly 

equated propriety with the secularization of seating arrangements, but in 

a way this proved more problematic. The point that all guests—except 

the vaidikas (strict observers of the Vedas and the Dharmashastras)—be 

fed under a single/common chappara (itself a metaphor?), the reliance 

on a dress code, and not on caste, to separate people, and the provision 

of the same menu for all guests, underscore the fact that, for the matha, 
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appropriate conduct meant that, given the times, caste-based divisions of 

guests could not be made. As is often the case in such events, eating areas 

were separate for men and women, but other lines of demarcation (vai-

dikas, “those who wear panche-shalya,” and “those who wear pants and 

shirts”) were blurred.

Or were they really blurred at all? The vaidikas, being strict adherents of 

“tradition,” were accorded an inner space of the matha. By the same logic, 

for the committee the dress code in general refl ected the statement that the 

panche-shalya was appropriate to the occasion and to the host (the matha), 

both symbolizing “tradition.” Those who came in panche-shalya, then, ac-

knowledged this point even if they did not practice madi and achara. (It 

may be recalled here that men who seek darshan of the guru have to be 

either dressed in panche-shalya or are asked to remove their shirts, while 

women, mostly wear saris).

But Giridhara Shastry’s observation that “brahmans” and “non-brah-

mans” ended up sitting separately raises questions that go beyond the ratio-

nale that might have been envisaged by the committee for the three catego-

ries of seating. First, are there any codes really freely available? Second, what 

markers does the dress itself include? That is, did the quotidian fact that the 

panche-shalya is worn in such a way that one’s “sacred thread,” (janivara in 

Kannada), is visible make also visible a rite of passage associated with “upper 

castes”? Were people reluctant to overturn traditional demarcations of caste 

and subcaste mixing, given the religious nature of the event, even though 

other social contexts had undergone change?

It is critical to note that a dress-based division was not drawn up for 

women by the committee. Perhaps the committee reasoned that women 

had to be exempted from the dress code because, otherwise, a caste-based 

division that had been deemed inappropriate would have been made nec-

essary. The process of discerning propriety from multiple perspectives, 

Giridhara Shastry suggested, highlights the cultural importance placed 

on propriety: propriety had to be considered fi rst by Giridhara Shastry, 

who deferred his authority as administrator of the matha to the authority 

of a representative committee, second by the committee (which had to 

gain community acceptance), and fi nally, to the people who attended the 

twenty-one-day event and decided which seating area was most appropri-

ate for them.

This narrative also belongs to a particular phase in the matha’s history. 

When I visited Sringeri in 2001, I ate at in the newly constructed single din-

ing hall in which three thousand persons—irrespective of background—are 
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served together. At the same time, I was told that old-time vaidika brah-

mans who expressed a desire to partake of the prasada would be served in a 

small, private room in the temple complex.

Vijaya Krishnamurthy: “It’s only when misfortune strikes . . . ”

Vijaya and I had been talking about astrological predictions, and especially 

about what an astrologer may and may not reveal in a consultation. She had 

just fi nished recounting how a young astrologer who had foreseen the ac-

cidental death of a newly married young man had told him and his bride to 

their faces that such a disaster was coming their way. After the death had tak-

en place as foretold, the bride had been inconsolable, remembering this pre-

diction. She regretted that she had not been “vigilant enough” to prevent the 

death. The astrologer too—who was in fact a friend of the couple—had been 

distraught, and was reprehended by other friends about having inappropri-

ately revealed his inauspicious (ashubha) prediction. We then moved on from 

this episode to another context in which a prediction was pronounced:

v: You know, ultimately, we cannot neglect astrological predictions. It’s 
when misfortune strikes, that you remember . . .

l: that “somebody had cautioned you.”

v: If misfortune doesn’t fall on us, we don’t think much about it (the 

prediction), do we?

l: Yes, this happens quite often, and we remember later that somebody 

had warned us.

v: Just the other day—take this small example. The other afternoon, Sav-

itramma, because somebody was coming to their house for lunch—you 

know my friend, Savitramma, right?—was going to the market to buy 

some bananas.

Near the Kandaswami temple, where the vegetable shop is, right 

next to the lane. Somehow she didn’t see some stones and she fell, 
dhapp, like that.

l: Ay-ya!

v: The stones on the pavement are loose out there—

She fell and badly hurt herself. Poor thing, she tore her sari and she 

hurt her legs.

Then—that’s why she did not come to the Rama bhajane the day 

we sponsored it (voice dropping)—
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so I went over to check and asked, “What happened, why didn’t 

you come?”

And she said,

“This is what happened, kan ³e.

Today being Monday, I had gone to the hill (Mallikarjuna Tem-

ple).”

(explaining to me)
She gives durve (sacred grass) to Ganapati on the hill temple—

l: Oh, I see . . .

v: (resuming Savitramma’s fi rst-person narration)

“So I gave some durve to Ganapati and I kept the remainder to give 

to the Ganapati temple in the matha,”

she said.

She had picked a lot of durve that day.

But the bhattru (priest) took all the durve and put it in another 

place.

She later noticed the durve in that other spot.

“What happened? I had left some durve there. How did it come 

here?”

And she reached out to take it.

The bhattru said,

“This is for the Ganapati temple.”

“No, no, I have already given the durve to Ganapati at this temple. I 

have kept this other bunch to give to Ganapati at the matha’s temple.”

Saying this, she took the bunch.

At that

(speaking in a stern voice, imitating the bhattru),

“If you take this away, something (bad) will happen to you today!”
he said.
(sounding quite shocked)

That’s what he apparently said!
l: Oh-o.

v: And that very afternoon, she fell and she hurt her legs!
You know, I kept thinking, why on earth did he say—but that’s when 

it *fl ashed* on her.

She said to me,

“I kept wondering, why did he say that? Why did he say that? Now 

see, I have hurt myself . . . ”

Both legs had these really large red bruises. She could barely walk.
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(S. J. Krishnamurthy, Vijaya’s husband, who has been listening, inter-
jects here)

sjk: But how did it matter which Ganapati temple—

She could have given all the durve at the hill temple itself!

v: See? Only when misfortune strikes, does it *fl ash* on you!

“That has been gnawing at my mind ever since,”

Savitramma said to me.

So I told her,

“It’s OK, let it go. Next week, when you go to the hill, you could 

just give a quarter or a one-rupee kān ³ike (donation) to Ganapati. Don’t 

dwell on it . . . ”

(all of us agree; Vijaya raises her voice above all our assents)
We console others in this way (by suggesting reparations), but when it 

happens to us, we go through the same regret.

It’s only when you get hurt, that it *fl ashes* . . .

When I narrated this story back to Vijaya many years later, she could 

not recall it, but she said, “But things like that do happen all the time, 

don’t they?” It is precisely this everydayness of the experience recounted 

in the narrative that prompted me to think about the problem of ac-

tion and its consequences in daily life and how it is “resolved,” without 

always being taken to a spiritual teacher or an astrologer. Vijaya’s em-

pathetic identifi cation with Savitramma comes through in her assuming 

Savitramma’s story, her voice, and her perception of the priest’s voice and 

actions. Although she “marks” her own identity though shifts in narra-

tive point of view—especially underscored when she narrates her role as 

counselor—she reminds us that one slips into Savitramma’s situation all 

too easily and all too often. The view that it is only in retrospect that 

“meaning” and “intention” fl ash on us is something to which I found 

myself connecting readily.

Savitramma’s unfortunate experience and Vijaya’s suggestion of a reme-

dial measure lucidly articulate questions many Hindus ask themselves, albe-

it in diff erent ways: Why was such an inauspicious pronouncement made? 

Was it made unintentionally, impelled by an impersonal destiny that simply 

looks for spokespersons and chooses somebody because of some coming 

together of moment, place, and person? How is “this” action connected 

to “that” experience? When and how does one “pay heed” to a prediction? 

When and how does one recognize a “sign”? These questions—indeed, 

many others—belong to a vast moral fi eld that unfolds around the pivotal 
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concept of karma in Hindu life, in which “cause” and “consequence” are 

seen as interlinked.64

Although the word karma itself did not enter our conversation, these 

questions suff use the experience described in Vijaya’s narrative. Clearly, Sa-

vitramma and Vijaya saw the problem not in terms of a long-term karmic 

residue but more as the immediate phala (result) of an inappropriate act. 

As I thought about this narrative I recalled the saying that in Kaliyuga65 the 

consequences of one’s karma are immediately experienced: “Perform an act 

with one hand, experience its karma with the other.” The priest at the hill 

temple played a crucial part in the process by which Savitramma came to 

“see” the connection between her refusal (to give all the durve to the Ga-

napati at the hill-temple) and her accident.

What exactly was Savitramma’s error? Whom had she displeased? What 

was the agency of the priest? And why was reparation seen as still necessary 

even after she had experienced the “punishment” by falling down? Since 

she had a large fresh bunch of durve, Savitramma had made up her mind 

to off er some at the Ganapati temple in the matha. The priest’s “ordinary” 

action of taking the remaining durve for the hill Ganapati acquired a spe-

cial signifi cance in the light of his sudden, dramatic prediction of “conse-

quences.” His prediction is preceded by his statement that the durve was 

for the hill temple—and perhaps Savitramma simply interpreted his state-

ment as the expression of an insistent priest, as a contest of intentions. It is 

only in retrospect that she—and we—realize what she had not “seen” was 

that the claim for the durve was probably being made by a transpersonal 

agent far greater than the human priest. That she—and Vijaya—came to 

this conclusion is evident because they did not hold the priest responsible 

for her mishap, and the reparation that Vijaya suggested was toward the de-
ity. The priest is not seen to have uttered a curse (śāpa), but to have made 

a prediction.

As I struggled to understand why Savitramma’s act was so egregious, 

I turned to the off ering itself that was at the center of this episode: the 

durva.66 Along with kusha grass (Poa cynosuroides), durva (agrostis linearis) 
is the most sacred grass of all Hindu mythology, with worship discussed in 

detail in the Skanda Purān ³a. Self-born and seedless, this two-bladed grass 

is extremely diffi  cult to grow, and yet, when it does, it becomes fi rmly im-

planted, so much so that it is compared to our vāsanas, the strong impres-

sions that carry over from previous lives. Its toughness makes it a symbol 

of longevity. Born in water, durva is a favorite food of elephants—hence 

also of Ganapati, the remover of obstacles.67 Had Savitramma unwittingly 
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made a partial off ering of durve or, worse, withdrawn the off ering even 

when the priest had indicated its “rightful” recipient (i.e., the Ganapati at 

the hill temple)?

In doing so, she had angered, by the narrative’s assessment, the deity, 

Ganapati, himself, while the priest had only functioned as a sign, whose 

utterance in Hindu astrology would probably be called a nimitta. As the 

Kanchi Kamakoti swami explains, “A nimitta does not produce any result 

on its own. It points to the result that has already been ordained by some 

other factor.”68 Vijaya’s remedial measure seemed to me to be an attempt 

to redirect Savitramma’s regret for not having recognized and paid heed to 

the sign (of Ganapati’s anger) to prevent further repercussions—and seek 

forgiveness of Ganapati.

Interestingly, Meshtru Krishnamurthy asks a question that one usually 

asks oneself when refl ecting on the larger-than-local designs of our life: what 

does it matter which god one prays to? How is this Ganapati diff erent from 

that one, after all? What is human will against divine will anyway? As Vijaya 

echoes throughout her narration, knowledge of such sort often comes as a 

fl ash, making the connection between an act, a sign, and a consequence ap-

parent in a sudden, luminous moment.

Lakshmidevamma: “Pickling”

Browsing through the University of Pennsylvania’s library for anything on 

Sringeri as I prepared for fi eldwork, I came across a list of the names of mu-

nicipal councillors of Sringeri in the Chikmagalur District Gazetteer. As I 

took notes, little did I know that Lakshmidevamma, listed as the only “lady 

councillor,” was in fact a family friend. By the time I became acquainted with 

her, Lakshmidevamma had retired from political and social welfare activities, 

but it was a past that I was fascinated with, and often spoke to her about it. It 

was, strangely enough, many years after I met her that I enquired about her 

growing up in Sringeri; she was among the few women I knew whose natal 

home was Sringeri. One afternoon, as we all sat chatting in Indira and Nag-

araja’s part of the house, I pointedly asked her what it was like to grow up in 

the house right across from the home she married into. Before she recounted 

the narrative I present below, she had been describing her mother-in-law as 

a soft-spoken, noninterfering, spiritually absorbed person who rarely insisted 

that her daughters-in-law follow her somewhat more orthodox ways.
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lak: Even though I did not know much, my mother-in-law kind of used 

to *adjust* a lot and carry on (laughs).
“Poor thing, she has grown up coddled all along, her folks—”

(quoting her mother-in-law)

You see, they knew everybody in my family pretty well, there was a lot 

of coming and going between our homes.

My grandmother used to visit this house often—she was related to 

(S. K.) Ramaswamy’s family, and there was much *contact* between 

them.

So she (mother-in-law) used to say,

“Oh, she’s been brought up in a family that is skilled in artistic 

work.” (laughs)
Decorating dolls and all that—my mother and grandmother used 

to do these things.

And at home they used to braid girls’ hair with jasmine buds that 

used to grow in the yard, and girls from this house used to come to my 

house to have their hair done up in “jasmine braids.”

So she used to say,

“Now that’s a family that is skilled in artistic work . . . ”

(laughs again, and I join her, warming up to her recollection).

“She (Lakshmidevamma) too knows all that,”

she would say that.

Drawing rangoli outside the front door every morning.

M-e-e—

I couldn’t trace a line holding the powder in my hands!

Had never done it, didn’t know how to!
l: (enthusiastically) Oh, it’s comforting to hear this!

(I say this recalling how my own rangolis are the target of my family’s 
humor)

lak: My sister-in-law used to stand there by the door, watching and 

laughing at my short, crooked lines!

I’d trace and retrace and wipe the design off . I just couldn’t draw 
those long lines!

I would feel terribly humiliated!

(cracks up laughing; taking the voice of her sister-in-law)

“Amma, you keep saying ‘She’s from a family that is skilled in artistic 

work,’ and she can’t even trace a rangoli!”

(taking the voice of her mother-in-law, and speaking fast)
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“Ayyo, she’s only not used to it, kan ³e. You just wait and see, she’ll do 

better than everybody else soon!”

You see, my mother-in-law had that much confi dence (bharavase) 
in me . . .

l: Exactly . . .

lak: And then of course I came to draw many designs, and when I used 

to fi ll the front yard with rangoli, she used to be very happy. She used 

to like it.

Once it happened—Chayamma had gone out of town, to her 

mother’s house.

(narrative shifts into a slower pace and lowered tone)
This, uh, this raw mango had been soaked in salt for pickling.

A tall jar with heaps of cut raw mango.

What one does with this is to strain the salted juice out, and boil the 

juice— the mango pieces are wiped dry, put into the boiled juice with 

all the spices and allowed to pickle.

In my house, too, my grandmother and mother used to do this 

too—but I had never watched them do it and I didn’t know!
(Nagaraja, who was getting ready to leave for Kadavadi, began to 
chuckle.)

So, once my mother-in-law told me just before lunch, “The mango 

has been soaked enough, go strain the juice . . . ”

You know where we had our breakfast today—(a small second 

kitchen).

l: Uh huh.

lak: that was where the jar was.

You know how they drain the water out of boiled rice (where the 

water is all poured out and cooked rice retained)? In the same way, I 

drained the juice into the wash area!

nagaraja: Oh no, all the salted juice was lost!

l: Aww!

(peals of laughter from all of us)
lak: Yes, the salted juice was all lost. I had no idea whatsoever!

(clapping her hands once).
After lunch was over, my mother-in-law said,

“The salted juice that you strained, bring that, let’s set it for 

boiling.”

Where is the salted juice to bring? It has fl owed down the drain!
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I-did-not-know-what-to-say.

Scared!

So I just stood quietly.

“Why, what happened?” my mother-in-law asked.

So I told her.

“Um, I, I did not know, I poured it into the wash area.”

“Ayy-ayy-yo! You poured it down the drain?

You didn’t know, and I too didn’t tell you!

That’s OK, forget about it . . .

You know, if it had been someone else—because, you know, the 

sour essence that is in that juice, from the raw mango.

So, saying “let it be,” she boiled salt water separately and made the 

pickle with that.

Had it been some other mother-in-law, she would have broadcast 

this deed to everybody and made an issue of it.

l: So she didn’t tell anybody?

lak: No, to this day, nobody else knew what I had done.

When this event took place, Lakshmidevamma was around seventeen years 

old. More than fi fty years later, the memory of it was fresh and still called up 

the newness and nervousness felt by a young daughter-in-law getting used to 

the mores and ways of the in-law house. Nagaraja later told me this had been 

the fi rst time he had heard of the incident. I wondered if the manner in which 

I had phrased my question (“marrying into the house across the street”) had 

unlocked the memory of having trod the border between being familiar with 

the Murthy household and being unfamiliar with it as a daughter-in-law.

The poignancy of the narrative is in the manner in which it explores the 

experience of vulnerability with humor and grace. As she struggled to fi nd 

her feet in her new home, Lakshmidevamma found herself inadequate to 

perform tasks that were not only expected of a daughter-in-law in those 

times but especially of one who came from an artistically talented family. 

The sister-in-law’s gaze is symbolic of the public scrutiny Lakshmidevamma 

felt herself under, but as the conversation unfolded it was clear that for her 

this was a time of heightened self-consciousness as well. In fact, Lakshmide-

vamma mentioned later that in those early days she had not known even 

how to warm coff ee on a wood fi restove: “I used to stand with the vessel 

in my hand for ages, wondering how to place it on the fi re without burn-

ing my hand, and my sisters-in-law would laugh at the sight.” The narrative 
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conveys the tremendous sense of fragility that marked familiar situations 

that Lakshmidevamma found herself in.

And yet Lakshmidevamma’s mother-in-law, occupying a position of pow-

er in the domestic set-up, refused, time and again, to exploit her situation 

or even to arrive at a fi nal assessment of her daughter-in-law’s capabilities. 

With Chayamma, her peer and constant companion, away, the entire annual 

supply of pickle in question (raw mango not being available for a whole 

year until next summer), and her total unfamiliarity with the pickling pro-

cess, and without experience to back her, for Lakshmidevamma the pickling 

incident was probably her most vulnerable moment in her in-law’s home. 

Against the image of a young girl standing speechless with fear and guilt are 

the reassuring words of the experienced mother-in-law, “You didn’t know, 

and I too didn’t tell you.”

The mother-in-law’s refusal to blame her young daughter-in-law, prefer-

ring instead to share responsibility for the fi asco, and her natural forgiving 

of an innocent mistake made the memory of the episode immortal for Lak-

shmidevamma, imbuing it with moral meaning that resonates across fi ve 

decades. That the experience remained a “potential” story for all this time 

perhaps says something about its depth as well as about the ultimate inex-

pressibility of its value in her life. While such everyday incidents and repa-

rations may seem ordinary gestures and ordinary events, it is the narrative 

of the ordinary that shapes and fi res one’s clay. As I imagined a yard fi lled 

with rangoli designs, as I came to perceive the sophistication and boldness 

of Lakshmidevamma’s political and social welfare work, and as I enjoyed the 

wonders of her kitchen, I came to see what an immeasurable diff erence her 

mother-in-law had made in those tender years, when her self-worth and tal-

ent could have been damaged for life.

Dodda Murthy: “Two Weeks at Sevagram Ashram”

In June 2004, with rains in the offi  ng, Dodda Murthy and I sat in an inner 

room poring over back issues of almanacs of nearly seventy years and invita-

tions to matha programs dating to the 1920s. This was an activity I relished 

on every visit to Sringeri, marveling at how Dodda Murthy’s inexhaustible 

archive always had something I had not seen before. He read out some of 

his notes about the days of Mahatma Gandhi’s Quit India Movement (1942) 

from his diary. I remarked that he had once told me about his experiences 

at Mahatma Gandhi’s Sevagram Ashram (which Dodda Murthy also calls 
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Sevashram) near Wardha in Maharashtra. “Yes, that was a signifi cant meet-

ing,” he said. He started to recount that experience again, and my tape 

recorder, as usual, stayed on. I realized too, as he recounted the experience, 

that I had forgotten some of the details.

dm: When I was studying in Shimoga in the high school, through all my 

reading I became very interested in Gandhi.

And there were some teachers who used to praise Gandhi a lot. And 

I became even more interested. So, friends, teachers, books, all these—

in those days there was a lot of Gandhi activism. The Independence 

movement was in full swing, you see. I used to be v-e-r-y interested in 

the Independence movement.

And this interest rose and rose and rose, and it became a burning 

desire to go and see Gandhi.

In those days we were young, so how was it possible to go (to see 

Gandhi)?

If I had one rupee from pocket money that was a treasure!

After I started earning, I went. I decided to go, and I went.

Travel was also very diffi  cult in those days. In 1944—

l: Was your father alive then?

dm: My father and mother were both alive.

l: And they didn’t say anything?

dm: They were not very keen on all this. I didn’t tell them I was going to 

see Gandhi at all

(grins mischievously; I laugh).

l: They wouldn’t have let you go?

dm: They did not have much interest in Gandhi.

I was there for fi fteen or twenty days (in Sevagram).

I worked there—

l: Oh!!

dm: Because there would be vegetables to cut.

And,

not only was there the cutting—every morning there would be 

heaps of vegetables to be cut and chopped, fresh vegetables, beautiful 

vegetables. Even Dasappa69 used to come. Dasappa and his wife, Yas-

hodamma,70 they all used to come.

After the vegetables were cut, there was another task to do.

Something that we weren’t used to—cleaning latrines.

l: Oh, yes! I have read that Gandhiji used to clean the latrines himself.
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dm: He used to. But when I went, he wasn’t well. So he didn’t do it, but 

the rest of us used to. We would have to scrub and wash and do all 

that. Since I wasn’t used to this, it was diffi  cult. Dasappa used to do 

a fi ne job. I wasn’t in Dasappa’s group. There were a couple of others 

with me, of my own age. We used to do the task somewhat insincere-

ly—(aśraddhavāgi).).

Noticing this, one day, the man in charge said to us,

“Look! If Gandhi had seen the kind of job you are doing, he would 

have punished you!”

“*He will punish you!*” he said.

Hearing this, I was promptly angry. I told myself,

“I have not come here to live permanently. I have come here for a 

few days. It may be best to leave.”

I came to this decision.

“Who is going to put up with this punishment?” I thought.

Then, *next* he said—

(voice drops)
I felt a little scared also.

“What could the punishment be?” I wondered.

The man said,

“You know what he (Gandhiji) would have done to punish you?

He would have *fasted* for *one day.*”

l: Ayyo!

dm: “Because you are working without faith, he would have fasted for 

one day and experience the punishment himself,” he said.

As soon as he said that, my hair stood on end (romān
³
ca vāg 

bid ³uttu).

Ahimsa works so wondrously! If Gandhi was to fast for an hour 

(on account of us), how miserable we would be! Thinking like this, I 

was immediately *converted.* Instantly, my anger disappeared, and I 

thought,

“No, no, I have to work properly. If Gandhi sees my work, what 

will he think?”

Then, from the next day, I started working at the lavatories very 

assiduously.

I remember this even today. Ahimsa works so powerfully!

Well, in the afternoon, there would be lunch. Wonderful food!71

I wrote about my experience at Sevagram in six or seven articles for 

the Tāyinād ³u.72
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l: Oh, really? Can I get a copy?

dm: Do you want to see? It is in Kannada.

l: That’s not a problem, I would love to.

dm: OK—I will pull out the papers and give them when you next come 

home.

The articles have many more details. I have forgotten many inci-

dents—it’s been over fi fty years, you see!

(resumes recollection of Sevagram).

OK. After the lunch, we used to take some rest. Nobody worked in the 

afternoon in the ashram. Then, in the evening, he (Gandhiji) would go 

for a walk and we would accompany him e-v-e-r-y d-a-y.

About ten or fi fteen of us following him.

Then, there was the evening prayer. The prayer used to be a won-

derful experience. About an hour. Hindu, Muslim, all religions—a sh-

loka from each religion, and at the end, shlokas from the Bhagavad 
Gītā.

Then, an accounting of how much yarn each ashram member had 

spun that day.

A girl would announce the names. *First*

“Bapuji!”

How much has Bapuji spun today? Somebody would announce on 

his behalf how much he had spun that day.

This way, everybody—Dasappa, also: “Dasappaji!.”

Each person had to announce how much yarn he or she had spun 

that day.

l: What would they call you?

dm: I was still a young man. Also, I was only a visitor, and (Dodda Mur-

thy guesses my intention) this accounting was not for me.

This was only for *permanent* residents of the ashrama.

The prayer for an hour—it used to be so silent. There used to be 

a small light, and it was a large stone-paved courtyard. Gandhi would 

sit in the center. We would all sit on the cool stone slabs. One hour. It 

used to be wonderful.

This used to be after the evening meal. The evening meal was at 6 

pm everyday.

I remember even today—

One day, I started, I thought I would visit nearby Wardha to do 

some sight seeing. It was not very far, about *fi ve miles.* But the 

*road* was not very good.
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So I started.

After I fi nished seeing everything in Wardha, I reasoned,

“By the time I get back to the ashram, it will be past dinner 

time.”

So I bought and ate some oranges, and maybe I drank some milk.

By the time I got back to the ashram, it was about 8 pm. Somewhere 

between 7:30 and 8:00 pm.

I went to Dasappa and was sitting there chatting with him.

Just then—there was a manager—what a satpurusha (noble person) 

he was!

What kind of people there were (in that place)!

The manager—he came there by chance. As soon as he saw me, he 

said,

“Narasimha Murthy! I don’t think you were at tonight’s dinner, 

right?”

I was taken aback!

When there were forty-fi ve to fi fty people at the dinner, how did he 

notice my absence?

And after all I was just a young man, nobody important.

“Yes, I did not come. I had gone to Wardha and got delayed.”

“I have packed your dinner and kept it aside.

Please go to the kitchen and take it.”

I went to the kitchen. There was this large covered plate. The cook 

gave it, and when I looked inside there were about eight to ten small 

cups with various dishes—everything that must have been served at 

the dinner!

And chappatis!

I was amazed—who was I but a small person?

Despite this, they had noticed my absence and kept this meal ready 

for me.

I remember this even today.

So I spent some time like this. Then a couple of young men from 

Nanjangud (near Mysore) came and we got to know each other.

l: So you went there alone?
dm: Yes! Alone!

I used to see Gandhi everyday.

I didn’t speak to him—after all, I was not—

l:  Seeing Gandhiji, with your own eyes!

dm: Saw him, stayed with him.
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Everyday, when he used to go for his bath, along the path he took, 

there was a verandah. I used to sit there and watch him go by. Every-

day, around 10 am.

He used to have long baths, in a big brass tub. He used to walk 

slowly to his bath and chat quite a bit with children along the way.

On his way in and his way out, I used to see him.

It was only this seeing, never felt worthy enough to talk to him.

(laughs self-deprecatingly)
I was young in age. And what fi tting topic would I have to discuss with 

him?

(long pause, during which my tape is fi lled only with the hammering 
sound from the construction that is going on in the house and with the 
honking of vehicles outside; I turn toward the door, hearing something.)

dm: Who is it?

l: Chayamma. Come, Chayamma!

(Chayamma comes in with fresh jackfruit fries (mul ³aka) and coff ee. She 

quietly listens to our conversation for a while and leaves.)

dm: So. Once there was a prayer meeting. And Gandhi never spoke to 

anybody during those times (demonstrates through a still posture).
There was this little girl he was very fond of.

Maybe a four or fi ve year old. She came running into this prayer 

meeting, and I picked her up and carried her.

Hmm, how old do you think she would be now?

l: Sixty-four, sixty-fi ve?

dm: Possibly. I remember even today.
(a longish pause)
Then, on the l-a-s-t day, a few of us, the two boys from Nanjangud 

and I—the three of us—were ready to leave.

Evening. We were supposed to halt at Wardha for the night. Stay at 

the Commerce College hostel with a friend.

It was evening, exactly around this time

(looks at the clock hanging on the wall).
Then

(voice lowered)

Gandhi, at that time, was coming back to the ashrama from his *walk.*

At that time we were in the gād ³i (the buggy cart).

The three of us got off  and reached down and touched his feet in 

namaskara.

(explains to me)
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That’s the way one did namaskara to Gandhi. Not by joining palms.

“Hanh, bas! (That’ll do)” he said.

Who?

Gandhi.

Then, Dasappa who was there, H. C. Dasappa,

he said,

(almost inaudible tone)
“These three boys are about to leave now. They have assured me that 

they will live according to your teaching. This is what they have assured 

me.”

This he said in English to Gandhi.

(in a quick and assertive tone)
“*Let us see!*” (Gandhi said)

(Dodda Murthy laughs in remembered awe.)
He said nothing more.

*Let us see.*

He said, smiling.

l: That was all?

dm: Nod ³an ³n ³a! (Let us see!)
That’s what was said to us.

(slaps the desk beside him)

That was the l-a-s-t sight of him that I had.

His words. Just these three words. *Let us see.*
He said these to Dasappa, smiling.

These exact three words. I remember them to this day.

(then, with a fi nality in tone)
That was the last sight.

Those were the last words.
Then he went away.

Dodda Murthy went on to muse that he had gone to Sevagram at the 

“correct time.” If he had not gone in 1944, he would never have been able 

to see Gandhi. The previous year, Gandhi had been imprisoned, and the fol-

lowing year World War II ended in May, bringing the release of jailed leaders 

like Jawaharlal Nehru, Sardar Patel, and Rajendra Prasad. Political activity 

became intense with Independence becoming imminent, and Gandhi be-

came very preoccupied traveling to Delhi, Bengal, and other places. Dodda 

Murthy ended the account by speculating that Gandhi perhaps never came 

back to Sevagram again.
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Once I was back in the U.S., I went back to my earlier recording of Dod-

da Murthy’s recollection, dated May 7, 1995. I was astonished by the similar-

ity between the two narrations—they refl ected each other almost word for 

word, even in spoken emphasis. The rise and fall of tones, the self-deprecat-

ing laughter, and the long pauses that constitute the moral cadence of the 

reminiscence, whose theme is humility—they were the same.

But there were also small diff erences between the two narrations, dif-

ferences that made them speak to each other, enlivening each other. I 

questioned whether I could rely on one telling to comment about another 

telling, but when I brought this up with Dodda Murthy he simply said, 

“Fifty-sixty years is a long time to remember everything, you know.” At the 

heart of both narrations is a sense of a self-transformation, as if the young 

brahmana from Sringeri had passed through an ethical sieve at Sevagram. 

A third narration of the experience comes to us in the form of the essay 

that Dodda Murthy wrote for the regionally acclaimed nationalist daily, 

Tāyinād ³u (Motherland), eight years after the stay at Sevagram.

Running through both narrations are variations of the remarks, “I remem-

ber this even today” and “After all, who was I?” Sevagram, for Dodda Murthy, 

was a humbling experience through a series of “lessons.” Although Dodda 

Murthy was already predisposed toward Gandhiji, it was a fi ery nationalist 

sentiment fueled by reading, classmates, teachers, and the then prevailing 

mood of India that motivated him to undertake the arduous journey from 

a small town in the Malnad to another distant village in what is now Maha-

rashtra, many hundred of miles away. In his 1952 two-part newspaper article, 

“My Experiences at Sevagram,” Dodda Murthy describes the physical journey 

and then goes on to write, “I was amazed upon seeing a small village called 

Shegaon near Sevagram. I had not seen such a backward village ever, although 

I myself am from a small village in remote Malnad and I have seen many vil-

lages in my life. Perhaps the Mahatma selected this location for Sevagram so 

that so that he could transform this most backward region in India.”73

The series of humbling experiences that Dodda Murthy undergoes at 

Sevagram begins with the cleaning of public toilets: Dodda Murthy must fi rst 

learn to accept the idea of cleaning public toilets; second, he must learn how 

to clean them; third, he must clean them well; fourth, he must clean them 

with shraddha (faith), without disgust. In the 1995 recording, Dodda Murthy 

reports Dasappa’s comment when he was doing a bad job of cleaning the 

lavatories. Dasappa (who was a Vokkaliga) remarked, “You brahmanas can-

not bring yourselves to do this kind of work! You are only fi t to lecture. You 

lecture well in colleges, that’s about it!” Dodda Murthy realizes that cleaning 
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of public latinres must also become a cleansing of the ego, this being the 

core of the ethics of service followed at Sevagram. Dodda Murthy’s “conver-

sion” is so complete, it seems, that decades later he is able to appreciate that 

“Dasappa used to do a fi ne job” (of cleaning toilets). The experience simul-

taneously gives Dodda Murthy a personal glimpse into the power of ahimsa, 

nonviolence, whose ethical force comes from the moral change it creates in 

the “opponent” through self-directed action.74

The prayer meetings and the postprayer accounting of yarn spinning ac-

tivity at Sevagram made another permanent moral impression on Dodda 

Murthy. Still, reposeful, meditative, and, above all, deliberately pluralistic 

(the prayers themselves and the teamwork indicate a mixed community 

based on coexistence and collaborations), they redraw for Dodda Murthy 

the image of the “Indian nation.” Such a nation uses indigenous modes of 

production through which it critiques foreign goods.

The manager’s act of saving the meal for Dodda Murthy despite the late-

ness of the hour is something that Dodda Murthy recalls “even today” as a 

lesson in the ethics of other-consideration. So moved is he by the fact that 

a nonentity and a visitor such as himself is “remembered” that he describes 

the manager with a Sanskrit term not commonly used in everyday Kannada; 

a satpurusha (a noble person). No one, Dodda Murthy seems to realize, is 

small or insignifi cant at Sevagram.

Although I expressed my awe that Dodda Murthy had “actually seen” 

Gandhi, Dodda Murthy’s “Gandhi” is one who has been internalized 

through a quiet process—not through conversation with him but by silently 

following him on his walks, by waiting to see him, by observing his inter-

actions with others, by noting that Gandhiji calls himself to account fi rst, 

before everybody else, even in yarn spinning. In the 1995 recording, Dodda 

Murthy had said, “Just to see Gandhi was pun ³yā (religious merit).” The 

value of the silent imbibing of Gandhi’s presence was in fact underscored 

for me by the climactic one-on-one encounter with Gandhiji, in which all 

Gandhiji said was “Let us see” to Dasappa (and, through him, to the three 

young men). When I asked Dodda Murthy after the June 2004 narration 

why this made such an impression on him, all he said in his typically un-

derstated way was, “It was a signifi cant meeting.” I turned to the earlier 

recording again. There, Dodda Murthy closes the narrative with the remark, 

“Gandhi was a stubborn man. He must have seen hundreds of persons like 

me.” “Which of these,” Gandhi’s single remark seems to suggest, “will prac-
tice what they say? Only time will tell.” For Dodda Murthy the two weeks at 

Sevagram had provided, indeed, a rich harvest for life.
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Ethics, an Imagined Life

“It will be good to read this when the rains come,” said Dodda 

Murthy as I gave him a copy of this book’s chapters in draft as June ap-

proached, the month when the monsoon usually set in. Already rainwater 

was pouring down the roof of the Rameshwara temple in the courtyard and 

splashing noisily on the soaking earth. I liked to imagine Dodda Murthy 

sitting in his armchair on the veranda and reading about himself and people 

he knew—what would he think? So intrigued by the past, so meticulous 

about preserving documents about it, so fastidious in “telling things as they 

are,” which pasts would he recognize in this book, and which tellings? He 

was amused and moved by my choice to retell his reminiscences of his “Seva-

gram” days, but added, “Those days were like that.”

�
In this book, I have tried to explore, in one South Indian town, the con-

nections between oral narrative, moral identity, and the poetics of everyday 

language and ceremonial speech. My central question has been: What re-

lationships do individuals envisage between generalized moral imperatives, 



moral refl ection, and acts in everyday life? Stylized narratives of ashirvada 

and stories from conversations illustrate how experience-centered ap-

proaches can vivify and challenge the study of ethics, which usually over-

looks the crucial role of oral narrative and everyday practice in shaping 

moral being. Such a perspective would privilege how people engage with 

precepts and tell us something about the dynamic ways in which individu-

als not only imagine and live out their ethical worlds, but convey this imag-

ination to others through narrative. Texts leave their times and enter ours 

to become new texts, our texts, and the ethical process is one of gathering 

and unfolding manifold impressions—that are enlivened through emotion-

al engagement.

Studies of Hindu ethics over the decades have brought to light the com-

plexity of moral precepts in texts like the various Dharmashastras, the Upa-

nishads, the Puranas, and the Sanskrit epics. More recently, such studies 

have explored how some of these texts address topical issues like abortion, 

euthanasia, vegetarianism, and the environment.1 Epic narrative, nationalist 

moral tracts, sectarian codebooks, and devotional literatures further show us 

that prescriptive discourse is itself signifi cantly diff erentiated and can gener-

ate a vibrant moral tension amid its variety.2 Oral traditions of course en-

dorse, refuse, alter, or even pointedly ignore the Valmiki Ramayana, the 

Vyasa Mahabharata, or other panregional written texts that are generally 

considered repositories of ethical models, and thus indicate that the nor-

mative center of written texts is best imagined as diff used in everyday life.3 

Underlying and complicating this diff usion are intertwined relationships be-

tween the “oral,” the “written,” and the “practiced.”4

Ethnographic studies of Hindu life seek to make us hear the many ca-

dences in which Hindus interpret and practice pilgrimage, gift giving, re-

ligious storytelling, renunciation, and ritual and priesthood.5 How do men 

and women in diff erent cultural settings arrive at such culturally salient ideas? 

How do diff erent caste groups claim cultural genres, and how do individual 

performers express variation and dissent through their repertoires? How 

do political “ideologues” cultivate religious symbolism to generate politi-

cal community? Asking questions such as these, ethnographic approaches 

can yield images that refuse fl attened perceptions of Hinduism, holding up 

for scrutiny both imported canons and indigenous categories of interpreta-

tion. Lived perspectives of religious practice also perform the useful task 

of returning us to vocabularies and values that are often shared by Hindus 

worldwide and show us how connections are made to and across transna-

tional forces and a global world.6 As the critique of anthropology cautions, 
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one must recognize that such knowledge passes through many sieves and is 

provisional and partial.

In this attempt to understand the “normative ambience” in the smar-

ta brahman community of the small pilgrimage town of Sringeri, with its 

Dharmashastra-endorsing matha,  I hope to leave readers with impressions 

of normative discourses that are strictly circumscribed, playfully teased out, 

but always imaginatively and plurally lived out. Important to this lived envi-

ronment, for example, are the terms upachara, shastra, and sampradaya that 

come with long regional and panregional histories and are deployed vari-

ously and creatively in everyday parlance. The relational emphases of these 

terms argue that moral authority is most fruitfully understood as something 

that accommodates variant, dynamic, and symbiotic constructs of self, text, 

and community.7 Moral articulations take place in the ethos of Sringeri, but, 

like that of every place, it is an ethos that is hardly static or singular; it is 

distinctively and diff erently characterized in regional consciousness, in festi-

val celebrations, or in town histories and architectural expressions. Shaping 

these various confi gurations of Sringeri’s ethos is the important historically 

developed theme of upachara, broadly understood as appropriateness in 

conduct and specifi cally as traditions of hospitality. One way to read Sring-

eri’s history is to see it as wrapped around the history of the matha, which 

is marked by networks, linkages, and exchanges between kings and ascetics, 

agricultural landlords and tenants, gurus and townspeople, or even deities 

and devotees. It is an ethos of interrelationships that has maintained Sringeri 

as a signifi cant religious, economic, and politically empowered site through 

gifting, expressions of honor and status, and acts of inclusion and exclusion. 

The culture of upachara is articulated in a past in which rina (debt) and dana 

(gifting) have bound the historical, the administrative, and the political to 

each other.

If upachara occupies a special place in the fl uid normative imagination 

of Sringeri, so also do shastra and sampradaya, concepts that indeed can be 

seen to resonate far afi eld in other Hindu societies. But the centrality of 

these terms needs to be understood contextually. Shastra, for example, has 

witnessed great exposition in written literature—extending across virtually 

all realms of life—over two millennia—and this early literature is sugges-

tive of shastra’s rootedness in context. Yet the colonial period attempted to 

produce a pan-Hindu indigenous, although English-bred, judicial system, 

which resulted in a decontextualized uniform application of the Dharma-

shastras. With the establishment of the Anglo-Indian judiciary system, and 

the passage of land reform acts by the late-twentieth century, the Sringeri 
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matha’s jurisdiction had become restricted to “religious” spheres (in which 

it continues to be considered a shastric authority) and its economic hold-

ings had considerably shrunk. However, the theological authority associ-

ated with the concept of shastra remained powerful, aloof from this tur-

bulence—as everyday Sringeri discourse in the smarta community indeed 

testifi es. The notion of shastra is associated with the performance of dhar-

ma, the creation of auspiciousness, and compliance with context-specifi c 

regulations on conduct.

Yet, normative authority is distributed. Sampradaya, paddhati, niyama, 

achara, and so on engage in spirited and creative interplay in everyday situa-

tions. The terms of moral authority embedded in these concepts vary across 

social contexts, and also across power symmetries. What is important to 

recognize as one follows the supple meanings of these concepts is that nor-

mative discourse is imbibed in imperceptible and profoundly dialogic ways, 

in many seeing-and-doing orientations. The normative is kept from being 

petrifi ed or relegated to one set of codebooks not only by a wide range of 

sources (exemplars, traditions, sacred books, principles), of which shastra is 

but one, but also by a desire for a dharmically accountable and auspicious 

life. Continuous refl ection on the obligatory, on the bounds of innovation, 

and on what gives a “sense of fulfi llment” (manas trupti) also keep norma-

tive authority and concomitant power challengeable and in fl ux. Conceptu-

alizing an ethics-in-practice means that we need to understand how “injunc-

tion” and “action” come together to constitute what I have suggested to be 

an imagined normative text. This imagined text is constructed by each in-

dividual—or by a community—commingling memory and experience with 

learning and teaching.

The carefully articulated, communally shared moral poetics of perfor-

mance of Sringeri’s ashirvada display and celebrate shastra in a manner that 

privileges textual bodies like the Dharmashastras or the Puranas. A fasci-

nating overlap emerges between the oral poetics of ashirvada and Sanskrit 

poetics in the concept of auchitya, dramaturgical propriety, but the overlap 

is all the more exciting when we consider the pervasiveness of propriety in 

everyday life. Conversational stories claim their own poetics, one that is 

located in the experiences of individuals and dialogic environments. The 

continuities between literary aesthetics and social aesthetics might suggest 

new ways to imagine our pasts and to imagine ourselves in renewed ways 

in the present.

Just as rasa poetics argues that the rasa experience provides an immersion 

in the possibility of an experience, a similar intimation of emotion occurs 
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between tellers and listeners in conversationally shared stories about life ex-

periences. Stories like the ones presented in this book embody values such 

as discernment (viveka) or subtlety (sukshma), humility (nigarva) or service 

(seve), but the terms could vary according to individual experiences. The 

creativity of normative imagination dissuades one from divining an exhaus-
tive cultural list of moral keywords or codes, but it does point to the imbib-

ing of a culture of ethics. An individual’s engagement in ethical thinking and 

morally appropriate conduct is deeply diglossic, but to try to trace a stable 

map of this diglossia is like tracing an eddy. An individual’s “moral” knowl-

edge seems cumulative, crisscrossing, processual, episodic, and narratives are 

like “luminous details” of an always only partially visible moral map. Oral 

narration and moral life and living demand that dharma—the ethical—be 

understood as an ongoing process, one that produces, and is produced by, 

the imagined texts of daily life.
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Notes

Introduction

1. Each state in India is divided into districts, and districts into taluks. The town 

of Sringeri is the headquarters of Sringeri Taluk, which is in Chikmagalur District in 

the state of Karnataka.

2. Sharada is also Sarasvati, the goddess of learning. The word pīt ³ha (seat or 

throne) is generally understood to include the temples, the matha itself, the Vedic 

school, and the library.

3. The Sringeri Vidya Bharati Foundation in the Pocono Mountains of Pennsyl-

vania is the fi rst extension of the Sringeri Shankara matha outside India. See http://

www.svbf.org.

4. Today the town of Sringeri is governed by an elected municipal council that 

reports to the district and state governments.

5. See Marriott, Village India; Redfi eld, Little Community; Singer, “The Great Tra-

dition”; Srinivas, Religion and Society. For how the folk/classical schema was problem-

atized in relation to indigenous analogous categorizations of cultural forms, see, for 

example, Coomaraswamy, “Nature of “Folklore’”; Vatsyayan, “Cultural Patterns,” on 

mārga and deśi; also see Ramanujan, “Relevance of South Asian Folklore,” for akam 

and pur ³am. For a fuller critique of this debate, see Prasad,  Scripture and Strategy.



6. Blackburn and Ramanujan, Another Harmony, pp. 19–20.

7. Ramanujan, “Where Mirrors Are Windows,” p. 189.

8. In this context I recall the following episode that occurred early in my stay in 

Sringeri. When a friend suggested that I record the rare songs of the then eighty-

year-old Padmavatamma, who lived about fi ve miles outside of Sringeri, I went to 

her house with my tape recorder. Padmavatamma’s fi rst question to me was, “Do you 

want short songs or long songs, arati songs, or what kind of songs do you want?” 

When I fumbled and asked her if she knew “folksongs,” using the Kannada term, 

janapada gīte, she replied, “illa, illa, janapada gītegal ³u ella īcege bandirodu alva?” 

(“No, no, folksongs and the like are a recent thing, aren’t they?”). Such “recentness” 

of “janapada” as a category of “folk” tradition is also evident in the changing claims 

made by practitioners for their art form to be classifi ed in one or another particu-

lar category. Kathryn Hansen fi nds this true of the North Indian musical theater 

called Naut ³ankī where state patronage and competition for economic resources have 

played a substantial role in the futile eff orts of Naut ³ankī to claim a “classical” status. 

See Hansen, Grounds for Play, p. 45. It is hence diffi  cult to disinvest these terms of 

their political histories and economic implications and sift out their aesthetic content 

when describing cultural material.

9. Abrahams, “Rhetoric of Everyday Life”; Hymes, “Ethnography of Speaking.”

10. The nuanced insider-outsider crossdisciplinary debate, especially sharpened 

after Cliff ord, Writing Culture, would seem relevant here, but I treat the premises 

of “self” and “other” (which are continuously expressed) in the contexts of relation-

ships and narratives that appear throughout this book. However, for critiques of the 

concept of “native researcher,” see Abu-Lughod, “Fieldwork of a Dutiful Daughter”; 

Aguilar, “Insider Research”; Appadurai, “Putting Hierarchy”; Brettel, When They 
Read; Nakhleh, “On Being a Native Anthropologist”; Srinivas, “Some Thoughts,” 

for example. For a view of the native/non-native divide as a fl exible confi guration of 

“shifting identifi cations,” see Narayan, “How Native Is a ‘Native’ Anthropologist?” 

and Herndon, “Insiders, Outsiders.”

11. Strictly speaking, smarta brahmans, in addition, worship the fi ve deities Shiva, 

Vishnu, Ganesha, Surya, and Devi. In practice, however, there is great variation. For an 

excellent overview of the smarta tradition in Sringeri, see Sawai, The Faith of Ascetics.
12. Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, and From Text to Action; also see Bakhtin, Dia-

logic Imagination.

13. Dundes, “Metafolklore”; also see Narayan, “The Practice of Oral Literary 

Criticism.”

14. See Narayan, Mondays, especially p. xii.

15. Mills, “Feminist Theory,” p. 174.

16. Laidlaw, Riches and Renunciation, p. 21.
17. Pollock, “The Theory of Practice,” p. 499.

18. Laidlaw, Riches and Renunciation, p. 9.

19. Abrahams, Everyday Life, p. 1.
20. Khare similarly fi nds that a study of Hindu kinship in practice cannot admit a 

strict separation between “normative” categories of kinship as expressed in Sanskrit 
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texts and “pragmatic” kinship (as practiced) since they refl ect each other in complex 

ways. See Khare, Normative Culture.
21. See Paniker for a succinct review and analysis of a wide variety of Indian nar-

rative genres. See Paniker, Indian Narratology.
22. Narayan, Storytellers.
23. Blackburn, Moral Fictions, p. 278.

24. Ibid., p. 307.

25. See Bose, Ramayana Revisited; Hindery, “Hindu Ethics”; also Bhattacharya, 

Dharma-Adharma.

26. See the essays in Schomer and McLeod, Sants.
27. Patil, “Panchatantra.”

28. I will elaborate on these insights in chapter 6, where I present and discuss a set 

of conversationally narrated stories. Some key articulations toward a narrativist ethics 

are by Hauerwas, “The Self as Story”; MacIntyre, After Virtue, Nussbaum, Love’s 
Knowledge, and Newton, Narrative Ethics.

29. However, narrative ethics has seen considerable application in the fi eld of bio-

ethics, particularly in physician-patient interaction. See, for example, Nelson, Stories 
and Their Limits.

30. See, for example, Rosenwald and Ochberg, Storied Lives; Stahl, Literary Folk-
loristics.

31. Performance-centered analyses were infl uenced by developments in sociolin-

guistics in the 1960s. See, especially, Goff man, Presentation of Self; Gumperz and 

Hymes, Ethnography of Communication; for its fuller formulation in the 1970s and 

1980s, see Abrahams, Man-of-Words; Bauman, Verbal Art; and Bauman, Story, Perfor-
mance, Event. For a thorough historiography of the performance-centered approach 

in folklore and sociolinguistics, see Bauman and Briggs, “Poetics and Performance.”

32. Ochs and Capps, Living Narrative, pp.1–58.

33. See, especially, Ben-Amos, “‘Context’”; Georges, “Timeliness”; Bauman, Sto-
ry, Performance, Event.

34. Norrick, Conversational Narrative; Hymes, In Vain.

35. See, especially, the insightful work of Cruikshank, Life Lived Like a Story, and 

also Social Life of Stories.
36. Pollock, “Theory of Practice.”

1. Sringeri: Place and Placeness

1. A common mistake, one that I also initially made, is to think malnad comes 

from mal ³e (rain).

2. Das, Census of India.

3. Liddell and Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. ethos 1 and 2. I am grateful to my 

colleagues Micaela Janan and Melvin H. Peters at Duke University for leading me 

through Greek concepts and references. Thanks also to S. Nagarajan.

4. Halloran, “Aristotle’s Concept,” p. 60.
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5. See note 3.
6. Reynolds, “Ethos as Location,” p. 327.

7. On the broader genre of puranas, see Rocher, The Purān ³as; see also Narayana 

Rao, “Purān ³a.”

8. I have retained the tense shifts in Ganapati Avadhani’s narration.

9. This female initiative is absent in the Rishyashringa episodes of the Valmiki 

Ramayana in which Romapada’s advisers send courtesans to attract Rishyashrin-

ga. For female orientations expressed in other oral Ramayana traditions, see Na-

rayana Rao, “A Ramayana of Their Own,” especially for a narrative song called 

“Śāntagovindanāmālu” sung by coastal Andhra women. Also see note 11.
10. A Vedic fi re sacrifi ce performed to obtain sons.

11. The courting of Rishyashringa, his journey to, and his stay in Romapada’s 

kingdom, his marriage to Shanta, and his offi  ciating at the putrakāmes ³t ³i sacrifi ce are 

recounted in sections 8–16 of the fi rst book of Valmiki’s Ramayana, the Balakanda. 

See Goldman’s translation, pp. 139–158. In the Valmiki Ramayana, Shanta is Roma-

pada’s daughter, but I have heard versions in which she is either Dasaratha’s adoptive 

daughter or Dasaratha’s daughter given in adoption to Romapada.

12. Such connections between temples or sacred places are typical of sthala pura-

nas, as Anne Feldhaus notes in Connected Places. In Tirupati, for example, a pilgrim-

age to the Venkateshwara temple on Tirumala Hill is considered “complete” only 

after the visit to the Padmavati temple in Tirupati.

13. See vignette on Putta Murthy and Lakshmidevamma’s family.

14. Conversation recorded on January 22, 1995.
15. The school is characterized by its adherence to Vedic ritual and sacrifi ce. The 

debate is one of the well-known stories about Shankara’s philosophical victories. 

The belief in the smarta tradition is that the debate was refereed by Mandana 

Mishra ‘s wife, Ubhayabharati, herself a learned scholar and an incarnation of God-

dess Sarasvati.

16. However, the Guruvams ³akāvya, a Sanskrit work, which details the histo-

ry of successive gurus of the Sringeri matha from the times of Shankara to 1734, 

states otherwise. According to this text, written by Kashi Lakshmanashastri, a Vedic 

scholar in the matha sometime between 1735 and 1739, it was Vidyaranya, the four-

teenth-century guru and administrator, who established these temples. Sawai, Faith 
of Ascetics.

17. Aiyar Balasubrahmanya, Greatness of Sringeri, p. 6.

18. Rao, Sringeri Revisited; Aiyar Balasubrahmanya, Greatness of Sringeri, for 

example.

19. Kamath, Historiography of Karnataka, p. 25.
20. Thapar, Ancient Indian Social History, p. 75.
21. Mahavira (orginally King Vardhamana), who founded the Jain religion, is dat-

ed around 550 bc. See Rice, Mysore Inscriptions.
22. Ramesam, Sri Śan

³
karācārya; Sawai, Faith of Ascetics.

23. Venkataraman, Throne of Transcendental Wisdom.

24. The Śan
³
kara Digvijaya texts are also known as Śan

³
karavijaya. The precise 

date and authorship of these variant biographies, composed between the fi fteenth 
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and the nineteenth centuries, remains speculative. But the most binding, especially 

for adherents of the Sringeri tradition, is the Mādhavīya Digvijaya, an account as-

cribed to Madhava (who is generally identifi ed as Vidyaranya, the famous twelfth 

guru of the matha in the fourteenth century). See Swami Tapasyananda, Sankara-
dig-vijaya; and Padmanaban, Srimad Sankara Dig-vijayam. For a succinct overview 

of various extant biographies of Shankara, see Vidyashankar Sundaresan’s essay at 

http://www.advaita-vedanta.org/avhp/sankara-vijayam.html.

25. See Ayyangar, Studies in South Indian Jainism.

26. Karnataka 2001 census data accessed at: http://www.bangaloreit.com/html/

govtinformation/censuspaper2/Paper-2%20Chapter-9.pdf.

27. For how residents of Arampur in Bihar negotiate and express intercommunal 

relations in shared space, see Gottschalk, Beyond Hindu and Muslim.

28. The two main streets in Sringeri, Bharati Street and Harihara Street, bear the 

names of the personages involved in the Shringapura grant—Bharatikrishna Tirtha, 

the matha’s guru at that time, and Harihara I, the Vijayanagara emperor.

29. Venkataraman, Throne of Transcendental Wisdom.

30. Oral communication, Murne mane Rambhattru, Giridhara Shastry, N. Laksh-

midevamma, Sringeri, 1994–1995.
31. Oral communication, Giridhara Shastry, May 2004.

32. Strings of beads (“rosaries”) made of basil stem, crystal, or the rudrāks ³a seed.

33. Census of India, 2001.
34. Information provided by Giridhara Shastry, October 5, 2005.
35. Such a conception does not of course prevent property-based litigation, which 

exists in Sringeri.

36. Oral communication, Putta Murthy, 1996.

37. Conversation with Dodda Murthy, 1995.
38. Conversation with Dodda Murthy, January 26, 1995.
39. See Bowring, Eastern Experiences, for his detailed observations of the eco-

nomic politics of areca nut cultivation in the Malnad and the former Bombay presi-

dency in the 1870s.

40. Ibid., p. 128.

41. See Prasad, “Celebrating Allegiances,” for a more detailed exploration of how 

senses of community vary in Sringeri in relation to “place” and “public festivity.”

42. Flueckiger, Gender and Genre, p. 177.

43. On the ninth day of Navaratri is “Ayudha puja” when vehicles, instruments, 

and implements are worshipped because tools are believed to embody the goddess 

on that day. I attended this puja at the Choudeshwari temple with my close friend, 

Uma, whose family owns a transportation business. The goddess Choudeshwari is 

also their family deity. I became the unoffi  cial photographer as the family performed 

a simple puja to their glistening lorries, which were decked brilliantly with garlands 

of marigold and jasmine.

44. Bauman, “Diff erential Identity”; Flueckiger, Gender and Genre.
45. Shuman, “Dismantling Local Culture.”

46. The question how social and political processes mediate the elusive and con-

crete expression of collective identity has been widely explored in the social sciences 
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and humanities. For recent explorations, see Anderson, Imagined Communities; 
Herzfeld, Poetics of Manhood; and Ramaswamy, Passions of the Tongue. However, 

the fi elds of folklore, ethnography of communication, and symbolic anthropology 

have been centrally interested in the ways in which expressive traditions refl ect and 

manifest “group identity”; for example, see Abrahams, “Phantoms of Romantic Na-

tionalism.” For earlier theorization about collectivity that emerges from a common 

morality or subscription to a sacred order, see Durkheim, Elementary Forms; but for 

a discussion of how ceremonial events, rather than only reaffi  rm solidarity, contain 

immense “antistructural” potential, see Turner, Ritual Process. Place-oriented “be-

longing” is also treated in literature on pilgrimage (Feldhaus, Water and Woman-
hood), nationalism (Van der Veer, Religious Nationalism), and diaspora (Gupta and 

Ferguson, Anthropological Locations, and Prasad, “Live Like the Banyan Tree”). For 

how the carnivalesque and the marketplace could index alternative community iden-

tity formation, see Bakhtin, Rabelais; Kapchan, Gender on the Market; and Falassi, 

Time Out of Time.
47. Malnad upachara is a popular motif in regional literature, beautifully explored 

in Kannada fi ction such as Kuvempu’s Malenād ³a Chitragal ³u (Sketches of the Mal-

nad), 1933, Gorur Ramaswamy Iyengar’s Hal ³l ³iya bāl ³u (Life in the village), 1948, and 

Chandrasekhara Kambar’s Singarevva and the Palace (English translation by Laxmi 

Chandrasekhara, 2002).

48. While Malnad traditions of hospitality express their distinctive idiom, the 

notion of hospitality itself in fact is accorded a high place in the normative litera-

tures, the narrative traditions, and the everyday and ritual practices of various South 

Asian cultures. In the Hindu context the Sanskrit and Kannada term for hospitality 

is ātithya, which comes from a, meaning “without,” and tithi, meaning “specifi c 

date.” Thus atithi, a guest, is one who comes without prior notice. The Hindu say-

ing from the Taittirīya Upanis ³ad, atithi dēvō bhava (guests are like gods) indicates 

the exalted status of hospitality in Hindu social and ritual practice. According to the 

Manu Dharmaśāstra, hospitality is one of fi ve daily sacrifi ces a Hindu householder 

must perform (in Buhler, Laws of Manu). The Rig Veda states, “A person becomes 

the protector, and a friend of one who off ers him hospitality in the right way” (trans. 

in O’Flaherty, Rig Veda). The Kat ³hōpanis ³ad narrates the famous story of how even 

Yama, the god of death, had to grant three boons to Nachiketas, a young boy, for 

having neglected his duties as a host for three days when Nachiketas visited him. 

Post-Vedic literature also specifi es in great detail the rules of conduct to be observed 

by hosts and guests, discusses breaches of hospitality, and recommends reparations. 

For example, the Āpastamba Dharmasūtra, a Sanskrit treatise on conduct, says, “If 

a brahmana that has not studied the Veda comes to the house of a brahmana, the 

latter should off er him a seat, water and food, but need not rise to receive him” 

(cited in Kane, History of Dharmaśāstra 2.2:753). The annual shraaddha ritual, in 

which ancestors are “invited” and “fed,” is an example of how rites and responsi-

bilities of hospitality apply to other worlds as well. Many Hindu stories, especially 

in bhakti literature, illustrate that the intertwined relationships between guests and 

hosts are seldom straightforward, complicated as they are by caste injunctions, ritual 
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mechanics, and moral stipulations (see Aklujkar, “Sharing the Divine Feast”). For 

more on hospitality, see Khare, “Indian Hospitality.”

49. Das, Census of India, p. 20.

50. Conversation with Putta Murthy recorded on May 5, 1992, Sringeri.

51. Conversation with Putta Murthy, December 24, 1994, Sringeri. My husband, 

Prasad, was visiting during Christmas break.

52. PM: Putta Murthy, PR: Panduranga, P: Prasad, L: Leela.

53. In Kittell, Kannada-English Dictionary; Monier-Williams, Sanskrit-English 
Dictionary; and Apte, Student’s Sanskrit-English Dictionary, the meanings of the 

word  upachara include “service,” “attendance,” “conduct,” “behavior,” and “acts of 

civility.” The close link between athithya and upachara is exemplifi ed in Dharmashas-

tric elucidations of puja (worship of deities), which comprises sixteen acts of service 

called the sōdas ³ōpacāra (sōdas ³a = sixteen + upacāra = acts of service). These acts 

derive from a model of hospitality in which deities are supreme guests. Deities, as 

guests, are invited, welcomed, seated, off ered water to wash and bathe, given clothes, 

incense, and ornaments, fed lavishly, paid regal homage, treated to music and dance, 

and bidden farewell.

54. Putta Murthy passed away in January 2003 of throat cancer.

55. Kittel, Kannada-English Dictionary, p. 232
56. See Gold, Fruitful Journeys, for a lively account of her experience and study of 

the “darshan bus tour” in Rajasthan.

2. Connectedness and Reciprocity: Historicizing Sringeri Upachara

1. Bunts are a nonbrahman, agricultural community.

2. Also transliterated in literature as r ³n ³a.

3. Rina + anubandha; anubandha = bond.

4. Āpastamba Dharmasūtra II.4.9.5–6, quoted in Nath, Dana. See also Hiri-

yanna, Outlines of Indian Philosophy, pp. 45–46, for his note on r ³n ³a-traya, or the 

“triad of obligations.”

5. Śatapat ³ha Brāhman ³a, I.7.2.1–5, translated and cited in Pannikkar, Vedic Experi-
ence, 393. See also Heesterman, Broken World; Madan, “Ideology of the Household-

er”; and Malamoud, Cooking the World, for more on obligatory indebtedness.

6. See Khare, Normative Culture and Kinship, p. 125. Other coordinates in Khare’s 

fourfold classifi cation are karma (eff ort), kartavya (duty), and daiva (fate).

7. But there are also many subhashitas, popular Sanskrit verses, that stress the 

negative consequences of accumulating rinas. For example, one such verse reads, 

“Of redemption from debt or sin, it is better to be free of debts: so it has been said; 

the sin may torment one in the next world, but the fi re of debt burns one here as 

well as there”; translation in Sternbach, Maha-Subhashita-Sangraha, p. 1840.

8. The origins of the two brothers, Harihara (commonly known as Hakka) and 

Bukka, is a matter of speculation among historians. While some scholars argue that 

the brothers were from neighboring Andhra Pradesh (Venkataramanayya, Studies in 
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the Third Dynasty, for instance), others claim that Harihara and Bukka were of local 

origin and were ministers in the erstwhile Hoysala kingdom. See Nilakanta Sastri, 

History of South India.

9. See Thapar, A History of India. Not much is known about Sringeri in the 

years between the arrival of Shankara in the eighth century, when he instituted the 

hermitage and Sharada temple, and the emergence of the Vijayanagara kingdom in 

the fourteenth century. There were three successive Vijayanagara dynasties after its 

establishment in the early fourteenth century, until the combined Muslim forces of 

Bijapur, Golkonda and Ahmednagar, Bidar and Berar, in northern Deccan, over-

threw the last Vijayanagar king, Sadashiva Raya, in the battle of Talikota in 1565 and 

destroyed the capital, Hampi. The rule of Krishnadevaraya (1509–1529) is considered 

the pinnacle of Vijayanagara glory during which the Sringeri matha was able to con-

solidate its vast holdings and acquire a high profi le.

10. Stein, Peasant State, Devi, Religion in Vijayanagara Empire; Shastry, History 
of Śr ³ingēri.

11. The Shri chakra is a complex, powerful Tantric diagram uniting the male and 

female energies of Shiva and Shakti through nine enclosed triangles. The centerpoint 

(bindu) represents the eternal union of the two. The Shri chakra symbolizes the 

universe and infi nity. Shankara is believed to have placed a Shri chakra (that he had 

etched on stone) below the image of the goddess Sharada in Sringeri.

12. Devi, Religion in Vijayanagara Empire, p. 11. Ever since, the gurus of the 

matha have been known as “Karnāt ³aka Simhāsana pratis ³t ³āpanācarya,” or the sanyasis 

who are founders of the throne of Karnataka (Nagaraja, Sringeri, oral communica-

tion, 1995; also Shastry, History of Śr ³ingēri, p. 21. Sawai notes the variant title of 

“Karnāt ³asimhāsanasthāpakācārya,” or the preceptor of the supporters of the Karna-

taka dynasty, Faith of Ascetics, p. 32fn.

13. The obligatory fee a disciple off ers to his or her guru in return for the teach-

ing. Conventionally, as Kane notes, there was no agreement about the fee a student 

paid the teacher. The Dharmashastras recommend variously in this matter: the stu-

dent could off er what was aff ordable or could ask the guru to specify the fees. Token 

fees or none were also acceptable, and Kane notes that very rarely do stories depict 

teachers making unreasonable demands (History of Dharmaśāstra, 3:958). Yet Hindu 

narrative also explores the ethical implications of unjust demands such as Drona’s 

demand for Ekalavya’s thumb to prevent Ekalavya from being a possible competitor 

to Arjuna.

14. Thapar, A History of India.

15. Kulke, “Mahajanas, Mahants.”

16. Conversation recorded September 16, 1994. Sringeri.

17. Gonda, The Ritual Sutras. p. 140.

18. Row, Selections; Shastry, History of Śr ³ingēri; Devi, Religion in Vijayanagara; 

Venkataraman, Throne of Transcendental Wisdom.
19. Kulke, “Mahajanas, Mahants,” p. 132.

20. By the eighteenth century Sringeri begins to be referred to as a jagir (land en-

dowment with tax income). A Persian term, it gained currency during the Sultanate 
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period. A jagirdar is the entity that has been given a jagir, and jagirdari is the system 

in which jagirs are gifted.

21. Venkataraman, Throne of Transcendental Wisdom, p. 57.

22. Kulke, “Mahajanas, Mahants.”

23. A gold coin of that time with the fi gure of a pagoda on one side. While most 

recent texts refer to pagodas, studies of Vijayanagara coinage use the more general 

term of varaha, which is a gold coin weighing 52 grams. Various fi gures of gods and 

goddesses are imprinted on them, and the term pagoda refers to one such coin, 

which has the fi gure of a pagoda on it. A gram of gold was worth about Rs. 400 in 

1996, and in contemporary reckoning a pagoda would be about Rs. 21,000. In 1818 a 

pagoda was worth three and a half rupees. Dirks, Hollow Crown.

24. There is substantial writing on how redistributive processes connected temple 

rituals and patrons in medieval south India. See Nilakanta Sastri, A History of South 
India; Appadurai and Breckenridge, “The South Indian Temple”; and Stein, Peas-
ant State, for patterns of patronage pertaining to south India. Appadurai, in Worship 
and Confl ict, provides a detailed case study of the Śrī Pārtasāratī Svāmi Temple in 

Madras City. For studies of temple patronage in particular kingdoms, see Talbot, 

Precolonial India in Practice, for Kakatiya Andhra (especially chapter 3); and Dirks, 

Hollow Crown, for Pudukottai, Tamilnadu (especially chapter 9). Also see pp. 79–81 
in Fuller, Camphor Flame, for a critique of Dirks and Appadurai and observations of 

contemporary patterns of patronage.

25. Although symbolically it is the deity who “allocates” honors, the process of 

allocation, controlled by temple authorities, could be political in itself. However, as 

Dirks points out, the king is still king and in “an a priori sense fi rst devotee, and fi rst 

to be honored in any state temple”; Hollow Crown, p. 288.

26. Shastry, History of Śr ³ingēri.
27. Part of puja, arati is the ceremonial waving of oil lamps, or a camphor fl ame, 

at the conclusion of a ritual after which the sanctifi ed fl ame is taken around among 

all devotees present.

28. Oral communication, Murne mane Rambhattru, 1995. Mane is pronounced 

“maney.”

29. Shastry, History of Śr ³ingēri.
30. Row, Selections, p. lxxxii.

31. Stein, Peasant State, p. 455.
32. Dirks, Hollow Crown, p. 136.

33. Interestingly, Dirks fi nds in his study of Pudukottai that brahmans “were 

among the fi rst to speak of their loyalty and obligation [to the king]. The royal gift 

of land, rather than creating danger and dependence per se, preserved the relative 

autonomy of the Brahman at the same time that it displayed the moral excellence of 

the king”; Hollow Crown, p. 136fn.

34. Thapar, From Lineage to State, Pp. 91–92.

35. Row, Selections, p. lxx.

36. While land grants undoubtedly made brahmans and the matha more visible 

and powerful it has been noted that land grants are less “an indication of traditional 
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Brahman power or peasant subordination than a refl ection of alliance-building by as-

piring agrarian elites who used ritual ranking to lift themselves over competitors and 

institutionalised their status by patronising gods and Brahmans”; Ludden, Agrarian 
History of South Asia, p. 82.

37. Thapar, History of India.

38. Shastry, History of Sringeri.
39. Quoted in Venkataraman, Throne of Transcendental Wisdom, p. 96.

40. Row, Selections, p. lxxviii.

41. Venkataraman, Throne of Transcendental Wisdom; Shastry, History of Sringeri; 
Sen, Studies in Indian History.

42. Quoted in Sen, Studies in Indian History, p. 165.
43. Ibid.

44. Kaditas are long scrolls of cloth coated with black areca or charcoal paste to 

make thick paper-like material that is folded in the form of books. The material used 

to write the two- to three-hundred-page books is white soapstone. Shastry, History 
of Sringeri.

45. Row, Selections; Shastry, History of Sringeri; Venkataraman, Throne of Tran-
scendental Wisdom; Sastry, Sri Sringeri Jagadguru.

46. Venkataraman, Throne of Transcendental Wisdom.

47. Ibid.

48. Shastry, History of Sringeri.
49. Quoted in Row, Selections, p. lxxxiv.

50. Row, Selections; Shastry, History of Sringeri.
51. Shastry, History of Sringeri, p. 31.
52. Ibid., p. 54.

53. The Bijapur offi  cers apparently complied with this, but given the rivalry be-

tween the Bijapur Adil Shahi rulers and the Nayakas, it is unclear why the Nayaka 

request was heeded.

54. Shastry, History of Sringeri, p. 29.

55. These include ornaments like the heavy gem-studded gold crown given by the 

Nizam of Hyderabad, the makara kānti (makara = crocodile; kānti = necklace), a 

crocodile-shaped necklace with diamonds and emeralds presented by Tipu Sultan, a 

diamond necklace presented by the raja of Jamakhandi, and a seven stringed necklace 

of pearls and diamonds. Other traditional insignia are the svetachatra, the brocaded 

white silk umbrella, and the silver throne (also given by Tipu Sultan) to be used by 

the guru only in ceremonial occasions. The now discontinued adda pallakki—the 

horizontally carried palanquin—was exclusive to the Sringeri matha.

56. Falassi, Time Out of Time, p. 4.

57. See Eaton, Essays on Islam, for how various rulers made statements of power 

by patronizing, desecrating, or plundering temples and sacred images.

58. Sunnuds (also called sanads) are legal documents such as patents or property 

titles.

59. Quoted in A. K. Shastry, History of Sringeri, p. 54. Interestingly, Dodda Mur-

thy narrated a story (February 3, 1995) about Bowring’s personal encounter with the 
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Sringeri guru, Ugra Narasimha Bharati. I reproduce here this story for the interest-

ing light it sheds on “local knowledge” about colonial interaction with Sringeri:

The guru had been camping in Bangalore. While he was camping—this was 

before the Maharaja’s times—this was during the rule of the British resident 

who ruled for forty years. He heard about Shri Narasimha Bharati’s austerities, 

and he said, “I must see this for myself! They say he worships for twenty hours 
a day—does he really?” He got very curious, this British Resident. So, “Let’s 

see,” he thought, and set out for the camp at night. In the dead of night, it 

must have been 1 am or 2. And he set out. Very soon, he arrived at the matha 

(in Bangalore). When he reached the matha, he stood there. As he stood there, 

he saw a curtain had been drawn across the doorway. The door was open, he 

could see the light inside—but a curtain had been drawn—and as he stood 

there, he thought, “O, the swami is doing his puja.” It wasn’t locked or any-

thing, just—an attendant was standing there. “Can you part the curtain just 

a bit?” the Resident asked. The attendant thought, “This foreigner looks like 

somebody important, somebody in power,” and parted the curtain a little—he 

wouldn’t have done it for others. You could see the guru. And when the atten-

dant drew the curtain, the resident saw that the guru was seated, performing 

the abhisheka (ritual anointing of deity), and immersed in puja. He saw this, 

and thought, “Oh, so what I’ve heard is true then.” He doff ed his hat and left! 

He didn’t say anything, just doff ed his hat and went away.

60. Until recently, Sringeri celebrated a festival (utsava) called the adda pallakki 

utsava twice or thrice a year, when the guru would be carried in the palanquin down 

one of the main streets in Sringeri. Other streets in Sringeri could only accommodate 

udda pallakki, the “length-wise” palanquin; Dodda Murthy and Chayamma, oral 

communication, 1996.

61. Venkataraman, Throne of Transcendental Wisdom, p. 103.
62. Recorded conversation, May 7, 1995, Sringeri.

63. Stein, Peasant State, p. 146–147.

64. Thapar, Ancient Indian Social History, pp. 91, 98. The case of Bommayya of 

Muginād ³u who, in 1674, was allotted an areca grove and in return had to assume 

charge of worship at a temple in nearby Anigunda is one of numerous such arrange-

ments. Shastry, History of Śr ³ingēri.
65. By the time Sringeri lost its jagirdari status in 1958, the Sringeri Jagir comprised 

47 villages, 23 in Sringeri Taluk and 24 in other taluks. Its total area was 47,442 acres, 

of which 16,636 acres were cultivated, and 3,217 acres of cultivated land given away in 

minor inam. Venkataraman, Throne of Transcendental Wisdom, p. 206.

66. Conversation with Giridhara Shastry. Recorded in Vidyaranyapura on January 

9, 1996.

67. The matha’s offi  ce is now in the precincts of the matha/temple complex.

68. Prayers incumbent upon initiated brahman males.

69. Conversation recorded on December 24, 1994.

70. Keane, Signs of Recognition, p. 15.
71. January 9, 1996, Vidyaranyapura.
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72. I have had to omit the names here both for reasons of confi dentiality.

73. Conversation recorded May 1995.
74. R: Resident. At the request of the resident, I have reproduced this conversa-

tion without names of specifi c individuals.

75. Conversation recorded May 1995, Sringeri.

76. Rajan, Land Reforms, p. 56.

77.  “Mysore” today refers to the town and district of Mysore, the former capital 

of the kingdom of Mysore. Along with the former state of Coorg (Kodagu), the 

Kannada-speaking parts of former Bombay and Madras Presidencies, and parts of the 

Nizam’s Hyderabad, the Mysore kingdom became part of Karnataka in 1956.

78. With respect to the 1958 act, it was generally felt among political experts in 

the government of India that “the ceilings allowed by the many state governments 

were too high, that the exemptions allowed were too generous, and that not enough 

was being done to safeguard the tenant”; Rajan, Land Reforms, p. 24. For a detailed 

presentation of the complex macro- and microlevel political events and policies that 

led to both acts, see Rajan, Land Reforms. For a general overview of land-related 

legislation and the vast literature on it, see Ludden, Agrarian History.
79. Giridhara Shastry, oral communication, 1995.

3. Shastra: Divine Injunction and Earthly Custom

1. Spiced rice (chitrānna) and milk-based sweet dish (pāyasa).

2. Monier-Williams, Sanskrit-English Dictionary.
3. Although I shall discuss the problem of shastric textuality in some detail later 

in this chapter, I shall briefl y note here one broad traditional classifi cation of texts—

shruti (“the heard tradition”) and smriti (“the remembered tradition”)—as articu-

lated by post-Vedic exegetical schools. The genre of shruti, which encompasses the 

Vedas, considered to have been revealed to primeval sages (rishis), seers of truth, is 

eternal, authorless, and nonhuman (apaurusheya). Utterance being paramount, the 

intonation of shruti texts is fi xed; indeed, the metaphysical power of the Vedas is in 

their precise recitation and ritual enactment, and the guardians of this literature held 

commensurate power in society. On the other hand is the genre of smriti, which 

admits human composition and witnesses extension and improvisation in a way that 

shruti literature does not. Smriti includes codes on conduct known as the Dharma-

shastras and the Dharmasutras, the Itihasas (histories, epics), the Puranas (“ancient 

lore”), and the Tantras (ritual manuals).

4. Pollock, “Theory of Practice”, pp. 500–501. For a comprehensive overview of 

the phenomenon of shastra in early India, also see Pollock, “Idea of Śāstra” and 

“Playing by the Rules.” Much of my summation of the historical traces of shastra 

comes from Pollock’s analyses.

5. Daya Krishna notes that, interestingly, the term “Veda” has also been deployed 

to designate practical disciplines such as in the medical branch of Ayurveda (knowl-

edge of longevity) and in Dhanurveda (knowledge of archery). Yet it seems that 
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Indian intellectual traditions have more prolifi cally prefi xed or suffi  xed shastra to 

bodies of knowledge deemed practice oriented, as in Arthaśāstra (politics or state-

craft), Rasāyana śāstra (chemistry), or Kāmaśāstra (love and sexuality); Indian 
Philosophy, p. 23.

6. Vatsyayan, Bharata, p. 163.
7. R³gveda 8.33.16.

8. See Dwivedi, “Concept of Śāstra”; Pollock, “Idea of Śāstra in Traditional In-

dia”; and Vatsyayan, “Inaugural Address.”

9. Rocher, “The Kāmasūtra,” p. 521.
10. Rangarajan, “Introduction,” p. 15.
11. Pollock, “Theory of Practice.”

12. Dwivedi, “Concept of Śāstra.”

13. Keith, “The Science of Love,” p. 468.

14. Titled Mahābhāratatātparyanirn ³aya (The conclusive essence of the Mahab-

harata), 2.6–2.8. Accessed at http://www.sub.unigoettingen.de/ebene_1/fi indolo/

gretil/1_sanskr/6_shastra/3_phil/Vedānta/m_mbhtnu.htm.

15. Vatsyayan, Bharata.
16. Lath, “Tandu,” pp. 173–186.

17. Lath, “Ancient Dance.”

18. For example, Olivelle argues that some passages in Manu’s Dharmaśāstra 

seem to have quite consciously adopted vocabulary and concepts from Kautilya’s 

Arthaśāstra. See Olivelle, “Manu and the Arthaśāstra.”
19. See Jaimini, Mīmām³ sa Sūtra, 1.1.5–24 and 1.3, in Agarwal, Six Systems of In-

dian Philosophy.
20. Interestingly, in Kannada and Telugu, adr ³s ³t ³a or adr ³s ³t ³amu is used to refer to 

unanticipated good fortune.

21. No. 26, in Grimes, Vivekacūdāmani, p. 72.

22. Ibid., p. 177.

23. Ibid., pp. 61–62.

24. Sharma, The Brahmasūtras, 1: 80. See also chapter 15.
25. Ibid., p. 80; also see Stoker, “Conceiving the Canon,” for a detailed consid-

eration of canonicity in Madhva’s doctrines; and Sarma, An Introduction to Madhva 
Vedānta.

26. See also Pollock, “Theory of Practice.”

27. Dwivedi, “Concept of Śāstra,” p. 46.

28. Smith, Refl ections on Resemblance, p. 29; see also Stoker, “Conceiving the 

Canon.”

29. Basava, vacana no. 581, in Ramanujan, Speaking of Siva, p. 85.
30. Allama Prabhu, vacana no. 465, quoted in Nagaraj, “Tensions in Kannada 

Literary Culture,” p. 362.

31. Dēvara Dāsimayya, vacana no. 127, in Ramanujan, Speaking of Siva, p. 108.

32. Narayana Rao, Śiva’s Warriors, p. 7.

33. Krsnadasa Kaviraja Gosvami, Caitanya Caritāmr ³ta.

34. Schweig, “Humility and Passion.”

3. Shastra 243



35. For fuller biographical analyses, see Bahadur, Bahinabai; Feldhaus, “Bahina 

Bai;” McGee, “Bahina Bai.”

36. Abbott, Bahin ³a Bāi, abhanga 63.1, 2. I have modifi ed Abbott’s translation.

37. Ibid., abhanga 103, for example.

38. The term “Dharmashastra” commonly refers to both the Dharmashastras and 

the Dharmasutras.

39. Kane, History of Dharmaśāstra, 1:1.
40. The Dharmasutras and the Dharmashastras are part of the smriti  tradition of 

sacred literature in contradistinction to shruti  literature; i.e., the Vedas.

41. Buhler, Laws of Manu, Olivelle, Dharmasūtras.
42. L. Rocher, “Dharmaśāstras.”

43. Olivelle, Dharmasūtras, p. xxi

44. Kane, History of Dharmaśāstra, vol. 5; Lingat, Classical Law, especially chap-

ter 6. Two examples among the scores of well-known commentaries and digests are 

the ninth-century Medhatithi’s Bhās ³ya on Manu’s Dharmashastra and the eleventh-

century Vijnaneswara’s Mitāks ³arā on the Yagnavalkya smriti.

45. Olivelle, Dharmasūtras (n. 11), p. xxxix.

46. The sources of dharmic knowledge—shruti (i.e., the Vedas), smriti, and acha-

ra (practice; standards certifi ed by good people)—are prioritized somewhat diff er-

ently by Dharmashastra authors. See Kane, History of Dharmaśāstra, vol. 3, chapter 

32, and Olivelle “Introduction,” in Dharmasūtras.
47. Shishtha is the past passive participle of śās, which means “to teach, instruct.” 

I am grateful to Professor Ludo Rocher for reminding me of this etymology.

48. Kane, History of Dharmaśāstra, 3:826.

49. Baudhāyana Dharmasūtra, 1.1.5–6, See Olivelle, Dharmasūtras, p. 132. “A 

2.8.10–11” is Apastamba  and “G 3.36 n” refers to Gautama.

50. See Manu 2.17–18. Reference from Kane, History of Dharmaśāstra, vol. 3, 
chapter 32.

51. Kane, History of Dharmaśāstra, 3:826–827.

52. Manu X.63 and Gautama 8.23, in Olivelle, Manu’s Code and Dharmasūtras.
53. L. Rocher, “Law Books in an Oral Culture,” p. 267.

54. Lariviere, “Dharmaśāstra, Custom, ‘Real Law.’”

55. De Nobili, Preaching Wisdom to the Wise, p. 166.

56. L. Rocher, “Father’s Bouchet’s Letter,” pp. 18-20. For a detailed analysis of 

Bouchet’s letter (and of observations on practiced law in South India in the sev-

enteenth and eighteenth centuries made by other Westerners), see. J. H. Nelson, 

“Hindu Law at Madras,” especially pp.  221-230.

56. Possibly the Shankara matha at Kanchipuram?

57. Davis, Boundaries of Hindu Law.

58. Dhavan, “Dharmasastra and Modern Indian Society”; see also Derrett, Reli-
gion, Law, and the State in India; Lariviere, “Justices and Panditas”; and L.Rocher, 

“Law Books in an Oral Culture.”

59. Skuy, “Macaulay,” provides a lucid summary of landmarks in the development 

of Anglo-Indian law.
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60. Ibid., p. 522.

61. In Forrest, Selections, pp. 295–296.

62. Lariviere notes that ecclesiastical courts in England dealt with “1. Administra-

tion of deceased persons’ estates, 2. Matrimonial causes, 3. Probate of wills, 4. Mat-

ters of ecclesiastical status”; “Justices and Panditas”, p. 759.

63. For the ambitious and checkered histories and juridical careers of landmark 

digests such as the Vivādārn ³ava Setu (Bridge across the sea of litigation) commis-

sioned by Hastings in 1773, Nathaniel Halhed’s, A Code of Gentoo Laws, or, Ordina-
tions of the Pundits (1776; based on a Persian translation), and Colebrooke’s 1797 A 
Digest of Hindu Law (based on Pandit Jagannatha Tarkapancanana’s 1795 Vivāda 
Bhan

³
gārn ³ava [Break against the sea of litigation]); see Derrett, Religion, Law, and 

the State; Lingat, Classical Law. For a discussion of the complex motives that shaped 

such ventures, see, for example, R. Rocher, Orientalism, Poetry, and the Millennium, 
on Halhed.

64. The case of sati starkly illustrates how political ideology and excessive textual-

ism shaped the interpretation of Dharmashastric literature during the colonial period, 

marking a development in the Anglo-Indian judicial system that became permanent: 

the use of brahmanic texts for pan-Hindu legal policy and the overall devaluation of 

practiced custom in the constitution of legality. See Mani, Contentious Traditions.
65. Nelson, Indian Usage, p. 7, Quoted in Rudolph and Rudolph, The Modernity 

of Tradition, p. 276.

66. Mayne, Treatise, p. 44. See also Maine, Village Communities; Petheram, 

“English Judges.”

67. Dirks, Castes of Mind, p. 36.

68. See for example, Steele, Summary of the Law.

69. An escalating distrust in pandits, inability of the Anglo-Indian legal system to 

cope with the pandits’ frequent prioritization of local custom, and the acquisition of 

fi rst-hand knowledge of the shastras by the British themselves led to the discontinu-

ation of this practice. See Derrett, Religion, Law, and the State.
70. Mulla, Principles of Hindu Law, p. 66.

71. Ibid., p. 67.

72. Dhavan, “Dharmashastra.” For the impact on modern Indian judiciary, see 

also Lariviere, “Justices and Panditas.”

73. Shastry, History of Śr ³ingēri, pp. 67–68.

74. Gnanambal, Religious Institutions.
75. Conversation recorded in Sringeri, May 2004.

76. Divine Discourses.
77. Giridhara Shastry, via e-mail to me, February 2005.
78. Shastry, History of Śr ³ingēri, p 72.

79. Gnanambal fi nds that this is true of a wide spectrum of mathas across Smarta, 

Shrivaishnava, Shaiva, and Virashaiva orientations in south India. Religious Institutions.
80. Ibid., pp. 17–24.

81. The terms Rigvedi, Yajurvedi, Samavedi, and Atharvavedi refer to families that 

trace their ancestry to one of the seers associated with the Veda in question.
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82. Eleventh day of the lunar fortnight, considered auspicious for fasting and 

prayer.

83. Gnanambal, Religious Institutions, p. 59.

84. From 1936–1959 the government of Mysore directly managed the aff airs of the 

matha; Shastry, History of Śr ³ingēri, p. 70.

85. Giridhara Shastry, via e-mail, February 2005.
86. For a detailed religio-legal history of the Sringeri matha, see Gnanambal, 

Religious Institutions.

4. “The Shastras Say . . . ”: Idioms of Legitimacy and the “Imagined Text”

1. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, no. 67.

2. For how categories of kinship expressed in Sanskrit texts and “pragmatic” kin-

ship refl ect each other in complex ways, see Khare, Normative Culture.
3. Following the custom in Kannada, I would add avare, the honorifi c suffi  x when 

I referred to her by name, i.e., “Nagalakshmi-avare.”

4. Appadurai, “National Cuisine.”

5. For early research on social ranking indexed by food in India, see Marriott, 

“Caste Ranking.”

6. Food has been acknowledged as a coded activity by anthropologists and cultur-

al historians. For an excellent, thorough overview article on food in Hindu thinking, 

see Khare, “Anna.” Early anthropological studies emphasized connections of food to 

taboo, totemism, and sacrifi ce; see Frazer, Golden Bough. Early functionalist readings 

are Radcliff e-Brown, Andaman Islanders; Richards, Land, Labor, and Diet. Follow-

ing the classic structuralist analysis by Levi-Strauss, Raw and the Cooked, Douglas’s 

work, Implicit Meanings, provided a paradigm for more recent anthropological and 

folkloristic investigations of culturally situated food habits and eating patterns. For 

how foodways enable and refl ect the persistence of ethnicity, regional and ecological 

consciousness, see Brown and Mussell, Ethnic and Regional Foodways; and Belasco, 

Appetite for Change; for food as a political tool as in hunger strikes, see O’Malley, 

Irish Hunger Strikes. For important analyses of food, wider social history, and gender 

relations, see Bynum, Holy Feast; and Sanday, Women at the Center.

In the South Asian context as well, food-related literature is vast and includes 

perspectives from religion, nutrition, medicine, ritual, production, aesthetics, and 

politics: for example, see essays in Khare and Rao, Food, Society, and Culture; and 

Achaya, Indian Food. See Khare, Hindu Hearth and Home and also Culture and Re-
ality for ethnographic and metaphysical aspects of Hindu food systems; for how reli-

gious traditions regard food as divine and as a metaphor for human-divine relations, 

see Khare, Eternal Food; Toomey, Food from the Mouth of Krishna; for the politics 

of food production and consumption, see Appadurai, “Gastro-Politics”; for food in 

Vedic and early Indian culture, see Prakash, Food and Drinks in Ancient India; and 

Zimmermann, Jungle and the Aroma of Meats.
7. See Bhattacharya and Tripathi, trans. Maharaja Nala’s Pākadarpanam. A few 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century books bear “paka shastra” in their titles. 
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See, for example, Pākaśāstra, otherwise called Soopaśāstra, or the Modern Culinary 
Receipts of the Hindoos, compiled in Teloogoo by Saraswate Boy, trans. C. V. Ramas-

wamy (Christian Mission: Madras, 1836). Also interesting is an 1891 book by Ram-

achandra Rau titled Maharashtra, Karnataka, Andhra, and Dravida Pākaśāstra: 
A Treatise on Hindu Vegetarian Cookery in Tamil. See S. Muthiah’s write-up on 

this book in The Hindu, January 5, 2004. Also valuable is Jyotsna Kamat’s excellent 

study of the eleventh-century Lokōpākara by Chavundaraya of pre-Vijayanagara 

Karnataka, which contains detailed recipes and procedures about seasoning, juices, 

synthetic foods, and preservation specifi c to the Kannada-speaking region and the 

Sanskrit Mānasollāsa of Somesvara III (the Chalukya king who reigned between 

ad 1126–1138). Written for royal households, the Mānasollāsa contains “268 verses” 

on food preparations.

8. The cookbook-to-practice interaction that is also part of the modern culinary 

experience is a distinctive interaction (see Appadurai, “National Cuisine”) bearing 

the mixed imprint of a European cookbook tradition, print literacies, and regional 

consciousness in the context of the modern nation-state. Most cookbooks, however, 

do not attempt to frame their information in “shastric” discourse.

9. Ramanujan, “Is There an Indian Way of Thinking?” p. 53.
10. A related term is parampara, “succession; lineage,” which refers to a specifi c 

preceptorial line in a particular school of thought. The Sringeri guru parampara is 
the succession of gurus of the Sringeri matha beginning with Shankara. These gurus 

belong to the monastic order known as dashanami sampradaya, an order in which 

the names of ascetics bear one of ten suffi  xes (dashanami = with ten names). It is 

important to note that parampara (preceptorial line) and sampradaya (tradition) are 

used interchangeably. See Cenkner, A Tradition of Teachers.
11. Giridhara Shastry, e-mail communication to me, October 5, 2005.
12. Ramachandra Rao, Consciousness in Advaita, pp. 2–3.
13. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” p. 38.

14. Janaki, “The Hand Gesture Patāka in Nāt ³ya,” p. 206.

15. Quoted in Vatsyayan, Bharata, p. 38.

16. Janaki, “The Hand Gesture Patāka in Nāt ³ya,”p. 207. See also Cenkner, A 
Tradition of Teachers.

17. Zarrilli, “Between Text and Embodied Practice.”

18. See Raheja and Gold, Listen to the Heron’s Words; see also Prasad, “Anklets on 

the Pyal.”
19. An adequate English equivalent of the concept of madi is in fact not possible, 

but generally, to be in madi is to maintain a physically sanctifi ed state of the human 

body for ritual purposes.

20. Narayan, “Honor Is Honor.”

21. Ibid. For contexts in which women’s experiences are an exclusive focus of 

study, Narayan suggests that the continuum between silence and speech can be ad-

dressed in three ways: one, examining life stories narrated by various connected per-

sons (as in a family); two, acknowledging how lifestory narrations are part of inter-

personal processes between narrators and audiences; three, studying other folkloric 

forms of self-representation like songs and folktales.
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22. Ramanujan, “Three Hundred Ramayanas,” p. 46.

23. For Dharmashastric prescriptions on this subject, see Kane, History of 
Dharmaśāstra, vol. 2, part 2, pp. 803–805. In accordance with the belief that a sacred 

space must not be made impure by bodily wastes or by impure intentions, a men-

struating woman keeps away for a few days from temple premises or worship spaces 

and does not attend ceremonial events. The practice is known by so much variation 

that it is impossible to document the full range of its observance, but it has also 

been rejected by many Hindu families, while many others are simply indiff erent to 

its observance.

24. The kitchen is where the daily naivedya for the puja is made and, hence, like 

the puja room, is kept constantly clean and sanctifi ed.

25. A sari worn in a special style.

26. Vinayaka Udupa of Sringeri emphasized the Vedic basis of shastra; for ex-

ample, he said “Do the sañdhyavañdane everyday” is a broad vidhi (injunction) that 

comes from the Vedas.

27. Panduranga, May 2004.

28. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations and On Certainty.
29. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, no. 19.

30. Ibid., no. 23.
31. Ibid., no. 219, 241.
32. Ibid., nos. 82–85.
33. Diff erent from the tadige Gouri puja performed during the Gouri-Ganapati 

festival in August through September. The mangala Gouri vrata is performed by 

newly married women for fi ve consecutive years for auspiciousness, a long married 

life, and the well-being of the family. The vrata is organized around the number 

sixteen (sixteen types of fl owers, fruits, etc.). See McGee, “In Quest,” for this vrata 

among Marathi women.

34. Noted by Kane, History of Dharmaśāstra, vol. 5, part 1, p. 367.

35. See Chakrabarti, Religious Processes.
36. Although the vrata is necessarily performed by married couples, only men 

performed the puja on this occasion. When I enquired about the absence of women, 

Putta Murthy said that the seating arrangement made many women feel awkward 

about sitting between their husbands and other men. While I have not inquired if 

this has changed since 1995, Putta Murthy had said that there was no rule whatsoever 

about women not attending. His dream, he had added, was to see women participate 

just as enthusiastically as in the mixed group bhajane (devotional singing) that took 

place in the evenings of the ten-day Ramanavami celebrations.

37. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, no. 217.

38. Ibid., no. 85.
39. Kan ³e could be used between women who are peers, irrespective of age, or by 

a woman addressing a younger woman. When a man says kan ³e, he is most probably 

talking to a sister. The masculine equivalent is kan ³o.

40. See Kanchipuram Shankaracharya’s assessment of changes taking place in mod-

ern Indian society in Hindu Dharma, especially, “The Śāstras and Modern Life,” pp. 
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113–120. See Fuller, Renewal of the Priesthood, for how professional priests in Madurai 

construct a complex, refl exive dialectic between “traditionalism” and “modernity.”

41. Parry, Death in Banaras, pp. 193–194.

42. Ibid., pp. 193, 227.

43. Natarajan, Jagadguru, p. 93.
44. Vatsyayan, in Bharata, explores these questions with regard to the Natyaśāstra. 

See also the introduction by Blackburn and Ramanujan, in Another Harmony, for 

cycles of transmission and dissemination that transform the character of “texts” as 

they circulate through oral, written, and performed channels.

45. Studies of epic traditions and the folklore of India brilliantly capture these 

processes. See, for example, Wadley, Raja Nal; Flueckiger, Gender and Genre; Gold, 

Carnival; and Blackburn, Singing of Birth and Death. For how Tulsidas’s Ramcharit-

manas lends itself to the creation of many texts when contexts of its “use” change, 

see Lutgendorf, Life of a Text.
46. For an analysis of the varied ways in which “scripture” is conceptualized in 

Hindu life, see Coburn, “Scripture”; see also Gold, “Experiencing Scriptural Di-

versity,” for how followers of nirgun ³a (the formless divine) and sagun ³a (divinity 

with specifi c form) traditions experientially construct their worlds of authoritative 

scriptures.

47. Sullivan, “Religious Authority of the Mahabharata,” p. 384.

48. Hawley, “Author and Authority,” pp. 287–288.

49. Carpenter, “Mastery of Speech,” p. 31.
50. Kanchipuram Shankaracharya, Hindu Dharma, chapter 7.

51. See Wadley, “Vrats.” For brahman women’s motives and aspirations for under-

taking vratas in Tamil Nadu, see McGee, “Desired Fruits.”

52. Narayana Rao, “Purān ³a,” p. 114.

53. Pollock, “‘Tradition’ as ‘Revelation,’” pp. 395–417.

54. Kanchipuram Shankaracharya, Hindu Dharma, p. 114.

55. Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic, p. 39.

56. One needs to recall that, in the Hindu context, the invocation of a textual 

body in order to create new textual spaces is a not an unusual phenomenon. Ander-

son’s notion of imagined community is helpful for understanding the imagination 

of a social collectivity around a political goal, but I hesitate to draw strong parallels 

because the textual space I refer to is primarily moral and aesthetic and not a national 

confi guration.

57. Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic, p. 35.
58. Parker, “Text and Practice in South Asian Art,” p. 10.

59. Reck, “The Invisible Sāstra, p. 410.

60. Ibid., p. 411.
61. Pollock, “The Idea of Śāstra,” p. 19.

62. Ramanujan, “Three Hundred Rāmāyan ³as,” p. 46.

63. Lakoff  and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By.
64. Jonathan Parry reports a variant of this story in Varanasi; see Death in 

Banaras, p. 193.
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5. In the Courtyard of Dharma, Not at the Village Square: 
Delivering Ashirvada in Sringeri

1. The Sanskrit etymology, shared in Kannada, is āśir= benediction and vāda = 

speech. The concept of ashirvada as blessing, outside its specifi c performance context 

in Sringeri, is, of course, pan-Indian. Ashirvada is sought from gurus, priests, or el-

ders in a variety of festive and everyday contexts.

2. The performance of ashirvada at the conclusion of a ritual event is in fact not 

entirely unique to Sringeri, although the presence of the matha undoubtedly must 

have contributed to its unique character and the expertise that is brought to its 

performance. In some areas in the broader Malnad region the explanation is en-

tirely in Kannada with no Sanskrit verses. Giridhara Shastry pointed out that among 

the Havyak brahmans of Dakshin Kannada, where ashirvada goes by the name of 

āśirvacana, the performance is highly attentive to the audience (sabhe), which is 

invoked formally with praise statements and mantras, and shlokas (“You are all great 

people”), and given honors (sabha-tāmbūla). The āśirvacana is a way of making 

formal the recognition that “society is supreme,” a point that is especially appreciated 

given the geographical and demographic character of the place where one family (or 

a small group of families) makes a village. Interestingly, even the Vedic ashis saw so 

much variation that Jan Gonda writes, “there are no entirely identical accounts of 

the procedure, a fact that attests to the undeniable divergence of opinions and prac-

tices on the one hand and to the relative liberty of the authorities and the communi-

ties whose traditions they codifi ed as well as to their inventiveness and ingenuity in 

coping with ritual diffi  culties”; Prayer and Blessing, p. 38.

3. See note 48 in chapter 1 for Hindu models of hospitality.

4. Kittel, Kannada-English Dictionary, p. 232.

5. For example, see Mills, Rhetorics and Politics.
6. Unlike, for example, with the North Indian Dhola tradition, which narrates 

religious themes but is not tied to ritual. See Wadley, Raja Nal.
7. Flueckiger, Gender and Genre.
8. Lit. “wheel of the goddess.” A geometric Tantric diagram with a rich symbol-

ism that is associated with shakti, divine feminine power.

9. “Water pot; pitcher; jar.” In temple rites a pot of water, kalasha, topped with 

mango leaves and a husked coconut represents the deity during special pujas.

10. I am guided in part by the ethnopoetic terms spelled out by Tedlock, Spoken 
Word; and also Fine, Folklore Text: a speaker’s emphases, pauses, ellipses, repetitions 

of phrases (entire stories in other instances), for example, could refl ect the interpre-

tive agency of a narrator, and I therefore present these to the extent I registered 

them. While the insights of ethnopoetics have helped sharpen my attentiveness to 

spoken language, I do not follow ethnopoetic conventions in transcription as fully as 

Tedlock does, as I fi nd that a heavily marked-up text interrupts the “natural” fl uency 

of the oral experience of it.

11. The text that follows was transcribed by S. R. Nagaraja mentioned in the vignette 

about Ramachandra Bhattru and Amrutamba, his parents. I gave Nagaraja a copy of 

my audio recordings of ashirvada, and he made extremely careful transliterations of the 
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oral texts. Using this for a basis and my own recordings and notes, I notated them in 

terms of performative aspects and also translated them. When possible, I cross-checked 

the transliterated text and my translation with performers. Since Nagaraja was the of-

fi ciating priest at the Durga puja ashirvada, I worked closely with him and Prabhakara 

Bhattru to interpret this ashirvada. The text presented in this chapter is an instance of 

such collaborative synthesis.

12. Devī Māhātmya (DM), chapter 4, line 34. See Shastri, Mārkan ³d ³eya-Purān ³am 

for translation.
13. DM, chapter 4, verses 35–37, ibid.

14. DM, chapter 11, from verses 52–53, ibid.

15. Durgā Sūktam, verse 1 (Part of the Rig Veda) Sanskrit text accessed at http://

sanskrit.gde.to/all_pdf/durga-suuktam.pdf.

16. Special type of reciter of the Vedas.

17. For how the Devī Māhātmya functions a powerful liturgical text, see Erndl, 

Victory to the Mother; for textual studies, see Coburn, Devī Māhātmya; Lalye, Studies 
in Devī Bhāgavatha; Pintchman, in Rise of the Goddess, considers the wider historical 

context for the rise of goddess-centered theology.

18. The story of Aruna is mentioned in the eleventh chapter of the Mārkan ³d ³eya 
Purān ³a in which Durga prophesies her return to destroy Aruna. It is mentioned in 

more detail in the tenth chapter of the Devi Bhāgavata Purān ³a. See Shastri, Mar-
kandeya-Puranam.

19. The repetition of a sacred mantra enjoined of initiated brahman males.

20. Dundes, “Metafolklore”; also Narayan, “Practice of Oral Literary Criticism.”

21. Gonda, Prayer and Blessing, p. 145.
22. Ibid. for various statements of ashis from the Maitrāyan ³i Samhita and other 

Vedic texts. Also, see Heesterman, Broken World of Sacrifi ce.
23. In the sixteen acts known as upachara that constitute puja, ahvana, or “act 

of inviting,” is the fi rst act. However, Giridhara Shastry suggests that here the term 

simply means “invitation.” “The tradition of inviting the guru to participate in the 

car festivals by the mahajana is reminiscent of the old days when the mahajana were 

in power”; e-mail communication to me, October 5, 2005.
24. Singer used this term to refer to the concerts, temple festivals, weddings, and 

so on that people identifi ed as examples of their “culture” and, from the anthropol-

ogist’s view, constituted recognizable and discrete units that could be studied; see 

Singer, When a Great Tradition Modernizes.
25. The fact that I was encouraged to acquaint myself with other formal genres of 

speaking also reminds me of a crucial argument that Ben-Amos made in 1976 that to 

understand a single genre it is necessary to locate it in the system of genres identifi ed 

by the community or practicing group. For in-depth treatments that include such 

wide-angle views, see Gossen, Chamulas in the World of the Sun; Abrahams, Man-
of-Words; Sherzer, Kuna Ways of Speaking; Briggs, Competence in Performance; and 

Flueckiger, Gender and Genre.
26. Putta Murthy, oral communication, 1995.
27. A pioneer in the call for documenting indigenous discourse about indigenous 

genres was Bronislaw Malinowski (see Magic, Science, and Religion), who asked 
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myth-collecting anthropologists to ask “natives” for explanations of their myths in 

order to understand emic typologies. Without reviewing the career of this call here, 

I draw on performance-centered folklore theory, which, beginning in the 1970s, 

greatly enabled and fi ne-tuned methodologies in order to attend to indigenous in-

terpretation. See Seitel, See So That We May See; and Zenani, World and the Word. 

For challenges encountered during this process, see Taggart, Enchanted Maidens; 
Abu-Lughod, Veiled Sentiments.

28. Although both men and women give ashirvada as blessing in everyday life, 

ashirvada performances are always delivered by male brahmans. Ashirvada perfor-

mances require traditional study in the Vedas and other shastras, which, even today, 

is largely restricted to men.

29. Understood from the perspective of modern performance-centered folklore 

theory in which competence is a pivotal concept, competence presupposes a sense of 

the appropriate that “has to do with the distinguishing of what persons will do in par-

ticular contexts from what they can do in principle . . . the relation between the possible 

and contextually doable is itself specifi c to a community”; Hymes, In Vain, p. 83. See 

Briggs, Competence in Performance, for a full-length study that explores the concept of 

competence as indigenously understood by a northern New Mexican community.

30. For example, in an upanayana, it is the father who must initiate his son into 

the recitation of the Gayatri mantra. Sesha Bhattru’s reference was to situations in 

which the practice is not observed by the father, who is then unable to himself initi-

ate his son.

31. For example, the avatara stories in the Vis ³n ³u Purān ³a (especially Narasimha 

and Vamana avatara).

32. BJP candidates have been winning elections to the state and central assemblies 

in the recent political history of Sringeri. I tried to follow up on the priest’s remark 

but was told pointedly by participants and performers to not attribute political agen-

das to the ashirvada tradition. The ashirvada tradition is seen as being located in the 

practice and ethos of Malnad upachara and not in right-wing inventions of traditions. 

Whether the ashirvada, being a popular and rich medium of transmission, will be 

hijacked by right-wing agencies remains to be seen.

33. The festival that celebrates Rama’s birth and coronation after his epic four-

teen-year exile.

34. Ingalls, Masson, and Patwardhan, Dhvanyāloka, p. 16.

35. Ramanujan and Gerow, “Indian Poetics,” p. 128. The section on “Dramatic 

Criticism” is written by Ramanujan.

36. Ibid.

37. Ramanujan and Gerow, “Indian Poetics,” pp. 128–129 (in “Dramatic Criti-

cism”).

38. See Chari, Sanskrit Criticism; Kane, History of Sanskrit Poetics; De, History of 
Sanskrit Poetics.

39. For this section I draw on the extensive accounts of the history of auchitya 

in Suryakanta, Kśemendra Studies; and Raghavan, Some Concepts of the Alam³kāra 

Śāstra. For Anandavardhana’s treatment of auchitya, I also draw on the translation 

by Ingalls, Masson, and Patwardhan, Dhvanyāloka.
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40. Ghosh, Nāt ³yaśāstra, chapter 19.

41. Raghavan, Some Concepts of the Alam³kāra Śāstra.

42. Ibid, p. 226.

43. Dated by Kane, History of Sanskrit Poetics.
44. Warder, Indian Kāvya Literature, 1:100–101.
45. Translation in Ingalls, Masson, and Patwardhan, Dhvanyāloka, p. 428.

46. Ibid, p. 429–430.

47. Kshemendra, Aucityavicāracarca.

48. Translation in Raghavan, Some Concepts of the Alam³kāra Śāstra, p. 251.
49. Kshemendra, Aucityavicāracarca, p. 70.

50. Ramanujan, “Relevance of South Asian Folklore,” p. 109.

51. Chari, “Decorum as a Critical Concept.”

52. See Aristotle, On Rhetoric, 3, ed. George A. Kennedy (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1991); and Cicero, De Oratore 3, esp. 208–227; see Cicero, On the 
Ideal Orator, trans. James M. May and Jakob Wisse (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2001).
53. See O. B. Hardison Jr., ed., Horace for Students of Literature: The “Ars Poeti-

ca” and Its Tradition, trans. Leon Golden (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 

1995).
54. John Milton, Of Education, to Master Samuel Hartlib (1644), in Complete Prose 

Works, ed. Don M. Wolfe, vol. 2 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953–1982).

55. Trimpi, “Decorum,” p. 283.
56. In fact, A. K. Ramanujan’s proposition that the akam/puram classifi cation 

of Tamil “classical” aesthetics could be potentially applied to oral narrative as well 

is a wonderful example of the correspondences possible between literary and social 

aesthetics. See “Relevance of South Asian Folklore”. Although such correspondences 

need to be contextualized in their indigenous environments, so that “external” in-

terpretations are not imposed on practice, the process of establishing correspondenc-

es generates questions that could reveal surprising dialogues and help distinguish 

worldviews.

57. Quoted in Gerow, Indian Poetics, p. 221.
58. De, History of Sanskrit Poetics, p. 267.

6. Edifying Lives, Discerning Properties: 
Conversational Stories and Moral Being

1. The Indian way of referring to a person who has participated in India’s struggle 

for independence from the British.

2. For a fi ctional account of the struggle in a Kannada-speaking town, see Rao, 

Kanthapura.
3. Some scholars have distinguished between “narrative” and “story,” arguing that 

narratives are open-ended, whereas stories typically identify a beginning, a middle, 

and an end. Stories admit closure; see White, “Value of Narrativity”; Leitch, What 
Stories Are; and O’Neill, Fictions of Discourse. On the other hand, Ricoeur refers 
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to narrative and story synonymously (see especially From Text to Action). While I 

too use the terms interchangeably, it is possible to note, in the “narratives” I pres-

ent, particular points at which a “story” commences and ends. At the same time, I 

maintain that, while stories perhaps structurally end, they linger beyond the narrative 

context and may not necessarily see closure in an individual’s life.

4. Ricoeur, “Life in Quest of Narrative,” p. 29.

5. Ricoeur, “Narrated Time,” p. 338.

6. My emphasis to underscore that, unlike Plato, Aristotle does not consider mi-

mesis as producing weak copies of original forms but as enhancing “meaning in the 

fi eld of [human] action”; Ricoeur, “Mimesis and Representation,” p. 138.

7. Ibid., p. 142.

8. Temporality, Genette says, is enacted in narrative through order (sequencing of 

events), through duration (tempo that mimes time span of real life), and frequency 

(relationship between happening and the number of times it is narrated). See Gen-

ette, Narrative Discourse.
9. Ricoeur, “Life: A Story in Search of a Narrator,” p. 430.

10. Bharata, Nāt ³yaśāstra, 1.112, translated in Chari, Sanskrit Criticism, p. 207. See 

Chari for more on this debate.

11. Chari, Sanskrit Criticism, especially chapter 9. See also Hiriyanna, Art Ex-
perience.

12. See Chari, Sanskrit Criticism, for an elaboration of Abhinavagupta’s rejection 

of imitation.

13. Ingalls, Masson, and Patwardhan, Dhvanyāloka, Abhinavagupta, Locana 1.18, 

p. 191.
14. Gerow, Indian Poetics, p. 267.

15. Instress is Gerard Manley Hopkins’s term to describe the apprehended “force” 

or “energy” that sustains the essence of a thing, event, or phenomenon. Hopkins 

called the distinctive essence itself inscape. In Hopkins, Note-books and Papers, p. 119. 
For Hopkins “the all-powerfulness of instress in its mode and the immediateness of 

its eff ect are very remarkable.” Ibid., p. 226.

16. Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, p. 293.
17. Ibid., pp. 341–342.

18. MacIntyre, After Virtue.
19. See Hauerwas, Community of Character, for example.

20. Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge.
21. Ibid., p. 183.
22. Newton, Narrative Ethics, p. 11.
23. Ricoeur, “Life: A Story in Search of a Narrator,” p. 430.

24. Newton, Narrative Ethics, p. 26.

25. Ricoeur, “What Is a Text?” p. 46.

26. Day and Tappan, “The Narrative Approach,” p. 75.
27. See, for example, the excellent work on the dialogic and dramatic aspects 

of storytelling in everyday conversations: Ochs and Capps, Living Narrative; also 

Norrick, Conversational Narrative. See also Ben-Amos, “‘Context’”; Bauman, Story, 
Performance, Event.
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28. Ochs and Capps, Living Narrative, pp. 1–58.

29. Hymes, In Vain.
30. The coconstruction of narrative is especially emphasized in life-story litera-

ture. See, for example, Crapanzano, Tuhami.
31. Tirrell, “Storytelling,” p. 118.

32. Rommetveit, On Message Structure, p. 29.

33. Rommetveit, “On the Dawning.”

34. Mills, Rhetorics and Politics, p. 20
35. Ingarden, Literary Work of Art, p. 205.
36. Ibid., p. 89, also pp. 84–91.
37. Ingarden, Cognition.

38. Hanks, Language, p. 148.

39. Ricoeur, “Life in Quest of Narrative,” p. 30. See also Luigi Pirandello’s “Six 

Characters in Search of an Author,” in Six Characters in Search of an Author and 
Other Plays, trans. Mark Musa (London: Penguin, 1995).

40. Ramanujan, Folktales from India, pp. 26–29.

41. In the sprawling precincts of the monastery, through which runs the river 

Tunga, are many shrines (samadhis) of previous gurus of the monastery who have 

passed on. Departing from the customary Hindu rite of cremation, renouncers are 

interred in a sitting position over which often a shrine is built (see Olivelle, Sam³nyāsa 

Upanis ³ads, and Rules and Regulations, chapter 11). This site is known as a samadhi, 
a yogic term that also indicates the attainment of spiritual union of the individual self 

with a universal self.

42. Worship of Rudra (the fi ery aspect of Shiva) that includes ritual bathing of the 

image with soothing and cooling substances like milk, honey, yogurt, and ghee.

43. Sharma, Pilgrimage to Sringeri, p. 21.
44. The spirit of a brahman who had indulged in evil practices in his lifetime.

45. Dodda Murthy, December 2001.
46. See chapter 4 for more on Chandrashekara Bharati.

47. See Aiyar, Call of the Jagadguru; also Sharma, Pilgrimage to Sringeri.
48. Sharma, Pilgrimage to Sringeri, p. 55.
49. These states of consciousness are described and discussed in the Mān ³d ³ūkya 

Upanis ³ad and the Kārika by Gaudapada; See Swami Nikhilananda, Upanishads. For 

a close parallel in Romantic literature on the subject of knowledge gained through 

“dreaming,” see the poem “Expostulation and Reply” (1798) by William Word-

sworth, in Harold Bloom and Lionel Trilling, eds., Romantic Poetry and Prose, pp. 

127-128 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973).
50. Shastric literature on the subject of worship attends to all aspects of the ritual, 

ranging from “substances from which images are made, the principal deities of which 

images were or are worshipped, the proportions of various limbs in manufacturing 

images, the consecration of images in temples, the ritual of image worship”; Kane, 
History of Dharmaśāstra, part 2, 2:712.

51. Ibid, p. 731.
52. See O’Flaherty, Asceticism and Eroticism; Nagar, Siva in Art.
53. Das, “Wittgenstein and Anthropology,” p. 179.
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54. See Eck, Darśan, for a brief but excellent review of some of the historical 

debates on Hindu “idol worship.” See Eck also for more on the terms murti and 

vigraha used to refer to the sacred image (“embodiment” or “that which allows you 

to grasp the form of God”). See Waghorne and Cutler, Gods of Flesh, for culturally 

specifi c conceptualizations of sacred embodiment. Interesting in this context is S. T. 

Coleridge’s defi nition of symbol: “characterized by a translucence of the special in 

the individual, of the general in the special, or of the universal in the general; above 

all by the translucence of the eternal through and in the temporal. It always partakes 

of the reality which it renders intelligible; and while it enunciates the whole, abides 

itself as a living part in that unity of which it is the representative”; From “Symbol 

and Allegory,” in Coleridge, The Statesman’s Manual.
55. Sharma, Pilgrimage to Sringeri; p. 47.

56. In Kannada sukshma is both a noun and an adjective and thus also means 

“subtlety.”

57. The story of Trishanku is told in the fi rst section (Bālakān ³d ³a) of Valmiki’s 
Rāmāyan ³a, sarga 56–59. See Goldman, The Rāmāyan ³a.

58. The practice of storing in a small sealed brass or copper container some wa-

ter from the Ganga or from any tīrtha (place of pilgrimage) is common to many 

Hindus.

59. RB = Ramachandra Bhattru; L = myself; P = Prasad.

60. Narayan, Storytellers, Saints, and Scoundrels.
61. See Olivelle, Sam³nāyasa Upānis ³ads; also his Rules and Regulations. Elucida-

tions of sanyasa dharma include details such as how many houses a sanyasi should 

visit, how many handfuls to accept as alms, and so on.

222. Bauman and Briggs, “Poetics and Performance”; p. 69
63. It is important to note that narratives about “caste” identity are only one type 

among many others that treat subjects individuals consider important to their day-

to-day lives.

64. There is no single theory of karma. For diff erent philosophical approaches 

to the concept, see Hiriyanna, Indian Conception of Values, chapter 6; O’Flaherty, 

Karma and Rebirth; for ethnographic literature that explores how this concept (and 

related terminology) plays out in various Hindu communities or in the lives of indi-

viduals, see Daniel and Keyes, Karma; Narayan, Storytellers, and Mondays; Wadley, 

Struggling with Destiny; Feldhaus, Water and Womanhood.

65. The fourth age, current, in the recurrent cosmic cycle of time. The Puranas 

recognize four eras, each marked by successive moral decline, in which dharma be-

comes increasingly unsteady: The longest is krita yuga, or the “perfect” age, which 

lasts 1,728,000 human years, the treta yuga (the yuga in which Rama is believed to 

have lived) for 1, 296,000 years; the dvāpara yuga (depicted in the Mahabharata) for 

864,000 years, and kali yuga for 432,000 years.

66. Also known as darbha, durva.
67. Shri Ramanujacharya, former principal, Sanskrit College, Hyderabad; oral 

communication, June 2005.
68. Kanchipuram Shankaracharya, “Signs and Omens,” in Hindu Dharma.
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69. H. C. Dasappa of Mysore; renowned Gandhian, freedom fi ghter, member of 

Parliament, and union railway minister.

70. Also renowned freedom fi ghter and minister in the fi rst Mysore state gov-

ernment.

71. One of Dodda Murthy’s favorite phrases. Dodda Murthy’s travel stories are es-

pecially full of thick descriptions of food. Good food or food arrangements at places 

he visited were summed by the one phrase “sogasāda ad ³ige (delectable cooking)”!

72. Literally, “motherland.” A prominent Kannada newspaper with nationalistic 

leanings. N. S. Lakshminarasimha Murthy, “Sevāgrāmadalli Nanna Anubhavagal ³u” 

(My experiences at Sevagram), parts 1 and 2, Tāyinād ³u, June 30, 1952.

73. See Weber, Gandhi as Disciple and Mentor, chapter 6, for a discussion of the 

reasons for Gandhiji’s move to Sevagram Ashram.

74. See Gandhi, An Autobiography, chapter 87 (“A Sacred Recollection and Pen-

ance”), in which he recounts how he regretted rebuking his wife Kasturba over her 

reluctance to clean pots and pans.

Ethics, an Imagined Life

1. See, for example, McKenzie, Hindu Ethics; Sharma, Ethical Philosophies; 
Hindery, “Hindu Ethics in the Rāmāyan ³a”; Creel, Dharma in Hindu Ethics; Jhin-

gran, Aspects of Hindu Morality; and Tiwari, Classical Indian Ethical Thought. Ex-

amples of works that discuss topical issues in ethics include Coward, Lipner, and 

Young, Hindu Ethics; Crawford, Dilemmas of Life and Death; and Chapple and 

Tucker, Hinduism and Ecology.
2. The essays in the fall 2002 issue of the Journal of Religious Ethics illustrate this 

diversity in “prescriptive” discourse. See Clooney, “Fierce Words”; Dhand, “Dharma 

of Ethics”; Schweig, “Humility and Passion”; Vail “Unlike a Fool.”

3. Richman, Questioning Rāmāyan ³as.
4. Blackburn and Ramanujan, Another Harmony.
5. Gold, Fruitful Journeys; Raheja, Poison in the Gift; Narayan Storytellers, Saints, 

and Scoundrels; Khandelwal, Women in Ochre Robes; Nabokov, Religion Against the 
Self; Fuller, Renewal of Priesthood.

6. See especially Waghorne, Diaspora of the Gods.
7. For example, in his Riches and Renunciation, Laidlaw shows that various 

practices such as dietary regulation and introspective penance along with sacred 

iconography and worship express how ascetic ideals are incorporated into lay Jain 

practice—defeating an assumption, long held in Western scholarship on Jainism, 

that there is a fundamental opposition between the Jain ideal of renunciation and 

this-worldly living.
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Adda pallakki (palanquin), 78
Adige, 144
Administration, of matha, 77, 81, 89–91, 

115–17, 207
Advaita (nondualism), 3, 102, 143; see also 

Vishishthadvaita

Aff ection, see Rina

Agent, 115–17
Agni, 163
Agraharas (brahman settlements), 44, 51, 

69, 77, 79
Agriculture, 60, 74, 81
Ahmed, Ziya, 42–43, 62
Ahvana, 165
Ajji, 81, 84, 129, 130
Ali, Hyder, 74–75
Alms, see Bhiksha/bhikshe

Anecdote(s): car/guru, 138–39; cat, 

132, 146–47; chickpea fl our, 192–93; 

daily worship, 136–37; leopard, 

41–44; meal seating/temple conse-

cration, 202–6; ostracized brahman, 

139; pickling, 213–16; prediction, 

208–12; sanyasis, 140–41, 196–200; 

Sevagram (Gandhiji’s ashram), 

216–22; shraaddha, 140; see also 
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Conversational stories/conversation-

ally shared stories

Anglo-Indian law/courts/legal system/

judiciary, 109, 111
Annapurna/Annapurneshvari (goddess 

of food), 69, 72
Āpastamba Dharmasūtra, 65, 107, 114
Arati, 71, 72, 239n27
Architecture: shastras’ usage and, 144–45; 

of Sringeri houses, 46
Areca nut, 10–11, 48, 49–50, 72
Aristotle, on decorum, 179
Arthaśāstra (Kautilya), 101
Artistry, storytelling/narrative, 188–89
Arunasura, 156; see also Rakshasas

Ascetic, see Sanyasis

Ashirvada, 12, 57, 162–63, 167–69, 250n2; 

adaptation of, 168–69; caste and, 148, 

150; devotion and, 180; Durga Dipa 

puja and, 150–60; as education, 169; 

gender and, 252n28; languages in, 

171; mantras in, 163, 167; mistakes in, 

167, 172, 178–79; parts of, 148, 166; 

purohit in, 56, 149, 162, 172; recita-

tion in, 57, 148–50, 166, 168–69, 171, 
172–73; right conduct inspired by, 11, 
149, 168, 170, 173–74; scholarship and, 

162, 166; shastras in, 162, 168–69, 171; 
storytelling v., 149, 170, 173–74; suc-

cessful, 166, 170, 180–81; Vedas and, 

150, 151, 163, 167
Ashirvada mantras, 167
Ashirvada patrike (letter of benediction), 

76–77
Astrology, 208, 212
Āśvlāyana gr ³hya sūtra, 114
Auchitya: in ashirvada, 168–69, 178; in 

rasa/drama, 177
Audience, at ashirvada, 169
Auspiciousness (mangala), 99, 142, 144, 

168, 191, 228; in color, 126; in food, 124
Authority (moral): of administrator, 

115–17, 207; ashirvada and, 162; of 

Dharmadhikari, 112, 113; of Dharma-

shastras, 108; divine/transcendent, 

137, 141, 160, of guru, 102, 112, 140–

41; matha’s, 86–89, 92–93, 99, 111–17, 

133, 206; of normative concepts, 93, 

118–19, 123–24, 126, 134; of priest, 

116–17; of Purnaiyya, 78; shastras’, 

100, 108, 135; Srikantha Shastry and, 

140–41; text and, 100, 141–43, 206–8; 

of women, 127, 138
Authorship, 103, 141–42
Autonomy, of celebrations, 51
Avadhani, Ganapati, 26, 27–30
Aviveka, 190, 192–93, 195, 197; see also 

Viveka

Bahinabai (1628–1700), 105
Bajirao, Balaji, 77
Bakhtin, Mikhail, 13, 186, 187, 232n12, 

236n46
Bandhavya, 94
Bangle selling, see Papanaiyya

Basava (twelfth century), on shastra v. 

divine knowledge, 104
Basil, see Tulsi

Battle of Talikota, 74
Baudhayana, 107
Bees, Durga as, 157; see also Arunasura

Betel leaf: in ceremony, 57; see also Areca 

nut

Bhagavad Gītā, in ashirvada, 166
Bhakti, 103, 104, 105, 142, 180
Bharata, 100, 101, 102, 126, 175–76, 185
Bharati, Chandrashekara, see Gurus of 

the matha

Bharati, Sachidananda Sivabhinava Nara-

simha, see Gurus of the matha

Bharati Street, 45, 45
Bharati Tirtha, see Gurus of the matha

Bharati Tirtha I, see Gurus of the matha

Bharati, Ugra Narasimha, see Gurus of 

the matha

Bhattru, Nagabhusana: home of, 119–20, 

120; Nagalakshmi (daughter-in-law of), 

120–23; see also Halanduru
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Bhattru, Prabhakara, 151–58, 160, 161, 
161–62

Bhattru, Ramachandra/Amrutamba: con-

versations with, 39–42, 146–47, 182–83; 
visiting sanyasi and, 197–200, 201

Bhattru, Sesha, ashirvada delivered by, 

164
Bhavis ³ya Purān ³a, 136
Bhiksha/bhikshe, 198–200, 201, 202
Blessing: of guru, 96, 165, 206; see also 

Ashirvada

Bond, see Rina

Boons, 159
Bouchet, Jean Venant, on customs, 108–9
Bowring, L. B., 76, 78, 239–40n60
Brahma, 141, 158–59, 160
Brahman, 102, 103
Brahman(s), 44, 54–57, 69, 71–72, 79; 

affi  liations to other mathas, 44–45; 
agraharas (settlements) of, 44, 51, 69, 

77, 79; copper plates of, 109; debt and, 

65–66; dress codes for, 204–6, 207; em-

igration/immigration of, 85; families, 

44, 71–72, 79, 84; in goddess proces-

sion, 165; janivara (sacred thread) and, 

115–17; land of, 44, 51, 69, 77, 79; matha 

and, 73, 84–85, 202–6; normative texts 

for various subsects, 114; ostraciza-

tion and, 139–40; pangada (subsects), 

44–45, 85, 139, 232n11; pankti and, 122; 

professions of, 48; Ramanavami and, 51; 
serving guru, 85; shraaddha anecdote 

about, 140; smarta, 232n11; texts for 

non-, 150, 166; upakarma and, 115–17; 

see also Shraaddha

Brahmastra (divine weapon), 160
Breach, 106, 202
British rule: administrators of, 99, 109; 

judicial system of, 109, 111; letter of 

benediction to, 77; matha’s relation-

ship to, 74, 76, 78, 114–15; shastras 

viewed/deployed by, 99, 107–8, 

109–10, 111, 227
Bus service, 52–53

Capps, Lisa, 19
Car (anecdote), 138–39
Caste(s): ashirvada and, 148, 150; cus-

toms/paddhati pertaining to, 109; dis-

crimination of, 206; secularization and, 

206–8; temple consecration dilemma 

of, 202–6
Cat (anecdote), 132; shraaddha and, 

146–47
Celebration, 50–52, 78, 136; Hindu/Mus-

lim, 36; localized, 51; of Navaratri, 

Vijayanagara kings’, 68–69; Ramana-

vami, 74
Ceremonial blessing, see Ashirvada

Chaitanya Charitāmr ³ta, devotion/shas-

tra and, 104
Chandrashekar, N. S, see Putta Murthy

Chandrashekara Bharati, see Gurus of the 

matha

Chayamma, 4, 5, 6, 61, 65, 95, 124–25, 
137, 144, 191; conversation with, 62, 

124–25
Chickpea fl our (anecdote), 192–93
Choudeshwari worship, 50
Cicero, on decorum, 179
Classifi cation, of Vedic/shastric texts, 

242–43n5, 242n3, 245n81
Clothes, see Gejje vastra

Commentaries, see Compendia; Digests; 

Nibandha; Tika

Community: areca nut and, 10–11, 48, 

49–50; identity and, 52; shastras and, 

107, 114–15, 126, 136, 144; Sringeri’s 

origins of, 66; see also Brahman(s)

Compendia, 7, 16, 99, 101, 109, 122, 123
Conduct: breach of, 106, 202; common 

code of, 107; matha as authority on, 

86–89, 92–93, 99, 111–17, 133, 206; nar-

ration and, 162, 183–88, 189; norma-

tive concepts of, 93, 118–19, 123–24, 

126, 134, 143; poetics of, 169, 174, 175, 
177–78, 180; shastra/Veda and, 100, 

135, 137, 160; text and, 100, 141–43, 
206–8; see also Right conduct
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Confl ict: domestic, 127–28; shastra and, 

127, 139
Connectedness, see Rina

Context: interpretation of narratives and, 

19; right conduct in, 124–25, 178, 188, 

252n29; shastras and, 124–25, 143, 178, 

189, 227, 252n29; stories and subjective 

social, 187, 189, 190, 228
Conversational stories/conversationally 

shared stories: guru, 138–39, 192–93; on 

sanyasis, 197–200; Urvashi, 27; see also 

Anecdote(s)

Conversations, 120; with Bhattru, P., 

161–62; with Bhattru, R., 39–42, 

146–47, 182–83; with Chayamma, 61, 
124–25; with Dodda Murthy, 216–23; 
with Indira, 65; with Krishnamurthy, 

Vijaya, 208–12; with Lakshmidevamma, 

62, 212–16; with Nagalakshmi, 120–23; 
with Nagaraja (Putta Murthy’s son), 

64, 68; with Panduranga, 131–34; with 

Putta Murthy, 54–57
Cooking, 120–23, 124
Copper plates, law-inscripted, 109
Cordiality/sociability, 202; land tenancy 

and, 86, 93; politically motivated, 77
Coronation, guru conducting, 67–69
Council, of elders, 113
Creator (Brahma), 141, 158–59, 160
Cubbon, 77
Customs, see Paddhati

Dakshina., see Gurudakshina

Dana, 66, 73, 173; brahman subsects and, 

85; of householders to renunciates, 

80; reciprocity/patronage and, 67, 69, 

73–74, 75, 88; as statecraft, 72; see also 

Bhiksha/bhikshe

Darbha (sacred grass), 211
Death, 140; icchamarane, 197; of Putta 

Murthy, 62
Death rites, see Shraaddha

Debates, on shastras, 112, 113
Debt, see Rina

Decorum, 179
Deities, 31, 50, 104, 128, 136, 141, 150–60, 

163–65, 196; ethics of praying to, 159; 

as guests, 237n53; of home temples, 46; 

Kartaviryarjuna, 3, 5; kings and, 70; 

worship of, 40–43, 208–12
Democracy, caste and, 206–8; see also 

Secularization

Demons, see Rakshasas

Devi, see Goddess

Devi Mahatmya, 158–59
Devotion (bhakti), 103, 104, 105, 142; 

ashirvada evoking, 180
Dharma: ashirvada inspiring, 180; 

customs and, 106–7, 108–9, 110–14, 

123–24; of family/region, 106; of 

group, 106; as implicit, 190; shastras 

and, 99, 101, 102, 130
Dharmadhikari, 112, 113
Dharmashastras, 7, 12, 22, 99, 101, 104, 

105–6, 109, 171, 244n38; British rule 

and, 107–8, 111, 227; commentaries 

on, 106; common code of, 107; matha 

as authority on, 99, 112–17, 133, 206; 

sampradaya v., 124–25, 139–40; Vedas 

and, 143
Dharmasindhu (Kashinatha), 114
Dharmasthala(s), 93; places of, 58, 77; 

Sringeri as, 69, 79; see also Hospitality

Dharmasūtras, 7, 244n38; on debt/con-

nectedness, 65; literature/authorship 

of, 101, 103, 105
Dharmic Digests, 114; see also specifi c 

names

Digests: British publication of shastric, 

110, 245n63; Dharmic, 114; see also 

Compendia; Nibandha

Dīks ³itīyam (Vaidyanatha), 114
Dirks, Nicholas: on land grants, 73; on 

shastric law under British rule, 111
Dissent, 117
Divine: communication with, 195; 

shastras as, 134; Vedas as, 103, 106, 137, 

141, 143
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Documentation, narrative, 127–28
Dodda Murthy/Chayamma, 4–7, 225; 

car/guru anecdote of, 138–39; at 

Gandhi’s ashram, 216–24; home of, 47; 
on matha authority, 115–17

Drama, 177
Dream, 192–93, 195
Dress: code, 202–7; for receiving guru’s 

blessing, 206
Durbar, 50, 68–69, 74
Durga, 150–60, 164–65
Durga Dipa Namaskara ashirvada, 

150–60, 166
Durve/Darbha/Durva (sacred grass), 211
Dwivedi, R. C., 103

East India Company, 109–10
Education, 61; ashirvada as, 169; moral, 

storytelling as, 187; Sanskrit/shastric, 

114, 162
Elders, 138, 144; panchayat, 113
Eliot, T. S., 125–26
Ellipsis, in narrative, 189–90
Emblems, religious: disturbing, leopard 

story of, 40–43; possession of, 77
Emigration/immigration, into Sringeri, 

85
Emotion, see Rasa

Emperor, guru as, 67–69
Empire, Vijayanagara, 67, 68, 74, 75, 

238n9
English, not allowed in blessing, 171
Era, see Yuga

Essence, see Rasa

Ethics: narrative, 18, 187–88; of other-

consideration, 224; in prayer, 159; 

Western, 186–87
Ethos, 25
Excommunication (incident), 113–14
Exemplar, 107, 139, 195; see also Shistha

Families: brahman, 44, 71–72, 79, 84; 

Malnad village, 53; traditions and, 

121–22, 136, 137

Family honor, women’s narrations and, 

127–28
Feeling; see Rasa

Festivals, 50–52, 74, 136, 164–65; cultural 

icons and, 78; Hindu/Muslim, 36; 

patronage and, 74
Floor designs; see Rangoli

Flueckiger, Joyce B., 50, 51
Folklore, 47, 50, 150, 191, 201
Food: Annapurna, goddess of, 69, 72; 

cooling, 196; preparation, 120–23, 124; 

of sanyasis, 198–200, 201; shastra and, 

122
Foodways, 52, 95, 122, 124, 144, 202–6
Fulfi llment; see Manas trupti

Ganapati: festival, 136; prediction anec-

dote on, 211–12
Gandhi, Mahatma, ashram of, 216–24
Gejje vastra, 136
Gender, in ashirvada, 252n28
Gerow, Edwin, on rasa, 185–86
Gifting, see Dana

Girls Primary School, 61
Gnanambal, K., 113
God, see Deities; Goddess

Goddess, 31, 50, 136, 150–60, 248n33; 
Choudeshwari, 50; of food, 69, 72; 

of learning, 231n2; Navaratri and, 50; 

procession, 164–65
Gonda, Jan, 69, 163
Gouri vrata, 132–33, 136, 247n33
Guardian(s): of cultural icons, 78; matha 

as, 86–88
Guest(s), 150; deities as, 237n53; tourists, 

150, 195; see also Hospitality

Guidebooks, see Manuals

Guru(s): absence of, 77; blessing of, 70, 

96, 165, 206; brahmans’ serving, 85; car 

incident of, 138–39; darshan of, 126–27, 

194–95; durbar of, 50, 68–69; king’s 

coronation by, 67–69; mahajana and, 

62; parampara, 155, 181, 262; procession 

of goddess and, 164; royal court of, 50, 
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68–69; rulers and, 50, 68–70, 75–76, 77; 

samadhi of, 255n41; Shankara on, 102; 

shastras and, 112; stories about, 192–93; 
student and, 126–27; successive, 67, 70, 

194–95, 234n16, 247n10, 255n41
Gurudakshina, 68, 69, 172–73, 238n13
Gurus of the matha: Abhinava Vidyat-

irtha (1954–1989), 6, 34, 61, 81, 113; 
Bharati Tirtha (1989– ), ix; Bharati 

Tirtha I (1333–1380), 69; Chandrashek-

ara Bharati (1912–1954), 3, 140–41, 
192–94, 197, 255n46; Sachidananda 

Bharati I (1622–1663), 77; Sachidan-

anda Sivabhinava Narasimha Bharati 

(1879–1912), 30, 36; Ugra Narasimha 

Bharati (1817–1879), 96, 191–96, 240

Hakka/Bukka, 67–69, 237–38n8
Halanduru (Malnad village), 119, 120
Harihara, see Hakka/Bukka

Harihara Street, 61, 250
Hastings, Warren, 110
Hinduism, context-sensitivity/shastras 

and, 124–25, 178, 188, 252n29
Hindu/Muslim: celebration/worship, 36, 

219; coexistence, politics and, 44; leop-

ard narrations, 40–43; prayers, 219
Hiran ³yakēs ³i, 114
History, Sringeri: oral, 44, 88–89; politi-

cal, 1300s—1700s, 67; right conduct, 

94, 207; sources of, 66
Horace, on decorum, 179
Hospitality, 149, 195, 202; as fourth 

debt/rina, 65–66; at Gandhi’s ashram, 

219–20; guest-host paradigm in puja, 

195, 237n53; Malnad’s, 52–54; per-

formances and, 53; pilgrimage and, 

58; right conduct and, 11, 57, 202–8; 

Sringeri’s, 54–57, 58; temple, 56; see also 

Upachara

Host: -guest relations, 149, 195; lineage 

of, in ashirvada, 150
Householder, sanyasi/renunciate v., 

78–79, 80

Humility: Gandhi’s, 223; Papanaiyya’s, 

182–83
Hymns, see Shlokas

Icchamarane, 197
Icons/emblems, 78
Identity, 23, 26, 102; diff erential, 168; 

geographical, 31, 50, 79; group/com-

munity, 24, 51–52; localness of, 51–52; 

moral, 225–26
Illusion (maya), 159
Imagination: narration/mimesis and, 

184; text and, 22, 119, 143–46, 229
Immigration/emigration, of brahmans, 85
Indira (Putta Murthy’s daughter-in-law), 

32, 60, 63, 64, 65
Indiscrimination, priest’s, 192–93, 195–96; 

see also Aviveka; Viveka

In-laws, 127, 128, 212–16
Interdependency, see Reciprocity

Interpretation: literal shastric, 131–34; 

narrative, 19, 202
Intertextuality, of Vedas, 102
Invitation, see Ahvana

Islam, 74; see also Muslim(s)

Jagadguru (Guru of the universe): Tipu 

Sultan’s letter addressing, 75; title, 

ironic use of, 140–41
Jagirdari, 6, 69–70, 73–74, 83, 238–39n20; 

abolition of, 88–91, 93; acquisition/

renting in, 78–79; cordiality based on, 

93; personal relations in, 82, 86–88; as 

tax-free/statecraft, 73, 79, 239–40n36
Jains/Jainism: Basadi, 35; Shankara and, 

33–34
Janivara (sacred thread), 115–17
Judicial system (British), 109, 111; see 

also Anglo-Indian law/courts/legal 

system/judiciary

Kadavadi, 60, 64
Kaditas, 109, 240n44; matha’s, 75–76, 112
Kaliyuga, 101, 211, 256n65; see also Yuga
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Kamalakara, 114
Kāmasūtra, 101
Kanchipuram matha, 143, 212
Kandaya, 69, 73, 76, 79, 93, 239–40n36
Kannada, 23, 25, 26, 38, 46, 57, 79, 149, 

180, 224; in translation method, xiii, 

11, 12, 20
Karma, 102, 201, 211, 222
Karma Mimamsa, 32; see also Mimamsa; 

Purva Mimamsa

Karnataka kingdom, 67–68
Kartaviryarjuna (deity), 3, 5
Kashinatha, 114
Katyayana, 100
Kautilya, 101
Keladi Nayakas, 8, 74, 76
Kigga temple, 30, 31
Kings: brahmans invited by Vijayanagara, 

71; competing faiths of, 74; deities 

and, 70; indebtedness of, to guru, 70; 

Vijayanagara, Navaratri and, 68–69
Kingship, 75–76
Krishnamurthy, S. J., 95–96, 97, 98
Krishnamurthy, Vijaya, 95–96, 97, 208–12
Kshemendra, on poetic propriety, 175, 

177–78, 180
Kulke, Hermann, on land grants, 69, 70
Kumbhabhisheka (temple consecration), 

122, 124, 202–6

Laidlaw, James, 14, 15, 257n7
Lakshmidevamma, 61, 62, 62; as munici-

pal councillor, 59; pickling incident of, 

212–16
Land: of Brahmans (agrahara), 44, 51, 69, 

77, 79; in matha patronage, 86; protec-

tion of, 77; restoration of, 76
Land reforms, 80, 91, 242n78
Language: in ashirvada, 171; community 

and, 26; narration and, 186; ordinary v. 

literary, 188
Language fl uency, 4, 13, 90; in ashirvada, 

148, 171, 249; in ethnographic process, 

36; meaning of upachara, 27, 57, 149

Lariviere, Richard, 108
Ledgers, see Kaditas

Legal practices, 109, 111
Leopard (anecdote), 40–43
Letter of benediction, see ashirvada 

patrike

Liberation, see Moksha

Light railway, 53
Lineage: guru, 247n10; Vedic, of hosts, 

150
Literacy, 46
Literature, 188; as moral resource, 187; sa-

cred, 103, 106, 134, 137, 141, 143; Vedic 

status of, 103
Localness: in narrative, 188; ownership of 

traditions and, 52; shastras’ adapting 

to, 107, 114–15, 126, 136, 144; see also 

Identity

Lollata, 185

Macintyre, Alasdair, 186–87
Madhva, 101, 103, 139
Mahajana, 77, 79, 91, 165
Maidan, Malnad hospitality v., 52, 53
Mail bus, 52–53
Mallikarjuna temple, 31
Malnad: culture of, 56, 95; food/cooking 

of, 122; hospitality of, 52–54; Maidan’s 

hospitality v., 52, 53; region of, 24
Manas trupti (sense of fulfi llment), 130, 

144, 149, 228
Mangala (auspiciousness), 99, 142, 144, 

168; in color, 126; conduct and, 129, 

191, 228; Durga as, 165; in food, 98, 124
Mangala gouri vrata, 136, 248n33
Mantra, 151, 163, 167, 169
Manuals: of paddhati, 140; of practice, 

126; of ritual, 123
Marathas, 74–75, 77
Matha, 2–3; adherence to Vedic texts, 

143; administration of, 77, 81, 89–91, 
115–17, 207; affl  uence/political power 

of, 73; authority of, 86–89, 92–93, 
98, 112–17, 133, 206; brahman families 
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working for, 84–85; caste dilemma 

of, 202–6; as guardian, 86–88; 

Hindu/Muslim patronage of, 74–75; 
of Kanchipuram, 143, 212; kingships 

and, 75–76; land and, 86; letters of 

benediction by, 76–77; mahajanas and, 

77, 79, 91; Navaratri and, 50; norms/

tradition and, 12, 85, 207–8; personal 

dialogue with, 82; reinstatement of, 

76; Shankara establishing, 32, 234n16; 

tourism/pilgrimage and , resources of, 

58; voluntary service to, 84, 85, 86, 95; 
worship in, 82, 83, 193

Maya, 159
Mazar/leopard anecdote, 40–43
Memory, 143, 191; narrative and, 215
Menstrual cycle, shastras and, 129–30
Meshtru, see Krishnamurthy, S. J.

Mills, Margaret, 14, 19
Mimamsa, 111, 112, 137; see also Karma 

Mimamsa; Purva Mimamsa

Mimesis, 184
Mirabai (sixteenth century), shastras and, 

105
Missionaries, shastras and, 108
Moksha (liberation), 101, 102
Monastery, see Matha

Moral kinship, see Bandhayva

Muharram, 36
Municipal Council, 231n4; Abhinava 

Vidyatirtha’s support for women in, 

61; Putta Murthy on, 59
Muslim(s), 36; rulers, 74–75; Vijayanaga-

ra’s defeat by, 74, 238n9
Muslim/Hindu: celebration/worship, 

36, 219; coexistence, politics and, 44; 

leopard anecdote versions of, 40–43; 
prayers, 219

Mysore war (1791), temples’ restoration 

and, 75
Mysore Wodeyars, 2, 8, 34, 72, 74

Nagaraja (Putta Murthy/Lakshmidevam-

ma’s son), 63; on Lakshmidevamma’s 

pickling story, 64, 68; on Navaratri, 

64, 68, 152
Naming/addressing, 175–76, 248n39; see 

also Natyasastra

Narasimha Bharati, Urga, see Gurus of 

the matha

Narasimhabharati, Sachidananda Sivabhi-

nava, see Gurus of the matha

Narayan, Kirin: on in-law tension/abuse, 

127; on storytelling, 16
Narration: context and, 190; documenta-

tion of, 127–28; ethics and, 18, 187–88; 

Greek tradition of, 184; interpersonal 

dynamics of, 38–39, 191, 215, 216; in-

terpretation of, 202; interpretation of, 

context and, 19; language and, 186; 

localness/situatedness in, 188; memory 

triggering, 191, 215, 216; morality in, 162, 

183–88, 189; norms and, 143; as oral text, 

149; remembered exactly, 6, 199; stories 

v., 183, 253n3; “things are they are,” 6; 

variants, 40–43; see also Anecdote(s); 

Conversational stories/conversationally 

shared stories; Memory, narrative and; 

Recitation

Nāt ³yaśāstra (Bharata), 100, 101, 102, 126, 

175–76, 185; see also Bharata

Navaratri, 50, 64, 68–69, 88, 98, 152, 
235n43

Nayaka, Shivappa, revenue assessment 

of, 92–93
Nelson, John H., on shastra, 110
Nibandha, 101, 106, 185
Nirn ³ayasindhu (Kamalakara), 114
Niyama, 21, 118, 123, 124, 129, 143, 196, 

228; see also Achara/acara; Paddhati; 

Sampradaya; Shastra

Nondualism, see Advaita; Vishishthadvaita

Normative concept(s), 169; achara/acara 

as, 119, 123, 129, 130, 143; ashirvada 

as, 171; matha sampradaya and, 12, 85, 
207–8; niyama and, 21, 118, 123, 124, 

129, 143, 228; paddhati and, 21, 119, 123, 
127, 129, 137, 140, 143, 228; relative, 18; 
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right conduct and, 118–19, 123–24, 126, 

178; sampradaya and, 124–25, 131–35, 
139–40; shastra and, 93, 118–19, 123–24, 

126, 134, 143; shistha and, 15, 107; 

translation of fi ve, 123–24; upachara 

and, 185, 227, 243

Obligation, see Rina

Ochs, Elinor, 19
Oral literary criticism, 14, 19, 163
Ostracizing (anecdote), 139

Paddhati: in cooking, 120–23, 124; moth-

ers preserving/dictating, 144; norma-

tive concepts and, 21, 119, 123, 127, 

129, 137, 140, 143, 228; rebellion and, 

133; shastras and, 99, 101, 102, 106–7, 

108–9, 110–14, 123–24, 130; translation 

of term, 106–7, 123; women’s, 127, 128, 

129–30, 142; see also Achara/acara; 

Niyama; Sampradaya; Shastra

Palanquin, see Adda pallakki

Panchayat, 113
Pandit, 77, 78, 114, 247n10
Panduranga, 63, 131–34, 135
Pankti, 122
Papanaiyya, 182–83, 184
Parampara, 155, 181, 262
Parker, Samuel, 144–45
Parry, Jonathan, 139, 249n64
Patanjali, 100
Patronage: festivals and royal, 74; gift-

ing/reciprocity and, 67, 69, 73–74, 

75, 88; of guru/matha by competing 

rulers/kingdoms, 74–75
Performance: ashirvada as, 57, 149; com-

munity and, 150; conversational nar-

rative as, 19, 188; genres, 136, 142, 145, 
177, 184; speech in, 149, 162; theory, 14, 

233n31, 251–52n27, 252n29; tradition/

shastra and, 126, 142–43; vrata, 132–33, 
136, 142, 248n33

Pickling (anecdote), 213–16
Pilgrimage, see Hospitality; Tourism

Plan for the Administration of Justice 
(Hastings), 110

Poetics, 185; appropriateness in, 169, 174, 

175, 177–78, 180; of ashirvada, 149, 168–

69, 171; of conversational stories, 228; 

melody/intonation as, 170; oral, 16, 18, 

22, 149; Sanskrit, 174; Western, 179
Poets, devotional, 142
Political endowments, 78
Politics: cordiality and, 77; in Hindu/

Muslim relations, 44; in land grant sys-

tem, 69–70, 72, 73; in matha’s patron-

age, 67, 73–74, 75, 76; Murthy’s, 59
Pollock, Sheldon, 14, 100, 143
Population, 46; Sringeri, 1, 35, 36, 46
Power: of Devi, 160; between gods/hu-

mans/demons, 159
Practice: manuals of, 126; norms/rules 

and, 134, 135; theory v., 100, 135; see also 

Achara/acara

Prasada, 70
Prayer, 159; from all religions, 219; at 

Gandhi’s ashram, 219
Prediction (anecdote), 208–12
Priest, see Purohit

Procession, goddess, 164–65
Propriety: in Western poetics, 179; see also 

Auchitya

Propriety, in ashirvada, 168–69; in rasa/

drama, 177
Prostration, to sanyasi, 201
Puja, 195; Durga Dipa, 150–60; Varalak-

shmi, 128; see also Worship

Puranas, 122, 136, 158, 166; Sthalapurana, 

25–26, 27–30, 32, 234n12
Purnaiyya, 78
Purohit, 116–17; in ashirvada, 56, 149, 162, 

172; error of, 192–93, 195–96; see also 

Aviveka

Pūrva Mīmām³ sā, 102, 143; see also Karma 

Mimamsa; Mimamsa

Putta Murthy, 60, 62; on Municipal 

Council/politics of, 59; on Sringeri 

hospitality, 54–57
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Rakshasas, 155–57, 159; see also Arunasura

Ramanavami, 51, 74, 136
Ramanujan, A. K., 124, 129
Ramaswamy, S. K., 164, 165, 165, 167–68
Ramayana (Valmiki), 129
Rambhattru, Murne Mane, 70–71, 79, 

191–93
Rameshwara temple, 47, 47
Rangoli, 130, 150, 213, 214, 216
Rao, Raghunatha (Maratha ruler): enemy 

relations/guru and, 74–75
Rao, Shringa, bus service of, 52–53
Rasa (poetic emotion), 15–16, 124, 

174–77, 179, 180, 185–86; improper, 181; 
in listener/teller, 186

Rebellion, niyama/paddhati and, 133
Reciprocity, 82; brahman families’/

matha’s, 72; land tenancy allowing, 88; 

patronage/gifting and, 67, 69, 73–74; 

redistribution/land and, 80, 86
Recitation: in ashirvada, 57, 148–50, 166, 

172–73; in ashirvada in brahman/non-

brahman homes, 150, 166; qualifi ca-

tions for, 166; tonal variations in, 170
Records, see Kaditas

Redistribution, reciprocity and, 80
Regulating Act of 1773, 109–10
Religious emblems, 78; story about 

Hindu/Muslim, 40–43
Remedy, see Reparation

Renunciate, see Sanyasis

Reparation, 196, 210–11
Restoration: land, 76; temple, 75
Results, of action, 102
Revenue assessment, 92–93
Ricoeur, Paul: on mimesis, 184; on po-

tential stories, 191
Right conduct, 81, 94, 129, 130, 190; in 

addressing others, 175–76; ashirvada 

on, 11, 149, 168, 170, 173–74; context 

sensitivity in, 124–25, 178, 188, 252n29; 

duty implicit in, 190; in giving/re-

ceiving bhikshe, 198–200; hospitality 

and, 11, 57, 202–8; householder v. 

renunciate, 80; icons/emblems and, 

78; during multicaste meal event, 

206–8; normative concepts underly-

ing, 118–19, 123–24, 126, 178; regional 

laws of, 109; Shastry, A. on, 81, 129, 

130; translation of term, 123; see also 

Conduct

Rigveda, 122, 151, 245n81
Rina, 65–66, 236n7; between gurus, 

kings, 69, 70; between individuals, 65
Rishyashringa, 27–30
River: analogy, 145; Tunga, 2
Rocher, Ludo, x, 108, 244n47
Royal court, see Durbar

Rulers, 74–78; British administrators as, 

99, 109; Keladi Nayakas, 8, 74, 76; 

Maratha, 74–75, 77; Muslim, 74–75; 
Mysore Wodeyar, 2, 8, 34, 73, 74

Rules/restrictions, 124, 196; constitutive 

v. regulative, 196; tradition v., 131–35; 
see also Achara/acara; Niyama; Norma-

tive concept(s); Shastra

Sachidananda Bharati I, see Gurus of the 

matha

Sachidananda Sivabhinava Narasimhab-

harati, see Gurus of the matha

Sacred grass, 211
Sacred thread ritual, see Upakarma

Sacrifi ce, Vedic, 163
Said, Edward, 144
Samadhi, 255n41
Sampradaya, 164–65, 180; ashirvada, 149; 

context sensitivity of, 124–25, 178; 

elders consulted on, 138, 144; family, 

121–22, 136, 137; Greek narrative, 184; 

guru durbar, 50, 68–69; guru lineage 

as, 247n10; heard v. remembered, 

242n3; of honoring brahman families, 

72; land grants, 69–70, 71, 79; oral, 26, 

108, 109; regional, 52; rules v., 131–35; 
Shankara on, 125; shastra v., 124–25, 
131–35, 139–40; translation of term, 

123; upheld by mothers, 144; Vedic, 
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65, 104; women and, 127, 129–30, 136, 

144; see also Achara/acara; Niyama; 

Paddhati; Shastra

Samsthanam (independent government), 

70
Sanskrit: in ashirvada, 171; education in, 

114, 162; poetics, 174; on propriety, 178
Sanyasis: food for/from, 198–200, 201; 

householder v., 78–79, 80; not eating, 

198–200; prostration to, 201; shas-

tra on, 202; Shiva as greatest, 196; 

Sringeri’s visiting, 201; stories about, 

140–41, 197–200; transportation of, 

138–39
Śatapat ³ha Brāhman ³a, 65–66
Secularization, 118, 206–8
Service, 22, 229; to deity, 195; gifting and, 

73; hospitality and, 57, 149, 195; volun-

tary, to matha, 84, 85, 86, 95
Seve, see Service

Shankara, 2–3; establishing matha, 32, 

234n16; on guru, 102, 125; Jains and, 

33–34; on shastra, 102, 125; on tradi-

tion, 125
Shankaracharya of Kanchipuram matha, 

143
Shankuka, 185
Sharada pitham, 2, 231n2
Shastra, 7, 12–13, 21, 100, 102, 144; 

Abhinava Vidyatirtha on, 113; adapta-

tion/fl exibility of, 98, 99, 104, 117, 126, 

129–30, 135, 202; application of, 114, 

129–30, 144–45, 202; architecture and, 

144–45; ashirvada and, 162, 168–69, 

171; authorship of, 103, 141–42; British 

rule and, 99, 107–8, 109–10, 111, 227; 

classifi cation of vedas and, 242–43n5, 
242n3, 245n81; community/locality 

and, 107, 114–15, 126, 136, 144; confl ict 

and, 127, 139; context-sensitivity and, 

124–25, 144, 178, 188, 227, 252n29; as 

continuum, 126; counsel of, today’s, 

114; customs and, 106–7, 108–9, 

110–14, 123–24; debates on, 112, 113; 

devotion and, 103, 104, 105, 142; as 

divine, 134; dual response to, 104, 105; 
duty and, 99, 101, 102, 130; excom-

munication incident and, 113–14; food 

and, 122; guru and, 112; heard v. re-

membered, 242n3; Hinduism and, 74, 

124–25, 178, 188, 252n29; as imagined, 

143–46; as implied, 123, 129; literal 

interpretation of, 131–34; menstrual 

cycle and, 129–30; moral authority of, 

100, 108, 135; paddhati and, 99, 101, 
102, 106–7, 108–9, 110–14, 123–24, 127, 

129, 130, 144; performance and, 126, 

142–43; related normative concepts 

and, 93, 118–19, 123–24, 126, 134, 143; 
sampradaya tradition v., 131–35, 140; 

on sanyasis, 202; Shankara on, 102, 125; 
subjects covered by, 101, 105; transla-

tion of, 98–99, 105, 110, 123; Vedas 

and, 106, 143; on worship, 195; see 
also Achara/acara; Niyama; Paddhati; 

Sampradaya; specifi c names of

Shastry, Giridhara, 80, 83, 112, 169, 202–7
Shastry, Srikantha, 140–41
Shistha, 15, 107; see also Exemplar

Shiva, 104, 196
Shivalinga: leopard/mazar and, 40–43; 

worship of, 196
Shlokas, in ashirvada, 150, 166
Shraaddha, 140, 172, 173; cat anecdote 

on, 146–47; in Varanasi, 140
Shri chakra, 238n11; city shaped as, 67
Shringapura, 69
Sivabhinava Narasimhabharati; see Gurus 

of the matha

Smith, Brian, 103
Sociability, see Cordiality/sociability

Sound, 142
South India: medieval, 66; Muslim power 

in, 74–75; panchayat of, 113
South Kanara, 5
Speech: in ashirvada, 149, 162; fi gurative, 

176; improvised, 57
Śrī Bhās ³ya, 102–3
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Sringeri, 231n1; architecture of, 46; 

ashirvada unique to, 57, 250n2; brah-

man families of, 44, 71–72, 79; bus to, 

52–53; as dharmasthala, 69, 79; Jains in, 

33–34; land in, 69–70, 72, 73, 83; ma-

hajanas of, 77, 79, 91, 165; name of, 26, 

27–30; as political entity, 67; popula-

tion, 1, 35, 36, 46; reputation of, 32–33; 
sthala purana of, 27–30; traditions of 

hospitality, 54–57; travel to, 52–53; visit-

ing sanyasis (anecdotes about), 201; see 
also History, Sringeri

Statecraft, 72, 73
Stein, Burton, on mahajanas, 79
Sthala Purana, 25–26, 27–30, 32, 234n12; 

Sringeri name story as, 27–30
Storefronts, of homes, 46
Stories: context and, 187, 189, 191, 228; in-

terpretation of, 202; narratives v., 183, 
253n3; poetics of, 228; potential, 191, 
216; see also Anecdote(s); Conversa-

tional stories/conversationally shared 

stories; Storytelling

“A Story in Search of an Audience” (folk 

tale), 191
Storyteller, 142–43, 186; artistry of, 

188–89
Storytelling, 183–91; ashirvada and, 

149, 170, 173–74; autobiographical, 

women’s, 127–28; emotion in, 186; 

localness in, 188; moral life and, 183–88, 

189; see also Rasa

Subtlety, see Sukshma

Sukshma, 22, 197, 200, 202, 229, 256n56
Surveys, on customs, 111

Talikota battle, 74
Tandu, 102
Taxes, see Kandaya

Telugu, 4, 23, 26, 79, 104, 191
Temple(s): consecration of, 202–6; hos-

pitality in, 56; interconnectedness of, 

234n12; Jain, 35; Kigga/Mallikarjuna, 

30, 31; as landowner, 74; private/pub-

lic, 47, 47, 73; restoration of/Mysore 

war and, 75; women attending, 61
Temple honors, 71, 72
Tenants, land restoration and, 76
Territory, protection/control of, 77
Texts/textuality: in ashirvada, for 

brahmans v. non brahmans, 150, 166; 

aural, 142; classifi cation of, 242n3, 

245n81, n5; on conduct, for brah-

man subsects, 114; imagined, 22, 119, 

143–46, 229; moral authority and, 

100, 141–43, 206–8; oral, 16, 18, 109, 

149; reality v., 202; as sacred/divine, 

103, 106, 134, 137, 141, 143; social/

sub-, 178; Vedic, interplay of, 102; as 

worldly, 144; written, xiii, 15, 122, 141, 
187, 226

Theory, practice v., 100, 135
Tika, 106
Time, see Yuga

Tipu Sultan, 75
Tourism, 48, 58
Tradition, see Paddhati; Sampradaya

Translation: of achara/conduct, 123; of 

conversations/stories, xiii, 11, 12, 20; 

of fi ve normative concepts, 123–24; 

of “guest,” 150; methodology, xiii, 12; 

of niyama/rules, 124; of paddhati/

custom, 106–7, 123; of sampradaya/

“tradition,” 123; of “shastra,” 98–99, 

105, 110, 123; of “upachara,” 11, 57
Transmission, teacher-student, 126–27
Transportation, sanyasis and, 138–39
Travel, to Sringeri, 52–53
Trimpi, Wesley, on decorum, 179
Tukaram, devotee/shastras and, 105
Tulsi, worship of, 129
Tunga (river), 2

Udupa, Vinayaka, 114, 124–25, 170
Ugra Narasimha Bharati, see Gurus of the 

matha

Upachara, 53, 56, 58, 149, 195, 202, 

237n53; ashirvada and, 12, 148, 149, 
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252n32; conduct and, 20, 21, 110; 

Malnad, 11, 25, 52, 236n47; norma-

tive model of, 185, 227, 243; in puja, 

237n53, 251n23; Sringeri, 11, 12, 20, 

21, 54–57, 58; translation of term, 11, 
57; see also Hospitality; Normative 

concept(s); Shastra

Upakarma (sacred thread ritual), 115–17
Upanishads, 103, 149, 171, 226
Urvashi (celestial dancer), 27

Vaidyanatha, 114
Vaishnava, 74
Valmiki, 129
Varalakshmi puja, 128
Vedas: aural textuality of, 142; blessings 

and, 150, 151, 163, 167; classifi cation 

of shastras and, 242–43n5, 242n3, 
245n81; as divine, 103, 106, 137, 142, 

143; on food, 122; intertextuality of, 

102; as liberation, 101, 102; morality/

shastra and, 135, 137, 160; as origin of 

theory, 100; rejection of, 104; sac-

rifi ce in, 163; shastras and, 106, 143; 

sound and, 142; tradition/guru and, 

65, 104, 125
Verbal art, see Recitation

Vibhandaka, 27
Vidyaranya (12th guru), 67, 70; kings’ 

indebtedness to, 70
Vidyāran ³ya Vrittān̄ta, 67
Vidyaranyapura, celebrations of, 51
Vidyatirtha, Abhinava; see Gurus of the 

matha

Vijayanagara, city of, 67

Vijayanagara empire, 67, 68, 74, 75, 
238n9; see also Kings; Kingship

Virashaiva, 74; devotion/shastra and, 

103–4
Vishishthadvaita (qualifi ed nondualism), 

102–3
Vishnu, 154, 158–59
Viveka, 22, 197, 229; see also Aviveka; 

Sukshma

Vrata, 136, 142, 248n33
Vyasa, 141

War, Mysore, 75
Weddings, 167–68
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 118, 134, 135, 137, 

196
Women: addressing, 248n39; authority 

of, 127, 138; customs/traditions and, 

127, 128, 129–30, 136, 142, 144; docu-

mentation of personal experiences by, 

127–28; dress code for, 207; in munici-

pal council, 62; newly married, vratas 

for, 132–33, 136, 248n33; professions of, 

48; vratas/worship by, 142
Worship: arati/oil lamp ceremony in, 

71, 72, 239n27; daily, 136–37; goddess, 

31, 50, 128, 150–60, 164–65, 231n2; in 

matha, 82, 83, 193; reparatory, 196, 

210–11; shastras on, 195; of shivalinga, 

196; of Tulsi, 129; women’s vratas as, 

142, 248n33
Writing/arts, history and, 126

Yajurveda, 167
Yuga, 101, 211, 256n65; see also Kaliyuga
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