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I had heard about the Lingayat community of Karnataka but was unable to find any reading material on it. Thanks to an email friend from Dubai got to know a bit. That aroused my curiosity to know more but none of Mumbai’s bookshops had any books on him. Ravi was nice enough to send me a photocopy of a book on Basavanna.  

This essay is based on inputs from the said book and the History and Culture of the Indian People by the Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan. It is dedicated Basavanna. The chapters are presented as they appear in the book. Chapter 8 is titled Ravi’s comments where he shares his own experiences and observations on the current state of the Lingayat community and some of its prominent members. 

Virasaivism or Lingayatism, traces its origin to the five great religious teachers, Renuka, Daruka, Ghantakarna, Dhenukarna and Visvakarna, who according to tradition, were the earthly manifestations of the five aspects of Para-Siva viz. Sadyojata, Vamadeva, Aghora, Tatpurusha and Isna. These five teachers are said to have incarnated in the Kali-yuga as Revanasiddha, Marulasiddha, Ekorama, Panditaradhya and Visvaradhya, and expounded the ancient system of Lingayat. They are said to have established five mathas in India – Kedarnath in Uttaranchal, Ujjayini in the centre (M.Pradesh), Srisailam in the south (A.Pradesh), Rambhapuri in the west and Kashi in the north. 

The names of three of the five acharyas, Visvarashya, Panditaradhya and Ekorama are mentioned in the Basava Purana. The greatest name in the history of Virasaivism is that of Basavana. 

The Age of Basavanna


Chapter 1

Basava (B) lived during the middle of the 12th century. Although we do not have any biography of his, we are fortunate to have a long narrative entitled Basavarajadevara ragale composed in Kannada language by Harihara (1230 a.d.). The second source of information are the Vachanas or short compositions in poetic prose by B himself and of his contemporaries. These Vachanas give us a glimpse of his personality and enable us to understand his mental and spiritual evolution. A whole literature based on stories pertaining to B and his contemporaries has grown in Kannada. In Telegu, P Somanatha wrote the immortal Basavapuranamu which was translated into Kannada by Bhimakavi in 1369 a.d. 

Social Background – The society at that time was based on the caste-system. It seemed rigid with the Brahmans at the top of the hierarchy and the Holeyas or outcastes at the bottom. Socially the Brahmins were the most privileged class. They were educated and considered to be the repositories of learning and culture. The Kings used to draw on them for duties of the state. Kings and rich people donated villages to Brahmans called agraharas. These donations helped the Brahmans to focus their attention to study and teaching. The agraharas became great centres of learning and housed great scholars. The Vedas were taught there with their six angas, Smritis, Puranas, grammar etc. The members of the Brahman community who controlled an agrahara were called Mahajanas or great people. They worked as a team and looked after the activities of the agraharas. In some cases the mahajanas chose a leader and worked under his guidance. B was the son of one such leader.

Although the Brahmins of that time were educated and learned, the ideals in the scriptures was not translated into practice. B says “scriptures show one way and the Brahmins follow another”. Religion had become a set of rituals with animal sacrifice taking place. To most it was karma and not jnana or bhakti that was important. The gap between the rich and poor was large, yet the rich were respected in society but the poor suffered. Among the lower castes, there were again different rungs and each caste had its own social privileges. The fear of excommunication prevented the member of any caste to do anything that the rules of his caste did not permit. 

Women for not generally considered to be fit for education. However, many women belonging to royal families were educated and paid attention to fine arts like music and dancing. On the whole the women were supposed to be inferior to man in status. The position of the untouchables called holeyas was pitiable. There were numerous superstitious beliefs in society, some harmless others dreadful. People were constantly in fear and were forced to be at mercy of the priests. 

Religious Condition – The major religions practiced in Karnatka during the first half of the 12th century were Jainism, Vaishnavism, Shaivism and Buddhism. Jainism was introduced into this area during the1 st century BC or perhaps earlier. It was patronized by successive royal dynasties. The dynasty which gave it maximum encouragement was that of the Gangas making it the most dominant religion during the 9th and 10th centuries. It is believed that it was the Jains who were the earliest cultivators of Kannada literature. The downfall of the Ganga dynasty was a blow to Jainism. It was the Digambara sect that was prevalent. Jainism does not believe in divine grace. The sect believes that women are not entitled to final liberation in this birth. Each man had to toil for himself to achieve final liberation. This could be achieved by the educated but the common man could not understand how there was a way out for him without a God who was prepared to show mercy on him. Digambara or nude-saints were great men but their nudity and outward appearance had created an impression that a man on whom Saturn had cast an evil eye would be born as a Digambara saint in the next birth.

Shrivaishnavism was becoming popular during this period, propagated by Ramanujacharya of Tamin Nadu. He had tender feelings towards the harijans. The keynote of his religion was bhakti or single-minded devotion to God and complete surrender of oneself to the Almighty. Buddhism was not terribly popular.

Shaivism was the most popular religion of Karnataka during the 12th century. There were many sects like Lakulisha-Pashupatha, Kalamukha, Marga Shaiva, Adi Shaiva. From this background emerged Virshaivism.

Boyhood




Chapter 2 

B was born in a village called Bagewadi in the Bijapur district of Mysore state. There was a big Siva temple there and was an agrahara of some reputation. The headman was Mandageya Madiraja. Since he had no child for a long time, the astrologers suggested that they should perform Vrishabha Vrata. His wife took it up and completed it with great devotion. She was blessed with a son Basava. Learned in the Vedas his father wanted him to follow his footsteps.

He had some terrible experiences – the sight of a lamb taken to the sacrificial altar. During Nagapanchami festival the snake was worshipped but when a snake appeared it was killed. Agni – fire was worshipped but if a house caught fire, it was put out with sand and water. B could not understand these contradictions. He could feel the difference between the haves and have nots. B was friendly, helpful, charming and soft-spoken. He was the leader amongst his friends yet never dominated over them. He could not tolerate cunning. He would be harsh towards those who ill-treated others. He was different.

He loved to listen to stories of men of God. He would never miss a prasanga, a religious discourse where tales of devotees were narrated. One was that of Kannappa, a saint of Tamil Nadu. Another story that impressed him was that of Madara Channayya. The story of Siriyala who was prepared to sacrifice his own son to please God and the story of Dasimayya who gave his new blanket to God were other stories that impressed B’s mind. These stories pointed out to the fact that birth-caste was never a criterion by which God judged man. He realized that God always values inner purity and not outward appearance, caste was an impediment to realize God since a person born in a higher caste boosted the ego of a person. 

B began to fell that he was living in an artificial world. With time it became difficult for him to live in the world of appearances. At the age of 8, the thread or upanayana ceremony was to be performed. B refused to wear the sacred thread on the premise that Brahminism and bhakti were things opposed to each other. A Brahmin could never become God’s son and a God’s favorite should give up Brahmanism to earn for himself God’s grace. B was adamant. However, at last, B agreed to under go the ceremony.

Into the Free World



Chapter 3 

Now his formal education started. Under eminent men he studied the Vedas, grammar, music, literature, six systems of philosophy, shivagamas etc. He had a keen intellect and an enviable memory. B was against parrot like reciting of scriptures. He felt that the Vedas proclaimed the greatness of God and of bhakti as opposed to the common belief that they glorified karma. B began to change, give vent to his feelings. He began to protest against the injustice to the lower castes. He had clashes with parents but before things could go out of control his parents passed away. Uninhibited now he cut the sacred thread and threw it away. The situation in his village became intolerable so he left for another town called Kudalasangama in Bijapur district. It was a holy place for Saivites and the temple there was a famous centre of pilgrimage during that period. 

B came there because there was God Sangameshwara, the deity he secretly adored. As he entered the temple, his pent-up emotions burst into words. His life which was like a ship caught in a storm had found its haven now. B decided to settle down there. The temple priests assigned B the duty of bringing fresh water and flowers for worship. B was mad after God and the way he worshipped was not in accordance with the shashtras. He would dance, sing, clap, speak to God, would beg excuse of Him for any delay in bringing Him offerings. The people appreciated his devotion. B taught them devotional songs. 

B began to attract people from the nearby villages. It was here that the foundation for his life as a religious and social leader was laid. It became the seat of his spiritual exercise. It was here that his personality flowered. 

There is a controversy as to whether B was the founder of Virashaivism. While I have given details in the introduction, it would be better to focus on the man and his teachings than controversies. The present day Virshavas may fall into two groups i.e. the followers of Revanasiddha and Basava. There was not much of a difference in their teachings. He revolutionized old Shaivism, started a new movement. As we shall see later, it was perhaps a reformist’s movement on the lines of the Arya Samaj in the 19th century.

Back to Society




Chapter 4 

B thought that he could live thereafter the live of an ascetic. In this temple town he saw the same corrupt society. He could not tolerate that. Now there was an instinct to fight ignorance and exploitation. While B was respected by all, there was an inner voice that urged him to go out into the larger world and work for humanity. He was aware of being dependent on the temple and realized that if he had a job, he could raise a band of dedicated followers. 

The name that came to his mind was King Bijjala whose capital was Mangalavedhe. Unsure on whether he should leave the temple town, he hesitated, till Lord Sangameshwara appeared in his dream and assured him that he would always be there with him. Since B had a good knowledge of maths he could become an accountant.

Bijjala was a feudatory ruler under the Kalyana Chalukyas. The lives of B and Bijjala are intertwined and had a remarkable impact upon that of each other. Bijjala belonged to the family of the Kalachuris who originally belonged to Bundelkhand of Madhya Pradesh. They are ardent devotees of Lord Siva. Though a powerful dynasty they are were driven out and forced to settle down in different parts of India, one branch settled down at Mangalavedhe. Seeing a weak Taila II on the throne, Bijjala took many feudal leaders into confidence and dethroned Taila. 

B was either related to Siddhadandanatha, the Chief of Treasury or by proving his mettle got a job as a ganaka or accountant in the state administration. With time B became Chief Treasury Officer. B was now a rich man and was in the prime of his life. While B had in his younger days dreamt of living the life of a sannyasi, now he married two ladies. With age came maturity. In one of his vachanas he argued in favor of married life and has remarked that the suppression of sexual instincts led to problems of various kinds.

His married life was happiest. Blessed with wealth he threw open the gates of his house to the poor and spent his last penny in the cause of his new religion. Called Virashaivism, the religion insisted that its followers should have single-minded devotion to one God, Siva. Vira means hero. This did not mean that they should show disrespect to other Gods. To them Siva is supreme. The term Lingayata is also used to describe the new religion. Lingayats are those who wear linga on their body. They are forbidden to go to the temple and worship the Shivalinga. To them worshipping God in a temple suggested that God was one who lived away from them. B had for the first time enlightened them on the true nature of worship. The Virashaivas are, therefore, enjoined to wear on their bodies, a small linga of the shape and size of a small round berry, flat at the bottom. It is called ishta linga (dear linga) as opposed to sthavara linga (fixed linga) of the temple. This linga is taken out twice a day, kept in the palm and worshipped. A Virashaiva is not expected to remove the linga at any time. This implies -–one, the individual soul is pashu (cattle) and that God is Pashupati, the master. The cattle should always be under the protection of the master. Two, the human soul is God himself and it is by the slow and steady practice that it can rise up and reach God and become God himself.

The Virashaiva religion expects its followers to respect the guru, linga and jangama. Guru is the person who initiates a person into Virashaivism and gives the linga. The initiate is asked to wear the linga always on his body. The word jangama literally means that which is moving or one who moves. The term is used to describe a holy person. A jangama is God in his visible form; he moves from place to place preaching. He is sometimes considered greater than God Himself, and hence should be treated with respect. Among bhakti, jnana and vairagya, the place of bhakti, as a way to realization of God is pre-eminent. The other two are subservient to bhakti. 

Basava’s spirit of devotion and honesty made him famous far and wide. B could not see anybody flatter him, lest he became proud. With the multitude of guests B would spend the nights, singing and chanting the names of Shiva. B took many vows, of observing Shivaratri on all days of the year, he would view the devotees of God as God himself, that he would never criticize God’s devotees, he would act according to his words, he would give whatever sharanas asked for, and he would topple other religions and strive for the propagation of his faith. B severely condemned the evil aspects of other religions in his vachanas as was the practice that time.

Do and Don’ts - Once a person became a Virshaiva, he would be treated as equal. Virshaivism asked two things of an individual. One that he should sever connections with his former religion and get initiated into the new religion by wearing an ishta linga on the body; two is that he should have complete faith in Lord Shiva. The religious rites were simple: he should apply bhasma or holy ashes on the forehead, he should give up meat eating, wine-drinking and become a perfect vegetarian, he should always speak the truth, avoid stealing and killing, he should not be greedy nor must he be lazy, he should avoid going to a temple or a holy place, because the body itself is the temple and the place where Shiva’s men live is itself is a holy place, it is imperative for everyone to take up a job or profession, even if a person lacks the time or resources to perform worship, that should not worry him, for what is of real importance is the faith he has in God. 

All this appealed to the poor and masses. Thousands came and embraced the new religion. Earlier B was an individual but here he had become a man of the masses. His spiritual sadhana went hand in hand with his social activities. During this period Bijjala who had usurped the Chalukyan throne in 1162 ad moved his capital to a bigger city Kalyana. B was now the Chief Treasurer of the empire, a bigger job than before. It gave an impetus to the social revolution that B had started in Mangaliveda.

Kalyana




Chapter 5 

Kalyana is today a small town in Bidar district and is named after B as Basavakalyana. There are caves and temples where B etc are believed to have done tapas or religious meditation. Historically it was a big city humming with religious, political and business activities. There were temples dedicated to many gods and goddesses, one of which was controlled by the Kalamukhas. The ruler Bijjala was god fearing and he donated liberally to the Shaiva monks there. However, Bijjala was a bhavi (one who has a birth). While B served the king with 100 % loyalty, he had scant regard for the bhavis. Caught as he was in this conflict, one day B was questioned by his own men as to how could he be serving for bhavi like Bijjala. 

Since B was a reformist movement aimed at the lower classes, the upper castes did not take kindly to him. They complained to Bijjala that B was spending large sums of state money on his own people. When the accounts were checked they were found to be correct. Amidst a stream of continuos allegations, the rift between B and Bijjala started widening. 

B had both official duties and social obligations to perform. He was satisfied with what he had done for the upliftment of society. B was a man of religion, a bhakta by nature. His goal was the realization of God but he never abandoned material work for attaining the spiritual. He lived in the world with all its turmoil’s and problems and faced them bravely. His wife called him a person who experienced only miseries. The man who led a good life in this world, he thought, would be acceptable to God in the other world. 

It was this philosophy which tied him to the world, made him take up a job, and also be the leader of a great social movement. 

Rebel and Reformer




Chapter 6

B’s revolutionary thoughts had their deep roots in the accumulated discontentment in the social and religious conditions. It was welcomed by the poor but opposed by followers of established religion. The popular conception of religion as a set of rigid and classified rituals exclusively for the privileged was exploded by B. Its essence consisted in living a life of goodness and sincerity. He made external religious symbols occupy a second place. He said that good life was the sure way to reach God.

It was not only the poor that adopted Virashaivism but a large number adopted it out of conviction. It included the tribals also. B said that liquor, meat, hemp and friendship with a bhavi were to be given up. Now Pashupati Shaivism was competing with Virshaivism for attracting people into its fold. However hard B tried to do away with the evils of the caste system, some upper caste followers of the new religion continued to look down upon the lower caste ones. 

B denounced meaningless rituals and taught simple, sensible practices conducive to a clean and good life. Temples were the strongholds of Pashupati Shaivism. All the activities of the village centered on the temple, monks lived in them or the mathas attached to them. B stated that no Virashaiva should build a temple nor should he enter a temple and worship God there. God in the form of ishta-linga was one one’s own body and he resided in one’s heart in His true form. The temple is sthavara, immovable and hence suggests stagnation and death. The body, which is jangama, the moving temple suggests life and growth. Make your body the temple of God.

B said that Virshaivas need not consult astrologers to fix auspicious days for performing various ceremonies, the day they remembered God was auspicious. B had immense love for the Harijans. One day he entered the house of a harijan and dined with him. The conservative group complained to king Bijjala who summoned B. The story goes that B performed a miracle and proved that it was the Brahmins that were corrupt at heart not the Harijan. 

Another concept that was preached was Kayaka. It means every individual should take up the job of his choice, perform it with all sincerity and not be a burden on society. We should realize God through the work we do. Persons must share a part of his earnings with the jangamas and the poor. It also implied that no occupation was inferior or superior to another. 

B asked his followers not to be enamoured by wealth, love the poor and serve them. He had contempt for rich people and their vanity. B was convinced that rich people amassed their wealth through unfair means. Money according to B was the root cause of all evil. B prayed to God to bless him with wealth so that he could go on distributing them among the poor. He was a socialist in outlook.

B made the emancipation of women one of the mottoes of his movement. A colleague of his said that women was not maya, she was God herself. Another said that neither gold nor earth nor woman was maya; maya was nothing but a person’s desire to posses and enjoy things. Women were encouraged to work, take up spiritual practices and encouraged to express themselves through song and poetry. As a result, we find amongst the mystic saints of the century, atleast thirty-two women composed vachanas. A proper atmosphere was created for women to realize their potential and participate in social activities. 

Another remarkable thing about the movement was the freedom of speech enjoyed by its followers. When devotees gathered at B’s house for singing devotional songs they became seminars where problems relating to religion and the movement were discussed. Everyone took part freely in the discussions. This was a revolution. It made people aware of their rights. Surely when this happened the authority of the Brahmans was questioned. B was accused of instigating people. His life was in danger but he carried on undeterred aware that he had the blessings of Lord Siva and the correctness of his deeds. 

In the history of Karnataka it was indeed the first revolution of its kind. 

A Spiritual Aspirant



Chapter 7 

In the last chapter we saw how his intellect came to grips with the society of his time. The second battle took place in the inner world. B was a devotee and his vachanas are a great commentary on his spiritual conflicts that every sadhaka has to face on his spiritual journey. They tell us about his spiritual evolution and his unceasing efforts to reach God and become one with him. 

B was aware of his shortcomings and criticized himself too. B tried hard to teach his mind love of God but! He wept and cried because he found it difficult to concentrate his mind on God. Many compositions show how hard he tried to keep himself mentally pure. He believed that chanting of the Vedas could not please God but bhakti could. Bhakti according to the Narada bhaktisutras is undying love for God. It is continuos and single-minded yearning and craving for the mercy of the indefinite. God’s grace descends upon a person who prays with love and loves Him wholeheartedly. 

God’s silence was a mystery to B and wondered whether he would ever see him. He got depressed sometimes. Inspite he did not loose hope and consoled himself with the thought that God was testing his devotion. The conflict, the despair and the ray of hope that streaked through the despair – all these made him cling to Shiva’s feet more and more. To B Shiva was the God supreme. 

B was not only a spiritual aspirant but also an intellectual who was involved in social and religious affairs. Each force was pulling him in an opposite direction. Out of this agony of darkness came Divine Light. God Shiva responded. B was surprised to find God within himself. Seeing God was great happiness and union with him was a great ecstasy.

It is necessary to have an idea of the spiritual evolution as experienced and expressed by the Virashaiva mystics. The evolution, according to them takes place in six stages i.e.

1. Bhakta – at this stage the devotee is the servant of the master and here begins his spiritual apprenticeship.

2. Maheshwara – at the stage, the devotee is not prepared to recognize any other God except his won.

3. Prasada – the divine grace begin to descend slowly on the aspirant and sense of hope fills his mind.

4. Pranalingi – the devotee, all the while, thinks of God as residing in the ishta-linga which he keeps on his palm during meditation. But, at this stage, the devotee experiences that God resides within himself also.

5. Sharana – there is a complete surrendering of one’s will to God. There is a slow extinction of personality.

6. Aikya – at this stage, the devotee who had a separate entity loses it and becomes God Himself.

The first stage was I am his servant. The final stage is soham “I am He”. These six stages are based on the actual experiences of saints like B and his collages during their sadhana. It is pertinent to note that the vachanas of B and others were arranged, codified by anthropologists according to these six stages.

When praised, he was humility personified. He called himself a servant of society. He was against violence in any form – in speech and in action. Many miracles were attributed to him but the fact that he was able to bring about a revolution in the thinking of the people is a great miracle.

B and his Contemporaries




Chapter 8 

Besides B, there were others too without whose solid support the revolution would not have been the success that it was. Besides simple people there were mystics who learnt from B as well as taught him. They took active part in the movement and contributed to its success.

Foremost was Prabhudeva born in Shimoga district? The death of his wife made him miserable. After years of conflict he became a wise and enlightened soul. He met people like Goggayya and Siddharama and taught them the true significance of linga worship. He was responsible for the conversion of Siddharama, an event that made Virashaivism grow faster. He brought him to Kalyana and made all the leaders meet. The leaders including B looked upon Prabhudeva as their spiritual guru and were guided by him in their sadhane. It is said that he chosen to occupy the throne of Void which speaks volumes of his eminence as a man of mystical experience.  His vachanas are beautiful but not simple.

Akkamahadevi (A) is perhaps one of the greatest saints of Karnataka and comparable to Mirabai. Although married to a king she divorced him since she was mentally married to God. B celebrated her marriage with God in his home. From Kalyana she went to Shrishaila in Andhra Pradesh. She composed some the finest vachanas.

Siddharama (S) was one of well known people of the 12th century. He was a devotee of God and probably belonged to the Pashupati-Shiva sect. He constructed a huge temple at Sholapur and a huge reservoir, which is still in tact. He was converted to Virshaivism.

Sakalesha Madarsasa was another contemporary, a great musician. Madivala Machayya was a washerman and a staunch Virashaiva. Moligeya Marayya was a close associate of B. Kinnari Bommayya was another devotee who was flute playing. Chnannabasava, his sister’s son was another scholar. His compositions give us a complete exposition of the Shatsthala philosophy.

B looked upon devotees of Shiva as if they were part of his own inner being. 

Last Days



Chapter 9 

Let us look at Basava and his movement from the point of view of King Bijjala. The king was an ambitious man who had usurped the throne. As a ruler of the country he did not want one of his subordinates to become a leader of the masses. At the same B’s reformists, revolutionary movement with its disdain of the caste system made B’s enemies warn Bijjala on the evil effects of the Virashaiva movement. All this made Bijjala disapprove of Bijala and his revolution. B’s contempt for kings and their riches have found expression in a number of vachanas. Bijjala always tried to be one up on B but ended up becoming a fool himself. This made the followers of B angry; they felt that the king was an impediment in the progress of their religion and movement.

When an untouchable and a Brahman, followers of B decided to marry their children, the king in a fit of rage had their eyes plucked out. This upset the virshaivas no end. Jagadeva and his aides killed Bijjala sometime in 1167 as an act of revenge. B had in the meantime reached Kudalasangama. He was disturbed, wanted piece, knew his end was near. He dies in 1167-68 a.d.

B had left behind a band of dedicated workers and many drew inspiration from the movement. The revolutionary poets of the 13th century Harihara and Raghavanka derived inspiration from B and others. But is unfortunate that Virashaivism became an organized religion like others. It was a social movement but! B had forbidden his followers from going to temples, encouraged women to come forward. These and many teachings were ignored by his successors. 

B is perhaps the greatest writers of vachanas in Kannada. The number of vachanas composed by him is about 1400 with more being discovered each year. It was B and his colleagues who for the first time brought lyricism into Kannada literature. B was a keen observer of life and nature. Many images which he employed are fresh and original. He believed in the reality of this world. To him, the world of God was also a reality, perhaps a greater reality. 

Though it happened over 800 years ago, his memory is still fresh in the minds of his followers. Most of the palm-leaf manuscripts copied by Virashaiva scribes begin with the phrase Shri basavalingaya namah. The villagers say Basava Basava whenever there is a danger with the hope that it will be averted. 

Every day during the month of June, a day is set apart for celebrating the Basava Jayanti festival. Followers clean up their homes, take a purifying bath, wear new clothes, go to Shiva temples and offer worship on that day. Lectures and purana recitations are arranged in memory of B and the movement. 

In the course of time it became an organized religion. There were great mystics, scholars who did their best to popularize the religion but none of them could be called a social reformer. There was a poet by the name Sarvajna (1600 AD) who was a true religious revolutionary. But he could not raise a band of organized workers. 

The vachana tradition which was so well developed by B and his followers was discontinued by his followers. Prior to B, poets used to chose only mythological themes but after him they chose human themes. 

B was a prophet. Like all prophets, he too had some weaknesses. The very fact that his whole life was an attempt and a struggle towards self-perfection shows clearly that he was not a born siddha, a perfect being. The present day Virashaiva may not be the one of his dreams. Still a careful of his teachings shows their relevance today. His message of love, truthfulness, kindness and equality of man, his insistence on kayaka and binding on all the members of society, his socialistic outlook, his love for the poor and depressed can never be ignored as a teaching of the past.

Comments from Ravi



Chapter 10 

Comments from Ravi, a Lingayat on the current thoughts and life of the Lingayat community. Since he is from Karnataka, I thought it would be useful for him to share with us his views.

1. Devegowda belongs to Gowda or Okkaliga (Farmers) community the second largest one in the state. Basically the northern Karnataka (and I think quite a few districts of southern Maharashtra) is dominated by number and politics by Lingayats and the southern Karnataka is dominated by number and politics by Okkaligas.  Whereas Okkaligas are still scheduled under backward class for the reservations, Lingayats along with Brahmins are only in the General class.

2. B D Jatti, the VP and acting President during the emergency days, Nijalingappa, the President of Congress during its first break-away, Veerendra Patil who fought Indira Gandhi in Chikmaglur election, Pandiths Kumar Gandharva and Mallikarjun Mansoor are some of the Lingayat figures of national prominence.

As regards your request about the lives lead by Lingayats today, the following are a result of my experience and observations:

1. Excepting those ‘modernized’ families, they are still pure vegetarians and most of them abstain from drinking. Once a Lingayat, they are treated equally.  The women still enjoy the liberty of worshipping; education, etc. just like men, even in villages.

2. The doors of conversion are wide open and it is a regular practice to convert to Lingayat when there is a cross marriage.  Conversion can take place without marriage also and the new converts are also treated equally.  The earlier untouchable becomes touchable and even marriable if other criteria are satisfying.
3. Once in a while there is hue and cry about Lingayatism to be made a separate religion (like the Sikh did) but it is too late now and feeble and the majority of them do not even wink their eyes to such calls.  I mean to say that Lingayatism today is just a caste tag more than a living style different to that of other Hindus, which Basavanna wanted it to be.  They build temples (identity crisis?), they visit other’s temples, and they even visit non-Shaivite temples. 

4. Although Basavanna established it as a self-sustained, full-fledged constitutional religion, the Lingayat did not transform much into a monolithic society even, leave alone a religion.  It is very heterogeneous.  More homogeneous in culture, custom, food habits, dress code, language etc., by regional factor than caste factor.  It is, in short, a main stream segment.

5. Yet, you cannot say that Basavanna just created another caste, because of the continuing effects and spreads such as said in (2) above.  What the Christian missionaries started doing in the past century for whatsoever reasons; Basavanna’s Lingayatism did 800 years ago with genuine aim of equality and upliftment.  The result is today the largest segment of the state population regarded as a forward community!  

6. As far as I know, Basava’s movement has been the single most significant and long lasting social and/or religious revolution ever to have taken place in the southern half of India. The north having experienced many such up heave against the main stream Hinduism giving birth to Buddhism, Jainsim, Sikhism, etc.  Bijapur truly being the epicenter of the revolution, there are original both Marathi and Kannada speaking Lingayats in many southern districts of Maharastra, many Telugu speaking Veerashaivas in border Andhra and some segments in Kerala and Tamil Nadu also.

7. The Dravidian movement of Tamil Nadu could bring into some minds as some sort of social revolution and draw vague lines with the Veerashaiva movement.  But this last century’s movement was purely out of Brahmin hatred and got limited to the state level and language politics.

8. Last month I read on Kannada web news that Basavanna’s statue is being made by a sculpture in Mumbai for installation in the parliament house.

9. The Basava Samitis or Veerashaiva Samajas in Australia, NewYork and other places outside are very active.   But Lingayats are by nature aloof and not that aggressive to have their own strong identity to make their presence felt.

10. Vachanas are famous but not popular as household books in the Veerashaiva homes.  It is discussed only in literary circles and Vachanas are created even today in the same simple and amusing styles that Basava and his contemporaries had adopted.

11. Girish Karnad’s recent play ‘Tale Danda’ (Death Penalty) in Kannada is about the Basava and Bijjala relationship and happenings during the revolution.  The series of religious movement, power politics, inter-cast marriages, bloody coup, have all been portrayed with perfect blend of stimulating and yet humorous dialogues!  All of Karnad’s plays like Tugalaq, Hayavadana, Naagamandala are available in Hindi, Marathi and English. But I doubt about Tale Danda.

Let us try and live up to these ideals.

Email feedback to esamskriti@suryaconsulting.net
