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The Language of the Soul: Vachanas, Sufism and Zen Buddhism

In a time when the world is increasingly fragmented by boundaries—both visible and invisible—
the need to revisit spiritual and literary traditions that transcend such divisions becomes ever more
urgent. This special edition of Prathispanda is born out of that very impulse: to explore the profound
resonances between Kannada Vachana literature, Sufi mysticism, and Zen Buddhist philosophy.

The National Seminar titled “The Language of the Soul: Vachanas, Sufism and Zen Buddhism™,
jointly organized by the Department of Languages of Kalpataru First Grade Science College and
Pallagatti Adavappa Arts and Commerce First Grade College, Tiptur, in collaboration with Book
Brahma, is a celebration of these timeless traditions. Scheduled for Friday, 12th September 2025,
this unique day-long event is envisioned as a space for academics and the wider community to
engage with the profound spiritual and literary traditions of Vachana literature in Kannada. More
than a scholarly gathering, it is a celebration of the soul’s language—one that transcends boundaries
of caste, creed, class, and gender.

Vachana Sahitya, born out of the twelfth-century movement led by Basavanna and a host of
vachanakaras such as Allama Prabhu, Akka Mahadevi, and Devara Dasimayya, marked a radical
shift in the cultural politics of Southern India. These voices challenged the hierarchical, hide-bound,
and exploitative social systems of their time, ushering in a magnificent revolution rooted in spiritual
equality and social justice. It spoke directly to the soul, in language stripped of ornamentation but
richiin insight. In parallel, Sufi poetry and Zen teachings offered similar pathways to transcendence—
emphasizing inner awakening, simplicity, and the dissolution of ego.

What makes this seminar truly special is its interdisciplinary and global approach. By forging
connections between Vachanas, Sufi writings, and Zen Buddhist thought, we aim to highlight the
shared spiritual ethos and progressive ideas that emerged across these traditions. These movements—
though distinct in geography and form—resonate with one another in their emphasis on inner
transformation, simplicity, and the rejection of rigid dogma. Their relevance remains undiminished
in today’s world.

We are honored to host eminent scholars in the fields of Vachana literature, Sufism, and Buddhism,
including Dr. Rajendra Chenni, Dr. Nataraj Budhal, Dr. Sukanya Kanaralli, and Dr. Sreedhara,
whose insights will enrich our understanding of these traditions. Alongside them, students,
researchers, and young scholars will present papers and participate in meaningful discussions,
ensuring that the seminar becomes a vibrant space for dialogue and reflection.
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I would like to take this opportunity to express my heartfelt gratitude to the Office Bearers of
Kalpataru Vidya Samathe, with special thanks to Sri G.P. Deepak, Vice-President, and Sri H.G.
Sudhakar, Secretary, for their unwavering support. My sincere appreciation also goes to our resource
persons, paper presenters, and contributors to this special edition.

A special note of thanks to Dr. Saraswathi, Editor of Prathispanda, and Dr. Ravishankar A.K.,
whose dedication and editorial guidance have been instrumental in bringing this edition to life. |
also extend my gratitude to our Principals, Dr. G.N. Umesh and Dr. T.R. Vijaya Kumari, for their

constant encouragement.

Finally, I thank all faculty members, non-teaching staff, and my dearest students who have actively

participated in organizing this seminar and ensuring the timely release of this special edition.

May this edition serve as a bridge—Dbetween traditions, between generations, and between the soul
and the word.

Warm regards,

Vinutha B.C.
Associate Professor of English
Coordinator, National Seminar
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Caste and the Cost of Reform: A Reading of
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Abstract

Caste and Religion have been the most powerful
and consistent forces that have defined the society
of India since ancient times. The systemic segre-
gation caused by the hierarchical Varna system and
the caste hegemony have resulted in rampant dis-
crimination among human beings and eroded the
basic cords of humanity necessary for a harmoni-
ous society. Although several reformatory move-
ments led by many saints and social reformers and
mass agitations by the oppressed and Ambedkarite
movements have tried eradicate the caste system
and ensure equality, caste has still remained em-
bedded in the very fabric of Indian society have
deep ramifications even till day. It is within these
dark realities of caste based oppressions like
honour killings, murders and violence that flood
the newspapers even today that this paper explores
Girish Karnad’s Taledanda which is a powerful
critique of caste, religious orthodoxy, and social
injustice in Indian society and C.N. Annadurai’s
Oor Iravu, a short film from the anthology Paava
Kadhaigal which exposes the horrors of caste pride,
the illusion of familial love, and the deep-rooted
violence that can lurk beneath tradition. Taledanda
and Oor Iravu are comparatively analysed to un-
derstand the dynamics of Caste that is intertwined
with the personal lives of people and underpins
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socio-political exegesis of Indian society since centuries now.

Key Words : Caste, Varna system, Discrimination, Systemic Oppression, Honour Killing
Introduction

Girish Karnad’s Taledanda is a historical tragedy that explores the 12th-century reformist move-
ment led by Basavanna, a Saint-reformer in Kalyan, Karnataka. The play centers on the rise and fall
of the sharanas, a community of poet - philosophers who rejected caste hierarchy, idolatry, and
ritualism, advocating for social equality, spiritual freedom, and gender justice. King Bijjala, a low-
caste ruler, as he is a Kalachurya , supports Basavanna’s ideals, but faces betrayal from his son
Sovideva and orthodox Brahmin advisors. Political intrigue leads to Bijjala’s imprisonment and
eventual assassination, symbolizing the collapse of the reformist vision.

The three-act play highlights the deep-rooted caste prejudices and the tragic consequences of chal-
lenging social norms, especially through the inter-caste marriage between a Brahmin girl Kalavati
and a cobbler groom Sheelavanta that triggers violence and beheadings. The play also critiques
patriarchal structures, portraying high-caste women as voiceless and marginalized, with characters
like Rambhavati, the Queen and Lalitamba, Kalavati’s mother embodying stereotypical roles. De-
spite the sharanas’ progressive beliefs, their movement ultimately fails, and their followers later
form a new caste—ironically replicating the very system they opposed.

Basavanna’s spiritual order, reinforced the ideals by promoting the equal worth of all individuals
before the divine, helping to dismantle oppressive social norms, mystics fostered inclusive spaces—
such as Anubhava mantapa—that welcomed people from all social backgrounds, especially those
marginalized by the caste system. He inducted people from all castes into the folds of Lingayat, and
called them “sharanas’ who are all one irrespective of any divide, be it caste, class, gender or race.
Therefore, Lingayatism rooted in the broader philosophical ideas promotes a classless and casteless
society by emphasizing the inherent equality of all beings and the dissolution of ego-based identi-
ties. Its teachings focus on interconnectedness, compassion, and the concept of encouraging respect
and empathy beyond birth or status. Taledanda critiques the rigid caste system that is operational till
today despite Basavanna’s teachings of Lingayatism that advocates for equality and spiritual unity
of the entire human race. The play explores the tension between orthodox Brahmanical traditions
represented by Manchanna, Damodhara Bhatta, Bhagirathi and the radical ideas of Basavanna’s
followers including Jagadeva, Kakkayya, Haralayya, Madhuvarasa and others. Karnad shows how
noble ideals can clash with entrenched societal norms, often leading to tragic consequences.

The play begins with the unfolding of the effects of Basavanna’s preachings which gathered poets,
mystics, and philosophers in the city of Kalyana, forming a vibrant community that rejected idola-
try and temple worship, promoted gender equality, and condemned caste discrimination. The spell
of his personality, integrity, egalitarian thoughts and principles documented in his Vachanas and
their impact on society is presented by Karnad in the very first act of the play. But when his radical
thoughts lead to Madhuvarasa, a Brahmin’s decision to marry his daughter Kalavati to Shilavanta,
son of Haralayya, a cobbler, the movement faces violent backlash, leading to bloodshed and the
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collapse of Basavanna’s utopian dream. The inter-caste marriage becomes the turning point and
what begins as a celebration of love and equality quickly spirals into violence. The brutal execu-
tion—taledanda, or beheading—of Haralayya and his son marks the collapse of Basavanna’s dream
and underscores the tragic cost of reform.

Karnad presents how Basavanna’s thoughts of equality, ideas of work as worship, of internal and
external purity and establishment of direct communion with God were beyond the normal under-
standing of common people of the times. The mass following of people elevating Basavanna to a
godly status and circulating ideas of him as a miracle-monger, and their blind adherence to what he
says, without learning the exact import of his message is amply presented in the play, suggestive of
the dangers of blind hero-worship. In fact, when Basavanna learns of people’s belief in the rumour
of his performance of a miracle, he pleads to them with folded hands saying “I beg of you. Don’t
follow me around like this. There was no miracle in the Treasury. Don’t shame me with this wanton
talk of God’s miracles! (p. 25) so, in a way the revolution went out of grasp of Basavanna himself.
It’s in the character of a seventeen year old Brahmin youth Jagadeva, that one can see the raw and
unbaked impact of Basavanna’s thoughts and ideals. Being a hot blooded adolescent of seventeen
years, he wishes to put to action Basvanna’s ideals of untouchability, and in the first act, his insis-
tence on Mallibomma, tanner’s son to enter his home can be seen as his enthusiastic practice of
Basavanna’s ideals. His leadership role in protecting the royal treasury from being tampered by
King Bijjala’s son Sovideva in the absence of Basavanna from the headquarters of Kalyana, by
gathering more than fifteen thousand sharanas reflects his organizing skills. But when Jadadeva
does not receive any applause, rather the entire crowd of sharanas is besotted by the charisma and
divinity of Basavanna, his inner expectations get revealed. He tells Basvanna that despite his father’s
bedridden state and his mother’s insistence on his being at home, he still led the march to the
Treasury because - “To make sure Basavanna’s honour remained untarnished. To establish his glory
in perpetuity. That’s why! Tomorrow I shall be the talk of the town, I told myself. I shall be the hero
of the sharanas. | could see myself taken out in procession, hosted on the shoulders of my friends
and companions! And what happened?...And this morning, as | emerged from them, | was told -
Basavanna has performed a miracle Basavanna! No mention of me.” (P 30)

So it can easily be deciphered that people like Jagadeva wish to emerge as leaders and achieve their
glory by associating themselves with the happening people of their times. So there is no selfless
intention in their actions and hence towards the end, we see Jagadeva as a reckless young man who
does not have any patience to understand the plight of the ousted king Bijjala, who had protected
the sharanas in his kingdom, at the cost of garnering opposition from the gatekeepers of orthodox
tradition. Instead of releasing the benevolent king from captivity, Jagadeva murders Bijjala for no
valid reason but in order to acquire his own glory as a leader of the sharanas. Jagadeva is represen-
tative of all those masses of people who wrongly interpreted Basavanna’s preaching that led to
unnecessary and mindless mass murders and the resultant anarchy in Kalyana.

The major distortive contention in this bloody revolution was caste, which is so deep rooted in the
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psyche of Indians that king Bijjala of Kalyan, who himself does not have a royal lineage, but comes
to power owing to his abilities, is unable to erase his caste even after establishing himself as a
successful king. He says - “One’s caste is like the skin on one’s body. You can peel it off top to toe,
but when the new skin forms, there you are again: a barber-a shepherd-a scavenger!”(P. 15) This
observation holds true even today, as even today people are understood, segregated and receive
differential treatment on the basis of their caste. Caste prejudices are so deep seated that in the play,
when Jagadeva, Mallibomma and Kalayya have teamed up as sharanas with a united purpose of
entering the palace to capture the errant Sovideva, there still lurks suspicion about one another as
they are not from the same caste. Kalayya’s remark is significant when he says to Jagadeva - “And
all along, while we were arguing and shouting and tying ourselves into knots about how to get
inside the palace, you just sat there-smiling smugly-feeling superior, the solution already in your
hands, didn’t you? You Brahmins, you are all the same. You’re only interested in having the laugh
on others. (P.71) So, if the so called inspired youth who came under the direct influence of Basavanna
during the 12th century when the revolution was ripe, could not cast away caste prejudices how can
the society be freed from caste consciousness in the later periods of time?

It is this continued hold of the caste paradigm in Indian society that has led to violence, oppression
and atrocities even in 21st century India, which has adopted the most egalitarian Constitution and
formulated strict laws of human rights and stringent punishments for any lapses. The news reports
of caste based atrocities are almost regular even today. So, if Taledanda ends with Basavanna dev-
astated, his movement shattered, and families were torn apart, in modern times, families are boy-
cotted, imprisoned, or killed—not for crimes, but for love across caste lines. One such example of
honou-killing is presented in a short film Oor Iravu. Both Taledanda and Oor Iravu confront the
devastating consequences of caste-based violence, though in vastly different contexts. Oor Iravu
presents a modern, intimate tragedy where a father murders his pregnant daughter for marrying
outside their caste, exposing how caste pride can masquerade as familial love. In contrast to Taledanda
which explores ideological conflict and the collapse of utopian reform where reformers advocating
for caste equality face brutal backlash, including beheadings, Oor Iravu focuses on personal be-
trayal and emotional trauma. Yet both works underscore a chilling truth-caste remains a deeply
entrenched force, capable of destroying love, progress, and even life itself.

In the film that is directed by Vetrimaaran as part of Paava Kadhaigal, Sai Pallavi plays Sumathi, a
pregnant woman who eloped and married a Dalit man, defying caste norms and Prakash Raj por-
trays her father Janakiraman, who seemingly reconciles and invites her home for a baby shower.
But what unfolds is a brutal act of honour killing, where the father poisons his daughter, leading to
her death along with the unborn child exposing the horrors of caste pride, the illusion of familial
love, and the deep-rooted violence that can lurk beneath tradition. The final scene of Oor Iravu, is a
harrowing portrayal of honour Kkilling—stripped of any cinematic gloss and delivered with raw
emotional brutality. It unfolds in a claustrophobic domestic space, where Sumathi, a pregnant woman,
is poisoned by her own father,
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Janakiraman, for marrying outside their caste. What makes this climax so devastating is not just the
act of murder, but the emotional betrayal that precedes it.

After being poisoned, Sumathi’s vomiting blood is not just a medical emergency—it’s a metaphor
for the violence caste inflicts on the body and soul. Her pleas for help, her desperate calls to her
husband, and her appeals to her father’s love are met with cold detachment. Her father Janakiraman’s
insistence that he’s protecting his family’s honour reveals the twisted logic of caste pride. His lack
of remorse, his calculated cruelty, and his desire for a “quick and painless” death expose how
deeply caste ideology can override basic human empathy. The film further presents Sumathi’s
mother’s helplessness. Locked away and silenced, Sumathi’s mother becomes a tragic witness to
the crime. Her later testimony and institutionalization reflect how patriarchal systems punish not
just the victims, but those who dare to speak out. Sumathi’s words when she confronts her father -
“Look me in the eye and tell me to die” - is the emotional peak of the film. It’s not just a daughter
pleading for life; it’s a woman demanding accountability from a man who has weaponized father-
hood. She finally says “I will die just like you wanted. Let me die with dignity. How can you lead a
normal life after murdering your daughter? How will you sleep peacefully? You are making a mis-
take papa, an irrevocable mistake.” However, the film ends with a realistic postscript of injustice
where the court’s acquittal of Janakiraman due to “insufficient evidence” and the mother’s confine-
ment to a psychiatric facility underscore the systemic failure to protect victims of caste violence.
Sumathi’s husband Hari’s appeal, supported by activists, becomes a faint glimmer of hope in an
otherwise bleak landscape.

Conclusion :

This film is not just a cinematic moment—it’s a moral reckoning. It forces viewers to confront the
inhumanity that caste can breed, even within the most intimate relationships. Like Girish Karnad’s
Taledanda, which dramatizes the beheading of reformers for defying caste norms, Oor Iravu shows
that the cost of challenging caste is often paid in blood. Thus, both works ask: What kind of society
kills its own children in the name of purity? And more hauntingly: How do we live with that silence
afterward? And these questions are recurrent which have found no answers.

Thus Karnad’s play shows how state power often fails to protect reformers. Today, legal systems
still struggle to shield inter-caste couples from violence. In both the play and real life, the emotional
toll is immense. It is therefore necessary to keep alive the valuable humanitarian principles that are
embedded in the Vachana literature and the Sufi literature, which can weave values of acceptance,
resilience, and love that deserves celebration.
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Culture of Worshipping Human Soul- Practices of Veerashaiva
Community

Different religions and religious sects have in-
vented various ways to achieve liberation or
moksha. 8 fold path of Bhuddhism, three jewels
or rathnatraya-(right faith, right knowledge, and
right conduct) of Jainism, Three pillars(namjapa,
Kirat Karna, (honest living) and Vand
Chakna(sharing and selfless service) of Sikhism,
Shatstala Siddantha of Veerasahaivas are a few
models . After the powerful intervention of Brit-
ish culture in the 18, 19, and 20th century India,
the whole Indian population underwent a collec-
tive cultural amnesia which made the Indian cul-
ture to remain with the superficial practices, blind
beliefs now. The present day religious culture has
remained with cultural practices without its soul
of logic and rationale under it. This has led to the
gradual decline and degeneration of religious prac-
tices as well. At this juncture, it is absolutely nec-
essary to collect these practices and recreate them
to their fullness in order to understand the past

Dr. Jyothi K.B. and its existence in the present . These actions
Professor help us to recreate, reform and rejuvenate old
Government First Grade College knowledge systems in and around us. To this ef-
Koratagere, Tumkur District. fect, | visited the popular Veerashaiva mutts and
iyogowdev@gmail.com consecrated places in and around Tumkur. I ex-

amined all the activities in these consecrated
places -especially the offerings and blessings.
Unlike Vedic temples, Veerashaiva temples do not
belong to mythological gods and godesses . They
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are the holy graves of gurus who have attained Samadi state. Some are the consecrated spaces
where the guru stayed for a while and pursued penance and diffused Sharana tatva. Though some
Veerashaiva temple complexes has figurines of mythological Hindu gods and goddesses in the
main gopuram, the main diety of the temple in the garba gruha is guru himself. These sculptures
are constructed to signify the spiritual heights of the yogi or a guru attained on par with the mytho-
logical gods. The Veerashaiva temple complexes have carvings of the miracles the guru performed
in his life time.

| visited Kare Kurchi, a religious consecrated place in the Bangalore- Honnavar Highway near
Kondli cross. It is a seat of Shri Guru Siddarameshwara also called as Gadduge. During his stay in
the district, for religious diffusion of Sharanatatva, he stayed in different places of the district. After
he passed away, these places have become consecrated places. Kare Kurchi is one such place. The
early morning pooja happens in the stone hollow where the guru stood upturned and performed
penance. The food offered to the deity-the guru himself -is raw, soaked overnight pulses. Fruit
salad of mixed fruits like apples, palms, bananas, chikkus, with varieties of dry fruits added with
honey is a delicacy offered to the guru. Recipes which require pounding, powdering, and kneading
are done in the temple premises itself. To put together, early morning fruit diet with coconut ,
banana offerings, is compulsory for the chief diety- Guru Siddarameshwara. Different forest flow-
ers, leaves, greens, aromatic flowers like Lingada flower, are offered here. Medicinal leaves of
Bilvapatre and coconut water are mandatory offerings. Devotees bring these offerings as a sacred
duty to the reminiscence of the guru. The red cloth called Kavi is given to the priest of the hollow
rock temple in the name of the guru. Rarely, It is not uncommon to see the Bilva fruits and toddy
offered at the various selected samadis of various matadeeshas and sacred oxen of the Kare Kurchi
mutt. Various matadeeshas who practiced different paths (like staying alive only by consuming
fruits, or sacred water)towards moksha will be offered the same in their samadis(sacred graves).
The bhasma, vibhooti , sandle wood paste , dhoopa, deepa offered to the guru who manifest in the
form of linga are similar to tantric practices

The next consecrated place | visited, was Godekere -another seat of Guru Siddarameshwara. The
old practices still continue here. Guru Siddarameshwara believed that Gangamma, - the water god-
dess is his mother because he experienced drought in Tumkur as well as his home town Solapur in
Maharashtra. He never did anything(building of tanks, well, mutts, bridges) without provision of
water . He prayed Gangamma first. Even now, in Godekere the Siddarameshwara Gaddige- temple
complex , the early morning pooja begins by bringing water(Gangamma) from the hill hollows/
holes in Brahmi Muhurat. The priest has to walk 4 miles on the sacred cloth from the water hollow
when the devotees bread open coconut shells and pour fresh coconut water continuously on his feet
as he walks with the pot of ganga on his head.

| visited Gubbiyappa temple in Gubbi. Gosala Channabasaveshwara is also called as Gubiyappa. In
13th century, the main diety of Gubbi Channa Basaveshwara temple- Guru Gosala Channa
Basaveshwara had a practice of going for early morning walk in his wooden sandles around Gubbi

Literature, culture - Research Quarterly Peer - Reviewed journal z@zow | Prathispanda ISSN 2320-9941

o



National Seminar - 2025

town. Devotees still believe that the guru does this walk every day because the sandles wear away
by the end of the year. Devotees bring new sandals for the guru every year during annual car festi-
val. Devotees say that they are able to see the foot marks of the guru on the sandles.

The Tontada Siddalingeshwara temple of Yediyur has more than 300 figurines on the main gopuram
which narrate the miraculous events and prescriptions done by the guru to help the ordinary people.
People believe that the guru is the incarnation of Shiva. As all the Veerashaiva mutts have the
similar offerings as in Kare Kurchi, Sahasra Rudrabhisheka, Rudrakshis, Sahasra Kamala pooja,
Laksha Bilvarchana Lakshadeepas are also offered to Yediyur Tontada Siddalingeshwara on differ-
ent occasions. The guru envisaged his devotees to wait for him outside the samadi place with the
vibhooti before he went into the Nirvikalpa Samadhi . Then he passed away by attaining Samadi
state. In the same place, devotees smear vibhooti as a compulsory practice even today.

All the above temple complexes follow unique directions of these popular gurus even today. In all
these multts, all the requirements of the guru for a celestial and ascetic life like food, clothing,
medicines, recreation, aromatic and perfumed flowers are offered by the devotees - as if he is still
living. The Doddata, Mayakkana Kunitha, Veerabhadra Kunitha, Donne Siddaramanna Kunitha,
Nandi Kunitha, Harikathe are offered for the entertainment of the guru in these consecrated spaces.
A human constructed forest is planted around these spaces. The forest produce is brought to the
mutt complex by the devotees voluntarily. The produce is marketed and used for the development of
the mutt. Theft is uncommon in these forests spaces which belong to the mutts. Some devotees
offer selfless service in these mutts because they believe that service of the guru is a way towards
moksha. The forest produce like honey, Atti, Aala fruits, coconuts are offered to the guru temple.
To conclude, Lingayatism or Veerashaivism worships real human beings in flesh and blood who
transformed into divine beings in their life time. It does not have a mythical god from heaven. The
chain of divine beings continues to the next generations when a successor of the guru is chosen to
the mutt by the devotees. The sacred Veerashaiva agamas and devotee consciousness prescribes
processes to transform the successor human being into divine beings. The Veerashaiva society
presumes the new one in the frame of the old one. Every generation has a guru. The teachings of the
popular guru are collected and preserved permanently in the mutt. Gurus with their individual
eccentricities and merits express their existence through various practices in these mutts even today
after hundreds of years.

*kk
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Vachana Literature: Poetry, Protest,
and Social Philosophy

Archana Venkatesh
Department of English
Pallagatti Adavappa Arts & Commerce
College Tiptur

Vachana literature, a body of poetic sayings com-
posed in twelfth-century Karnataka, has often been
interpreted as devotional writing. Yet, a deeper
engagement reveals it as a cultural revolution in
verse. This paper argues that vachanas are best read
not merely as religious expressions but as radical
interventions in the socio-political and literary
fields of medieval South India. By using the spo-
ken Kannada idiom, the vachana poets undermined
the exclusivity of Sanskrit scholarship and placed
spiritual authority in the hands of common people.
Through critical analysis, this study explores their
form, themes, contradictions, and afterlives, show-
ing how vachanas functioned simultaneously as
poetry, protest, and philosophy.

Introduction

When we read a vachana, we encounter more than
a devotional utterance; we encounter a challenge.
These compositions arose in a context where
temple economies, caste hierarchies, and priestly
authority structured nearly every aspect of life.
Against this order, Basavanna and the sharanas
proposed a vision that gave equal weight to arti-
sans, peasants, and women. Their choice of every-
day Kannada, free of the ornamentation that char-
acterized classical Sanskrit poetry, reflected a com-
mitment to accessibility and equality.
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Scholars sometimes dismiss vachanas as “folk sayings,” but such a view underestimates their so-
phistication. The sharp brevity of a vachana was not a weakness but a deliberate strategy—an
artistic form suited for oral transmission and collective memory. The present paper examines vachanas
not as passive reflections of bhakti but as a literary experiment designed to destabilize entrenched
power.

Historical Background

The emergence of vachana literature must be situated within the socio-economic ferment of twelfth-
century Karnataka. Feudal structures were consolidating, and temple-based economies thrived on
the labor of lower castes. Into this world stepped Basavanna, minister in King Bijjala’s court, whose
philosophy of Kayaka (dignity of labor) and Dasoha (sharing of surplus) redefined the meaning of
religious practice.

The sharanas’ revolt was not armed but verbal: they sought to dismantle social hierarchies through
literature. The breadth of participation—cobblers, weavers, potters, women mystics—was unprec-
edented. However, over time, this radical ethos hardened into an institutionalized community, the
Lingayats. This paradox—revolutionary beginnings giving way to structure—is a critical lens through
which vachanas must be evaluated.

The Poetic Form of the Vachana

Vachanas are unmetered, colloquial, and direct. This stylistic choice was intentional: it rejected the
artificiality of ornate prosody. In literary history, they stand as one of the earliest experiments in
vernacular free verse. The plainness of diction hides a sharpness of thought; the aphoristic tone
allowed them to be recited, remembered, and debated in public spaces.

A closer look shows that form and politics were intertwined. The refusal of rigid meter mirrored
their refusal of rigid hierarchy. The poetic innovation was inseparable from the social vision—to
democratize not only worship but also literature itself.

Themes and Critical Questions

1. Devotion Beyond Ritual

Vachanas consistently mock empty ritual, insisting on sincerity over formality. Yet, if ritual is dis-
carded altogether, what remains to bind a community? One may ask whether rejecting temples and
priests was liberating in the short run but unsustainable in the long run, since collective traditions
also rely on shared practices.

2. Caste and Social Justice

Their strongest critique targeted caste. “The rich build temples; the poor offer devotion,” writes
Basavanna, collapsing centuries of hierarchy into one striking line (Ramanujan 74). While the
aspiration was radical, modern
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Lingayat communities still exhibit caste distinctions, suggesting the vachanas’ egalitarian call was
powerful as an ideal but uneven in practice.

3. Women'’s Voices

The vachanas gave unprecedented visibility to women. Akka Mahadevi’s bold rejection of patriar-
chal norms, symbolized by her refusal to wear clothes, has been celebrated as feminist resistance.
Yet, her path of radical renunciation sets a high bar. Did it empower ordinary women or only estab-
lish a symbolic model? A critical reading shows both possibilities.

4. Work and Sharing

Basavanna’s principle of Kayaka-Dasoha envisioned dignity for all labor and redistribution of wealth.
This anticipates modern discourses on economic justice. Still, it assumes voluntary participation,
leaving unresolved the deeper structures of exploitation.

Comparative Reflections

Placed in conversation with other bhakti poets, especially Kabir in North India, the vachanas show
intriguing parallels. Both rejected ritualism, both wrote in vernacular languages, and both addressed
inequality. Yet there is a striking divergence: Kabir remained outside institutional frameworks,
while vachanas produced a sect. This difference illustrates how reform movements can either re-
main fluid or crystallize into orthodoxy.

Cultural Impact and Contradictions

The vachanas reshaped Kannada literature by opening it to spoken idioms. They also introduced
new social subjects into literature—potters, cobblers, women mystics. However, their eventual
absorption into a sectarian framework meant that the sharp edge of critique dulled over time. What
began as an inclusive, boundary-breaking discourse gradually turned into an

identity-bound community. The vachanas thus embody both the triumph and limitation of reformist
literature.

Contemporary Relevance

What makes vachanas timeless is their insistence on questioning. Their denunciation of caste reso-
nates with modern struggles for equality. Their

valorization of women’s voices prefigures feminist discourse. Their respect for manual labor paral-
lels present-day calls for dignity in work. And yet, their theocentric framework may not easily
translate into a secular context. Their relevance today lies less in their specific theology than in their
ethic of interrogation—a willingness to confront entrenched authority, whether social, religious, or
political.

Conclusion
The vachanas are not relics of medieval devotion but living documents of dissent. Their brevity and
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simplicity should not deceive us: behind each line lies a critique of power. They remind us that
literature can be a weapon as sharp as any sword, dismantling hierarchies through words.

To read them today is to continue the questioning they began: Why do hierarchies persist? How can
equality be realized? What does true spirituality mean? In posing such questions, vachanas remain
profoundly contemporary. Their legacy is not in fixed answers but in a tradition of resistance that
demands constant renewal.
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In this paper we wish to present the significance
of Basavanna's vachanas in the contemporary so-
ciety. The aim of the paper is to highlight the
contemporariness of vachanas on literary texts and
social movements of our times. The downtrodden,
lower caste and class movements have all drawn
inspiration from vachanas. Even today, at least fifty
plays, a hundred novels and innumerable poems,
dealing with the main concerns of vachanas, have
been penned. During the past five centuries, at least
20,000 ‘Tatvapadas’ (another poetic form com-
posed by saints) resemble vachanas in style and
content. Many folk performances have been com-
posed on the lives of vachanakaras (writers of
vachanas). “‘Vachana Gayana’ (singing of vachanas)
has been developed as a significant branch of the
Carnatic and Hindustani Classical Music.
Vachanas are a source of inspiration for many
important cultural shifts of Karnataka. Through-
out the past eight centuries, Kannada culture has
negotiated with vachana discourses and has used
it to probe important cultural issues. Even today,
various institutions have taken up the task of edu-
cational and social reform, owing to the influence
of vachanas.

On the basis of this the paper tries to analyze the
relevance of vachanas in contemporary times with
reference to a few of Basavanna’s vachanas.
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Introduction

Literature is universal. It has no barriers such as time, space, language, society, culture or any such
restricted boundaries, for, every literary text, one way or the other, will have a relevance in all times
and all places. This has been true in the case of Vachana Literature of Kannada also. ‘Vachana’
(which means speech / utterance) is a unique and distinctive form of the Kannada literature. Com-
posed in a free verse form, it was flourished in the 12th century as a movement for social reforms by
taking up a great social responsibility of annihilating the evils of the society of that time.
Vachanas are unique because no such literary form can be seen in any languages of the world. They
are philosophical in tone expressing the reality of life. Life’s reality is always relevant whenever or
wherever or whichever language it is expressed. Therefore, it is obvious that the vachanas are
universal. Thus the paper hopes to address on how vachanas are relevant today as they were at other
times of the past.

Vachana is sacred literature, like Vedas, Bhagavad Gita, Quran and such other texts. VVachana litera-
ture is the first to get popularity among common people because of its use of simple language to
talk about complex matters. VVachanas were composed not only as a literary form, but they were also
used as a means of social reforms to construct a new ideal society. This has been popularly consid-
ered as the Vachana Revolution.

Vachanas are written in the language of common people drawing graphic examples from everyday
life. According to an estimate, about 22,000 vachanas of about 130 vachanakaras, including 30
women, are available today. Many of them have been translated into various languages by various
translators. Four major vachanakaras of the period are referred here: Dasimayya, Basavanna, Allama
Prabhu, and Mahadevi Akka.

Vachanas are literature but not only merely literary. They evolved a kind of social movement in the
12th century for the sake of social reformation, equality, justice. In the 12th century, the Hindu
society celebrated superstitious ideas, blind beliefs, meaningless gender inequality and caste hier-
archical system. At that time, Basavanna emerged in revolutionary way as a hope of forthcoming
goodness.

Basavanna is one of the greatest philosophers, who fought for freedom, equality and human rights.
Basavanna was born in a high placed and well connected Brahmana family about 1132 A.D. in a
place named Bagevadi in Vijayapura district. His parents were Madarasa and Madalambike. In
Brahmin families Upanayana (a religious ritual) is a must. At his age of eight years, his family
decided to do it for Basavanna. But, Basavanna refused it, left home and spear headed the forma-
tion of Anubhava Mantapa (a parliament of vachanakaras). There he served as its advocator, wrote
vachanas, discussed the ways to solve social evils, implemented them and became Anubhaavi
Basavanna (a complete, educated, experienced, great personality).
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In this paper the aim is to talk about the 12th century vachanas which are more significant to
contemporary society. The vachanakaras tried to eradicate the social problems of 12th century,
which are burning issues even in contemporary society. Downtrodden people suffer from caste and
class discrimination even today. Vachanas have inspired many lower caste writers.

Except the scientific and technical advancement, today’s society is not so different from the social
conditions of 12th century. It resembles the 12th century cultural, social, political, economic and
religious situations. In fact, with the advancement of social media today, many people are promot-
ing castism, fundamentalism, communal conflicts, violence, superstition, and so on.

Vachana Movement revolted against certain social institutions, especially, the Varnashram system
which, sidelined promotion of equality, brotherhood, freedom, widow re-marriage, women educa-
tion, social reforms, and such values, but instead promoted castism, child marriage, severe restric-
tions for women (especially widows), blind beliefs, etc.

The ancient Hindu religion is based on karma doctrine and sanctions. Varnashram systemdivided
the society into four groups: Brahmana, Kshatriya, Vaisya and Shudra. Brahmins have the highest
status in the society and Shudra have the lowest. People’s works depend on the caste or clan to
which they were born. Varna (profession) was the deciding factor in determining superior and
inferior castes of society. Thus, those who belong to superior Varna always remained superior and
those who belonged to inferior Varna always remained inferior. There is no opportunity for anyone
to shift from one Varna to the other. If anyone breaks this limit, they will be punished severely or
done to death. This has been true since thousands of years.

Therefore, Basavanna advocated equality of men with a breath of vision and humanity unprec-
edented in the religious annals of the country. He did his best to eradicate the age long evils of the
caste system. He asserted the dignity of labour, equality and liberty. For example, look at the fol-
lowing vachana:

A man works with iron and becomes a blacksmith Washes clothes and becomes a washer man
Weaves and becomes a weaver

Reads the Vedas and becomes a Brahmana Is there anyone in the world

Who is born of ear O! Lord Kudala?

See another vachana:

Outcaste Channayya is my father Cobbler Kalkayya is my grand father

Chikkayya is my brother is Kinnari Bommayya.

Do not you know me my Lord Kudala?

Social discrimination becomes obvious, when occupation becomes hereditary and caste the decid-
ing factor. In these vachanas, Basavanna shows the significance of his principle “WORK IS WOR-
SHIP”. He makes counter attacks against those who foster castism, and provoke social inequality,
conflicts and violence in the name of caste. Basavanna propagates that any man is not born into any
caste; instead, he is bound to a caste; he is taught about that caste; he is brainwashed to develop a
strong belief for that caste; he is inspired to do anything for the sake of that caste and so on. After
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his birth only, he will know his caste.

In the first vachana, he explains what is real Varna. According to him, caste is not decided by one’s
birth, but by profession; any profession is neither superior, nor inferior; anyone, who wish to do any
profession, is free to take up that profession. In the second vachana, he talks about the equality of all
men, irrespective of any caste to which he belongs. He accepts the outcaste people as his fathers,
grandfathers and brothers. Basavanna’s such thoughts are so relevant today because there are so
many people among us who are living against the principles of Shivasharanas (Devotees of Lord
Shiva who are also the vachanakaras) like Basavanna.

Let us look at some other vachanas:

The rich will make temple for Siva What shall I, a poor man do?

My legs are pillars The body the shrine

The head cupola of gold

Listen o lord of the meeting rivers Things standing shall fall

But the moving ever shall stay.

A Brahmin by caste will be a dammed soul

He stretches his hand to receive the sins of others Is he equal to a devotee of God?

Is he equal to devotee of Linga?

saying that they will make Carpenter woman Machladevi a lady of higher caste

they make a golden cow.

Cook rice in castor oil and eat it what shall I say about them Koodala Sangama Deva

If a red fellow thinks of a block fellow can he turn black?

If a block fellow thinks of a red fellow can he become red

If a poor man thinks of rich person. Can he become rich?

If a rich man thinks of a poor man can he become poor?

Koodala Sangama Deva what can | say of those?

Boastful entertainers who think They have become blessed

By thinking of the ancients.

If breasts and long hair appear They call it woman.

If beard and moustache appear, They call it man.

The soul that lingers in between Is neither woman nor man

And that if the wife is a devotee, She need fear no pollution.

In India, in name of social hierarchy, the culture of difference has been established based on verna,
caste, class and gender. Thus by the 12th century, distinctions of society like rich and poor, king and
subordinates, priest and devotees, touchables and untouchables, man and woman, etc., had ac-
quired giant proportions and had paved way for exploitation. The above vachanas show this ironi-
cally. Even today also, to boast of richness, to become popular, to become influential, to become
dominant, many people are making discriminations in the name of these distinctions. Vachanakaras
made a great effort to eradicate such class divisions. In fact, they did not wish for worldly material-
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istic things which they called ‘STHAVARA’ (Mortal, as in the third vachana), they believed in
‘JANGAMA’ (Immortal, as in the same vachana). According to them, Sthavara is mortal but the
Jangama is eternal. This is the great achievement of Sharanas that they rejected this culture of social
discrimination and created an environment equal opportunities Social equality was not a mere
slogan in the vachana movement. Sharanas, both men and women from different Vernas, came
together to show mutual respect, to do the practice of dining together and to establish marriage
alliance between different castes. It was generally accepted with the concept of SOHAM (a mantra
of making the purification of soul).

12th century vachanas highlighted the discrimination between poor (lower caste) and rich (higher
cast) people: How lower caste people had been exploited by rich people; how they had not been
allowed to enter into upper caste Hindu temples and to public places; how they had been restricted
to use things like water, streets, etc., which belonged upper caste people. In our contemporary times
also, we can see the same condition of the downtrodden. Most of the people have forgotten the
ethics "live and let live: Live humanely and enable others to live likewise™.

12th century Hindu religion was against inter-caste marriage. Toady also, many of us are not digest-
ing inter-caste marriages. If any couple belonged to different castes marry, our society will not let
them live, sometimes, it will murder them. Basavanna criticizes such intolerance, caste fundamen-
talism and supremacy of the upper castes. For this, through the Anubhava Manatapa (a forum of
Shivasharanas for social reform) Basavanna gave prominence to inter-caste marriage between people
of upper castes and lower castes, education of women, widow marriage freedom to women, etc.
These acts were not accepted by the 12th century society. Basavanna had to lose his job in Bijjala’s
palace (name of the king who made Basavanna as the minister). Even though Bijjala supported
Basavanna in his brave effort to reform the society, caste system did not allow him to do so and
brainwashed him to think against Basavanna. The contemporary society is also against the inter-
caste marriage.

Conclusion

In the contemporary, vachanas are significant tools to understand the great revolution under the
leadership of social reformers like Basavanna. Their vachanas are considered as wisdom literature.
Vachanas tried to bring a social upliftment of poor and down trodden people. They are also like a
mirror to show the demerits of the present society.
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True spirituality starts where human segregation
ends. This thought is a central pillar to the radical
vision of Basavanna. In this paper, | will talk about
how Basavanna refused the caste system as well
as his invitation to participate in community living,
which was inspired by devotion, equal treatment,
and ethics. In the 12th century, Karnataka,
Basavanna wrote in a vachana style, which are
brief and to-the-point statements. This style is
written in the language used by the common
people and is ideal for getting Basavanna’s
revolutionary social critique and the call to religion
out to the people. He rejected the notion of birth-
based superiority and ritualistic purity and chose
to stand with honest work and devotion. In
Basavanna’s time, the Anubhava Mantapa was the
only stage where he could maintain an open
conversation while including all castes and
genders; through it, he was able to establish a
practical example of spiritual democracy which
incorporated advanced ideas of equality and
justice. The service to others and the work as
worship principles that Basavanna followed—
dasoha and kayaka— helped establish a
community that was unified regardless of status
at birth. More than a reformer, Basavanna was
also a poet of human dignity whose message
continues to be deeply relevant, energising
movements for social inclusion, social equity, and
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the unapologetic rejection of social discrimination.
Key Words: Basavanna, Vachana, Social Equality, Spiritual democracy, Inclusivity.

The caste system’s practice and ideology in India, which have existed for centuries and shaped and
divided society based on birth and privileges, and inequalities, is firmly entrenched in Indian history.
The boundaries of the caste system don’t just physically and socially separate people, they also
silence communities. However, the spiritual and poetic voice of Basavanna, the Kannada philosopher
and reformer from the 12th century, emerged forcefully against these restrictions, separation, and
silence. Using vachanas, short, ordinary, accessible verses expressed in Kannada, Basavanna created
a spiritual counter-culture by calling for the immediate rejection of all such divides (distractions) in
the pursuit of community through shared values and devotion. In summary, while Basavanna's
ideas spread a universalist message, they also were a force for ethical and social revolution.

This paper attempts to show how vehemently Basavanna rejected caste, an ideology that stands in
the way of human unity, and demonstrate alternative conceptions for inclusive spiritual communities.
We will discuss four vachanas as examples, each available in Kannada and English, which will
show how Basavanna uses language that cuts through centuries of prejudice, with an unwavering
demand for equality.

Caste systems ran deep in Basavanna’s time; ‘lower’ castes were excluded from temples, education,
and public space. The very idea of sharing food, or commensality, was pure fantasy. Spirituality
was dictated by the intersection of ritual purity and birth, and exclusion became institutionalized.

Basavanna was steeped in the bhakti (devotion) movement and embraced an anti-Sanskrit ritualism
by building a new discourse in the vernacular. The Anubhava Mantapa, a public hall for open
discourse created at Basavanna's encouragement, was a model of inclusive community and bonds
of egalitarianism. Here, men and women of all castes assembled to discuss philosophy, ethics, and
social justice—an act of resistance to their exclusion from formal religious space.

BHTY TR, IVARTIOWTI BDOTeS0e |

T ARRITHT, ARINE A LRTBI DOIEINRC |

DO 0T T, VIRHT BION,

QWOTOT BRTWOBONTTICTI.

English Translation:

Do they ask the caste of one Who goes wherever he likes

And eats whatever is given by you? Do they ask the caste of one

Whom you have loved and saved?...

My Maadara Chennayya is the glory of all castes, Kudala Sangama, you are the support beyond all.

This vachana of Basavanna goes to the core of the caste system. This would be a good place to
examine in more detail because it begins with a rhetorical question: “If a person can go where they
like and eat what you serve them, do they ask you their caste?”” With this opening, Basavanna opens
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the door of inquiry, challenging the preoccupation with social divisions that assumes caste, status,
and (un)purity is hierarchical and fixed in this world prior to having a relationship with God. For
Basavanna, caste, social position, or status do not matter when a person gives themselves to God.
What matters is their unique nature, the degree of their devotion, their "purity of being," not the fact
of their birth.

He progresses through the vachana and poses another penetrative question: “If a person has loved
you and saved you, do they ask you their caste?” Here, Basavanna illustrates the idea of divine
grace. If God can love a person, who is anyone to classify them or emerge as their own criteria of
exclusion? This line expresses Basavanna's radical egalitarianism; he will not consent to the idea
that God’s love is limited by human significance.

In the final passage, Basavanna references Maadara Chennayya, a cobbler and devotee who became
an epitome of dignity among the marginalized. By claiming that Chennayya is "the glory of all
castes,” Basavanna redefines honor. Rather than associating it with on privilege of birth or ritual
authority, honor, according to Basavanna, has intrinsic value of its own. As discussed above, it is
devotion and moral agency that make someone honorable. Basavanna places his trust in God (Kudala
Sangama Deva) as the only possible social equalizer, stating that God is existence and there is no
existence without God (to support and recommend).

We see that this vachana is a spiritual declaration and a commentary on social realities. In what
resemble the language of devotion, Basavanna uses an embodiment of comparable humility to
dismantle prejudice (caste prejudice) and acknowledge universality (the idea that the divine
supersedes manmade categories). He remarks, as others have, sectarian traditions do not create
community, but mutual faith, kindness, and love do.

Notoriously forthright in this vachana, Basavanna remarks on the true imprisoning nature of caste.
Opening with the plea, "Lord, do not put me into the burden of superior caste: there is nothing less,"”
is an absolute reversal of virtue from mainstream society. In a world that glorifies high birth,
Basavanna finds high birth an encumberment in the pursuit of true humility and devotion to God.
For Basavanna, caste privilege is not a blessing; caste privilege is a spiritual block.

He goes further in illustrating both with vivid references to the devotees' humble status— Kakkayya,
the skinner; Daasayya, the washerman; Chennayya, the cobbler—representatives of castes that our
society has tragically assigned to be socially excluded. In this instance, Basavanna embraces
Kakkayya, Daasayya, and Chennayya as the true devotees of Shiva and recognizes the anguish they
caused him by not accepting him because of his caste. In this case Basavanna's self-understanding
reflects how deep caste-divisions are, even among those devout.

The repetition— "Look, Kakkayya will not offer... Look, Daasayya will not offer... Chennayya will
not accept me"—had a tone of lamentation; it was almost as if Basavanna felt disconnected not
only from the high-born world of his rejection but also from the marginalized world he cherished.
This contradiction embodies the tension within him between his spiritual yearning for egalitarianism

Literature, culture - Research Quarterly Peer - Reviewed journal z@zow | Prathispanda ISSN 2320-9941

o

31



32

The Language of the Soul: Vachanas, Sufism and Zen Buddhism

and the intractable realities of caste.

The final lines, with the proclamation "Alas! Alas!! Lord Kudala Sangama!" is a prayer of desperation
and recognition that only God can destroy the edges society will not obliterate; for Basavanna,
divine grace is the only safe haven where human barriers of caste and hierarchy do not matter.

Essentially, this vachana embraces humility, social critique, and spiritual desire. Throughout the
vachana, Basavanna does not glorify privilege. Instead, he wants to stand with the lowly and
marginalized because he sees the true spirit of devotion in them. His words make it clear that true
spirituality is not found in birth but in surrender to God’s will and breaking down the divisions of
humanity.

Basavanna's genius lies in the vision, but also in the poetic approach. His vachanas draw on metaphor,
analogy, and ordinary speech to displace. The expression of spiritual kinship is found in images of
shared meals, shared labor, and bodily kin. There is no interest in ritual purity, formalism, or mystic
knowledge—what matters is authenticity, humility, and fearlessness of speech.

By using poetry, Basavanna was able to clash with the language used by the dominant Brahmanical
order and transform its abstractions into the concrete particulars of lived experience. It was this
quality that resulted in his message being significant and available to his own social base, and to
future generations.

The principles advocated and promoted by Basavanna have resonated for centuries, and continue to
provide habitual inspiration for anti-caste formations and struggles in Karnataka and elsewhere....
His lessons now present wishfulness and challenges for the peoples and leaders of the present day,
cast large enough shadows to help remind us that we need to do more than just speak about equality.
He acts as a reminder to us that it will take courage to cross the caste divide, to share in one
another's joys and sufferings, but that this will radical but necessary step is essential for our spiritual
and social development.

Today, we encounter Basavanna's continued relevance when we think about how powerfully the
call for social cohesion and justice reverberates in today's calls for access to education, for inter-
caste marriages, and for dignity in the workplace. The work of diversity, inclusion, and human
rights can draw strength from Basavanna's poetic witness to human worth despite differences.

Basavanna's vachanas, in their marvelous simplicity and everyday beauty, invite readers and listeners
to leave the comfort of social categories, which is a kind of security, and instead engage in the more
risky, but truer work of building community. In this kind of spiritual unity, boundaries or exclusion
are not possible. It requires a risky courage to see every person as family, rather than competitor; as
devotee, rather than outsider.

The two vachanas discussed here affirm that a community can be made from within—through love
for one another on terms of truth, righteous action, and love without fear. Basavanna’s words are a
clarion call to abandon the social culture of caste, to believe in bonds, and to recognize the soul's
movement toward unity in diversity.
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The Vachana movement, a socio-religious revo-
lution in 12th-century Karnataka, challenged the
prevailing norms of caste and gender. This paper
examines the pivotal roles played by Basavanna,
Allama Prabhu, and Kanakadasa in this movement.
Basavanna's emphasis on 'work is worship' and
social equality, Allama Prabhu's mystical insights,
and Kanakadasa's radical critique of caste through
devotional songs, collectively reshaped the spiri-
tual and social fabric of their time. Their Vachanas,
composed in accessible Kannada, democratized
spiritual expression, making it a powerful tool for
social reform. This paper analyses the enduring
impact of these Vachanakaras on Kannada litera-
ture and social thought, highlighting their contin-
ued relevance in addressing contemporary issues
of inequality and social justice.

Introduction

In the heart of 12th-century Karnataka, a social and
spiritual revolution was brewing. The Vachana
movement, led by visionaries like Basavanna,
Allama Prabhu, and Kanakadasa, challenged the
rigid caste system and advocated for a direct, per-
sonal connection with the divine. Their voices,
captured in the powerful and accessible Vachana
poetry, resonated with the marginalized and offered
a new path towards spiritual liberation. This paper
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delves into the lives and philosophies of these three influential figures, examining their individual
contributions and their collective impact on the Vachana movement and its enduring legacy.
Basavanna, also known as Basaveshwara, was a 12th-century Indian philosopher, poet, and social
reformer. He was born in 1131 in Basavana Bagewadi (Kalyani Chalukya Empire), which is now
part of the Vijayapura district in Karnataka. His early life was steeped in traditional Hindu prac-
tices, as he hailed from a Brahmin family. However, Basavanna was deeply discontented with the
prevalent caste-based discrimination and societal inequalities. He rejected his Brahminical back-
ground to embark on a spiritual journey, challenging the established norms of his time. He rose to
prominence during the rule of King Bijjala Il in Kalyana, where he even served as a chief minister
in around 1160 CE.

The socio-political environment of 12th-century Karnataka was marked by significant complexi-
ties, including rigid caste hierarchies, superstitions, and ritualistic practices. Basavanna's move-
ment emerged as a powerful force against these issues, advocating an egalitarian and inclusive
society. He spread his message through his poetry, known as Vachanas, which were written in
simple Kannada, making them accessible to ordinary people. He introduced the concept of Ishtalinga,
to be worn by everyone regardless of their birth, symbolizing devotion to Shiva. He also established
the Anubhava Mantapa, a "Hall of spiritual experience," where men and women from all back-
grounds could openly discuss spiritual and worldly matters. His famous quote "Work is worship”
(Kayakave Kailasa) highlights how Basavanna's reforms addressed issues of caste, class, and gen-
der and promoted values like dignity of labour and equality.

""Make of my body the board of a lute,

and of my head the sounding gourd,

string me with threads of nerves,

and let me play you, Lord of the meeting rivers!"

This Vachana uses vivid imagery to express Basavanna's devotion to Shiva. It also reflects his
belief in the importance of personal experience in spiritual growth.

According to a paper titled "Basavanna's Contributions to Social Transformation and Women Em-
powerment"” from 1JCRT.org, "Basaveshwara fought against societal problems of the day, rose up
against inequalities based on caste, class, and gender. He emphasized the dignity of labour, mono-
theism, and non violence while advocating and practicing the values of equality. His
acknowledgement of women's uniqueness and rights was one of his many contributions to the
regeneration of contemporary tradition-bound society.” The famous line"Do not steal, do not kill,
do not lie" reflects Basavanna's emphasis on ethical conduct and social responsibility and illus-
trates his teachings on moral living.

This quote from Basavanna's VVachanas speaks to his vision of an egalitarian society:

""For me, the Untouchables are the good people!

They eat without demanding caste,

they drink without demanding caste,
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they do not ask for caste.

For me, those who understand the inner Self are the good people!**

Powerfully expresses Basavanna's rejection of the caste system and his belief in the inherent worth
of all individuals. It highlights his radical approach to social reform and his emphasis on spiritual
understanding over social status.

Allama Prabhu, a 12th-century Kannada poet was born in Balligavi, now part of the Shivamogga
district in Karnataka. He was a wandering ascetic before becoming the head of the Anubhava
Mantapa, a spiritual academy that attracted many Shivasharanas in the 12th century. He was known
for his philosophical insights and his ability to express complex spiritual concepts in simple lan-
guage. His Vachanas often explore the relationship between the individual soul and the divine,
emphasizing the importance of self-realization and liberation from worldly attachments.
According to a paper titled "Allama Prabhu: The Epitome of Mysticism" published in the Interna-
tional Journal of English Language, Literature and Translation Studies, "Allama Prabhu was a great
mystic, saint, and philosopher of the 12th century. He was a pioneer of the Vachana Sahitya who
propagated the Veerashaiva philosophy through his Vachanas. His Vachanas were simple, short,
and meaningful. They were full of wisdom and knowledge. He was a great social reformer who
fought against the evils of society."

Here is a Vachana by Allama Prabhu that highlights his emphasis on inner purity over external
rituals:

"If a dog eats the offering made to god,

what does it lose of its divinity?

If a devotee, though of low birth,

is filled with devotion for Siva,

would Siva despise him?

O Guheswara,

what do you lose of your divinity?"'

This Vachana challenges the idea that purity is determined by birth or social status. It suggests that
true devotion lies in one's inner state, not in external factors. Allama Prabhu criticizes the way
religious figures exploit people's faith for their own benefit. He points out how these figures turn
God into a commaodity, something to be bought, sold, or used for personal gain. This Vachana
challenges the idea that religious rituals and practices are more important than genuine devotion. It
suggests that true spirituality lies in understanding the divine within oneself, rather than relying on
external religious figures or practices.

This quote from Allama Prabhu's Vachana reflects his contribution to social reform:

""Look here, dear fellow,

The headman of the village

buys and sells god!

The accountant of the village
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eats god for a meal!

The astrologer in the village

carries god in his armpit!

O lord Guheswara,

they all make a living on god! ™

This Vachana criticizes the commercialization of religion and the exploitation of faith for personal
gain. It highlights Allama Prabhu's emphasis on genuine devotion over ritualistic practices.
Kanakadasa was a 15th-century Kannada poet, philosopher, and musician. He was born into a
shepherd community and faced discrimination due to his low social status. However, he rose to
prominence through his devotion to Lord Krishna and his powerful compositions known as Kirtanas.
Kanakadasa's Kirtanas often challenged social norms and advocated equality, making him an im-
portant figure in the Bhakti movement.

Kanakadasa's works are a treasure trove of social commentary and spiritual wisdom. His most
famous work, "Ramadhanya Charitre,” uses the metaphor of rice and ragi to explore themes of
social inequality and the importance of humility. Rice, representing the higher castes, is initially
considered superior, but ragi, representing the lower castes, is ultimately proven to be more nutri-
tious and valuable. This highlights Kanakadasa's belief in the inherent worth of all individuals,
regardless of their social status.

Kanakadasa’s powerful line "Don't fight in the name of caste" translates a powerful message against
social discrimination and highlights Kanakadasa's belief in the equality of all human beings and
thus showcases his progressive views on social reform.

Conclusion

The Vachana movement, led by the visionary triumvirate of Basavanna, Allama Prabhu, and
Kanakadasa, was far more than a spiritual revival; it was a profound social revolution. By democ-
ratizing spiritual expression and challenging the rigid, caste-based social order, these figures forged
a lasting legacy of dissent.

Their emphasis on social equality, dignity of labour, and inner purity continues to resonate today,
offering powerful frameworks for addressing contemporary issues of inequality and injustice. Ulti-
mately, the Vachanas serve as a timeless testament to the power of a literary and philosophical
movement to not only reform religious practice but to fundamentally reshape the social fabric of a
society.
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Introduction

The concept of God is the basic tenet of
almost all religions. Theologians usually
define God as all-powerful, all-knowing,
transcendent, eternal and infinite. This
paper deals with the concept of Creation
and God in poems of Allama Prabhu. These
concepts are being explored in the context
of Hinduism. S.E Frost in his introduction
to the chapter on the nature of God in the
book Basic Teachings of the Great
Philosophers (1989) notes that, “... the idea
of gods came before the idea of God. The
earliest peoples known did not think of
there being only one god but rather believed
In numerous gods: gods of trees, rivers,
winds, the sky, the earth, and hundreds of
others. In some cases one god was more
powerful than the others, but he was one of
many” (Frost 1989).

In Hinduism, the Upanishads are the basic
philosophical treatises describing the nature
of the God and soul. . Although the Vedas
precede Upanishads they contain hymns to
various gods and goddesses which are
regarded as the entities ruling nature. But
these deities are not divine in the strict sense
of the word, rather they are considered as a

Literature, culture - Research Quarterly Peer - Reviewed journal z@zow | Prathispanda ISSN 2320-9941

o



National Seminar - 2025

host of natural powers and symbols of the laws embedded in the visible universe.
The four Vedas at their ends contain philosophical books known as Upanishads and
these are the treatises which contain the description of the Supreme Divinity.

The Absolute Being in Vedantic terminology is called Brahman, who is Absolute,
Eternal, Bliss, Consciousness, without a beginning or end. It is to be known and
experienced everywhere and within one’s own self. Abid Mustaq Wani in his article
A Comparative Study of the Concept of God in Hinduism and Islam notes, “Creation
out of nothing (ex nihilo) is alien to Vedanta. It is the Brahman itself out of which
everything evolves and into which everything dissolves in endless cycles. Hence,
creation is cyclic and not linear like Semitic belief” (Wani 2013).

The earliest statement of the Nature of Reality occurs in the first book of the Rig-
V edaw here itm entions:Ekam Sat-Viprah Bahudha Vadanti which means“The ONE
BEING, the wise diversely speak of” (Coward 2002) The tenth book of the Rig-Veda
regards the highest conception of God both as the Impersonal and the Personal: The
Nasadiya Sukta states that “the Supreme Being is both the Unmanifest and the
Manifest, Existence as well as Non- existence, the Supreme Indeterminable” (Coward
2002).

The Isavasya Upanishad says that the whole Universe is pervaded by Isvara or God,
who is both within and without it. He is the moving and the unmoving, He is far and
near, He is within all these and without all these.

The Kena Upanishad says that the Supreme Reality is beyond the perception of the
senses and the mind because the senses and the mind can visualise and conceive only
the objects, while Reality is the Supreme Subject, the very precondition of all sensation,
thinking, understanding, etc. No one can behold God because He is the beholder of
all things.

In the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad we are told that the Supreme Being is Pure
Consciousness, in which subjects and objects merge together in a state of Universality.
The Supreme Being knew only Itself as ‘I-Am’, inclusive of everything. As He is the
Knower of all things, no one can know Him, except as ‘He Is’.

Moreover, Manu in his Smriti remarks thus, “In the beginning, all this existence was
one Undifferentiated Mass of Unmanifestedness, unknown, indefinable, unarguable
and unknown in every way. From this Supreme Condition arose the Universe of
name and form, through the medium of the Self-existent Creator, Swayambhu”
(Coward 2002).

The Bhagavadgita in the Mahabharata, says, “The Supreme Brahman is beyond
existence and non-existence. It has hands and feet everywhere, heads, mouths, eyes
everywhere, ears everywhere, and it exists enveloping everything. Undivided, it
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appears as divided among beings; without attributes, it appears to have attributes in
association with things. Itis the Light of all lights, beyond all darkness, and is situated
in the hearts of all beings. He is the sacrifice, He is the oblation, He is the performer
thereof, He is the recitation or the chant, He is the sacred fire, He is what is offered
into it. He is the father, the mother, the grandfather, the support, the One knowable
Thing, He is the three Vedas, the Goal of all beings, the Protector, the Reality, the
Witness, the Repository, the Refuge, the Friend, the beginning, the middle and the
end of all things. He is immortality and death, existence as well as non-existence. He
Is the Visvarupa, the Cosmic Form, blazing like fire and consuming all things”
(Arapura 2009).

The concept of God in Hinduism can be summarized in the words of the renowned
Indian philosopher Prof. Radhakrishnan. He says, “The Primordial Being, the primary
datum, can be elucidated and not described. To indicate that it is not an object of
knowledge many of the seers refuse to characterize the nature of the Supreme. They
declare Supreme to be a Mystery, a hidden secret. The more it is experienced as the
inexpressible, the more it is felt to be indubitable. This knowledge does not spring
from belief or a process of reasoning. It goes beyond both of them without contradicting
them. We can have wordless communication, a transcendental consciousness which
exceeds all images and concepts, “a flight of the alone to the Alone.”” (Wani, 2013)

Concept of God according to Allama Prabhu

Allama Prabhu belonged to the Bhakti tradition, where God is the Supreme Object of
Love, in respect of whom love is evinced as in respect of one’s father, mother, friend,
son, master, or one’s own beloved, in the five forms of affection, known as Shanta,
Sakhya, Vatsalya, Dasya and Madhurya. Before understanding the concept of God, it
Is important to understand the origin of God or in other words the Creation itself.

According to Linga Raju, the concept of Creation according to Veerashaiva philosophy
Is considered to be ... beginningless and endless with an infinite series of successive
creations and dissolutions”( Raju,2013). This aspect can be made more clear through
Allama Prabhu’s following vachana:

When neither Source nor Substance was,
When neither | nor mine,

When neither Form nor formless was,

When neither Void was nor non-void,

Nor that which moves or moves not,

Then was Guheshvara’s votary (Sarana) born.

All Virasaiva philosophers, and particularly Allama Prabhu hold the view that the
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world evolved out of nothing. In the beginning there was nothing, not even Sunya
(Void). This is the fundamental theory of the “In the beginning the formless undivided
Li?ga , inclusive of the entire Void, which is existence, knowledge, bliss, eternity
and perfection, in order not to remain as VVoid, by an impulse of spontaneous play and
sport , putting forth the glow of Consciousness which creates within Self, an infinity
of macrocosms and myriad of microcosms of tattvas. The souls, as a result forget their
true nature, and in asserting their body, become subject to pleasure and pain, and
become captive to death and desire”(Raju 2013)

The Vachanas widely discussed the idea of Shunya which is ‘void’ or ‘emptiness’.
The Shunya of Virasaivas is the ‘infinite’ or ‘the Absolute’. They believe in one
Absolute Reality.According to Dr. Somashekar Munavalli,” the concept of Shunya
in the Veerashaiva religion is vast and uniquely metaphysical in nature. It encompasses
everything in the universe yet it includes nothing. It is everything yet it is nothing.it
Is like describing God. He has form and is also without form. (It is) another name for
God.”(Munavalli, 2013)

Veerashaivas believe in only one Absolute Reality. The main aim of the VVeerashaivas
Is to attain oneness with this Reality. to attain oneness a person has to realize the
Divine presence in one’s body.

Contrary to the popular views in Hinduism, the VVeerasaivas believe that the universe
Is a manifestation of the Ultimate Reality, and that body is a temple of the Divine.
The Veerasaiva Sadbhakti requires not only the liberation of the soul but also the
liberation of the body, life and mind. What is more important is that, all these three
should be made into the nature of the Divine, and be united with the Divine. The
body should be emptied of its earthliness — this is the liberation of the body. The next
step is to fill the body with the Divine nature which is practice, and it is elevated to
the position of Liga itself. Then the mind should be delivered from its earthliness
which is ignorance, and should be further filled with Divine knowledge — this is the
liberation of the mind (Munavalli, 2013).

A careful study of Allama Prabhu’s vachanas helps us to understand that he is more
interested in a devotee’s response to the Absolute than the nature of God himself.
For Allama Prabhu the merging of the body and soul brings out wholeness to mankind
that is the attainment of the Guheshvara. The following vachana makes it clearer.

Once Linga relates with body

Look, knowledge settles in prana.
The duality of inside and outside

Is merged in one meaning

As | think of you, Guheshwara. (436)
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Further, in the following vachana, Allama Prabhu presents the fact that God is
incomparable. The nature, attributes of God cannot be just analysed by studying
scriptures or by listening to them. Any external rituals cannot determine the nature of
God because he is beyond human understanding and cannot be described in human
terms.

It is not a matter for study,

not the pleasure of listening,

not a matter of scriptures, nor that of spirituality.

It is neither an internal matter nor external.

Not knowing its substance what is the use of practicing spirituality?
Look, Siddharamayya,

The Guheshwara linga is incomparable.

On a similar tone, Allama Prabhu expounds the vastness of God who transcends all
knowledge of human beings. He is the Supreme Being which transcends the highest
things seen in nature like the trees, hills and the sky. This also indicates that he is the
creator of all things.

Are there trees and hills that transcend the sky?

Is there a form that transcends the formless?
Sanganbasavanna,

Can there be supremacy that transcends Guheshwaralinga?

In a very sarcastic tone, Allama Prabhu mocks at the existence of many gods, demons
and other supernatural powers. He emphasizes that there is only one Creator and
others are man’s mere fantasies. He compares them to mere ‘bottle gourds’ which are
deluged in the passion, desire, anger and greed.

From the beginning, in all the three ages,
Gods, men and demons born in Maya
Suffer and struggle.

What matters which attire?

All are robed in passion.

Impersonators of various kinds

None renouncing desire, anger or greed,
Who can treat a sore that doesn’t heal?
Guheshwara, who are these elders?
They are but mere bottle gourds.(462)
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The concept of Shunya or voidness of God is still a predominant idea that Allama
clings onto. When one realises the true nature of the Creator there is nothing which
remains of oneself. Man forgets his body and attains a state of voidness. The voidness
of the Creator which is empty and yet encompasses everything is the predominant
feature of the God of Allama Prabhu. The following vachana illustrates to the extent
of saying that ‘Guheshwara is without sensations’ which indirectly refers to the
character of emptiness in the Absolute Being.

Neither you are, nor am I,

Nor that which says so,

When one knows oneself, nothing else remains.
What is not there, where can it come from?

If one can know the true and forget the body
Guheshwara is without sensations. (463)

Allama Prabhu asserts the need for self questioning on the purpose of one’s life. The
reading, listening of religious texts will only lead to doubts and arguments. But
questioning the purpose of one’s life will lead to voidness that is the Brahma or the
Creator.

Reading and reading

The Vedas ended in argument.

Listening and listening Shastras ended in doubts.

Knowing and knowing Agamas ended in spreading wide.

The query of who | am and who you are

Leads to Brahma being nothing but a void, Guheshwara. (489)

In the following vachanas, Allama Prabhu gives a new description to God. He calls
the ‘Prana’ as God. This is nothing but the breath of life. The life residing in one’s
body is God.

In the temple called the body

There is the god called prana.

It is improper for Guheshwaralinga

To be worshipped by the priests called the senses. (503)

In the Rig Veda 10:129.1-7, a question is being asked thus “Did creation happen at
God's command, or did it happen without his command? He looks down upon creation
from the highest heaven. Only he knows the answer -or perhaps he does not know”.
In Taittriya Upanishad 2:6,7 it is written “Before the world was created, God existed,
but was invisible. By means of the soul all living beings can know God; and this
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knowledge fills them with joy. The soul is the source of abiding joy. When we discover
the soul in the depths of our consciousness, we are overwhelmed with delight. If the
soul did not live within us, then we should not breathe -we should not live”(Coward
2002).

The Hindu tradition perceives the existence of cyclical nature of the universe and
everything within it. The cosmos follows one cycle within a framework of cycles. It
may have been created and reach an end, but it represents only one turn in the perpetual
"wheel of time", which revolves infinitely through successive cycles of creation and
destruction.

But a careful study of the following Vachana of Allama Prabhu doesn’t seem to
explain these theories. Instead he proposes that the source of creation happened because
of a perfect Shiva.

Do the waves that have risen in the sea
Become separated from the sea?

Does the world that has risen from

The passionless eternal, spotless, featureless
Perfect, unchangeable, supreme Shiva
Become separated from Shiva?

This awareness is possible
For the spiritually experienced, Guheshwara.

He further stresses that this Shiva, the Lord of Caves is a passionless, eternal, spotless,
featureless and the unchangeable supreme.

At one point he seems to agree with the Hindu philosophy that nature and all of God's
creations are manifestations of Him. He is within and without his creations, pervading
the entire universe and also observing it externally. Hence all animals and humans
have a divine element in them that is covered by the ignorance and illusions of material
or profane existence. But at the same time tries to show that he is a God above his
Creation and the focus of worship should be to the creator and not the creation only.
Further he is more interested in trying to describe God through his own intuitions
than depending on traditions and theories that existed in his times. He says in the
following vachanas thus:

What | am is a measure,
What you are is a measure,
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What the self is, is a measure,

What the transcendent is, is a measure.
Measure itself is a measure.

What Guheshwara is, is measureless.(548)

Allama Prabhu proposes a different kind of aspect of God that he is measureless, an
indication of that he is beyond space, time and volume, with each of his vachanas he
emphasizes on the aspect that God cannot be described nor can we find the nature,
his attributes according to human standards.

A.K Ramanujan in his Speaking of Siva while comparing two poems ; one from
Upanishad and one of Mahadeviyakka says,“The classical text describes the object,
the Cosmic creator; the vachanas describes the subject, the speaker’s feelings towards
herself”(Ramanujan 1973).

Allama plays with the metaphor of light and silence to describe his Guheshwara. He
emphasizes the idea of voidness, nothingness, something which is seemingly endless
like a mirage.

Like

The lightning behind the cloud

The mirage behind the nothingness,

The silence behind the sound

The light behind the eyes

Such is your state Guheshwara.(596)

In another vachanas “ May | speak?”(611), he says Guheshwaralinga is the light
within light and a being with no blemishes , without mutilations. Allama keeps
reminding us in ‘I came in the company of the five”(484) and “ The beauty of your
presence cannot be described.”(491) that nothing equal God with the material things
that we see on this earth. In most of his vachans he denotes a God who is formless
and debunks the popular belief of Shiva as the destroyer, a constant reference to his
pen like name Guheshvara, the lord of the Caves. A God who resides in the cave like
our Body in Darkness which needs to be deciphered to some extend and cannot be
discovered with human intelligence or knowledge, A.K Ramanujan further notes
that “in a classical text like Upanishad it describes the object, the Cosmic creator;
whereas the vachanas as in the case of Allama Prabhu describes the subject, the
speaker’s feelings towards God”. (Ramanujan 1973)

Another emphatic point that he makes clear is that God cannot be described based on
human standards.

Looking for your light,
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| went out:

It was like the sudden dawn
Of a million million suns,

A ganglion of lightnings
For my wonder.

O bord ofC aves,
Ifyou are Ight,
There can beno m etaphor.(©72)

As A.K Ramanujan says “Sometimes in the vachanakara’s quest for the unmediated
vision,there comes a point when language, logic and metaphor are not enough...”.
This is quite true when human theories, philosophies are just not enough to describe
the creator. Moreover, “this stresses the view that love of God is not only an
unconditional giving up of all, but it is necessarily anti-‘structure’, an anti-social
‘unruly’ relationship-unmaking, undoing, the man- made. It is an act of violation
against ordinary expected loyalties, a breakdown of the predictable and the secure”(
Ramanujan 1973).

Conclusion

Allama Prabhu in his vachanas questions man’s very form of describing God and
firmly believes that human knowledge is just not enough to describe this Supreme
Being. Most often he admits that man is ignorant about the Mighty God.
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The Kalpataru Vidya Samsthe was established in the year 1961 by A.C. Pallagatti and a few
other like-minded philanthropists with the singular intention of providing quality education at
affordable fee for the rural masses. Since then the institution has been growing steadily from
strength to strength. Today, it has 8 institutions from Kindergarten to Post Graduation level.
Our Institution responds to contemporary trends by fostering fresh imaginations, adopting
innovative methodologies and embracing a revitalized ethical framework to shape the next

generation of citizens and stake holders.

The Language of the Soul: Vachanas, Sufism and Zen Buddhism

In a time when the world is increasingly fragmented by boundaries—both visible and invisible
—the need to revisit spiritual and literary traditions that transcend such divisions becomes ever
more urgent. This special edition of Prathispanda is born out of that very impulse: to explore
the profound resonances between Kannada Vachana literature, Sufi mysticism, and Zen
Buddhist philosophy.

The National Seminar titled “The Language of the Soul: Vachanas, Sufism and Zen
Buddhism”, jointly organized by the Department of Languages of Kalpataru First Grade
Science College and Pallagatti Adavappa Arts and Commerce First Grade College, Tiptur, in
collaboration with Book Brahma, is a celebration of these timeless traditions. Scheduled for
Friday, 12th September 2025, this unique day-long event is envisioned as a space for academics
and the wider community to engage with the profound spiritual and literary traditions of
Vachana literature in Kannada. More than a scholarly gathering, it is a celebration of the
soul’s language—one that transcends boundaries of caste, creed, class, and gender.

Vachana Sahitya, born out of the twelfth-century movement led by Basavanna and a host of
vachanakaras such as Allama Prabhu, Akka Mahadevi, and Devara Dasimayya, marked a
radical shift in the cultural politics of Southern India. These voices challenged the hierarchical,
hide-bound, and exploitative social systems of their time, ushering in a magnificent revolution
rooted in spiritual equality and social justice. It spoke directly to the soul, in language stripped
of ornamentation but rich in insight. In parallel, Sufi poetry and Zen teachings offered similar

pathways to transcendence—emphasizing inner awakening, simplicity, and the dissolution of

ego.
Date: Friday, 12 September 2025
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