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1. A twelve-foot-high statue of an Ayyanar Horse in Tamil Nadu. Photograph by Stephen B. Huyler.
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Horse Shrines in Tamil India
Reflections on Modernity

In the state of Tamil Nadu in southern India, each of the numer-
ous villages has a special shrine dedicated to what are called
“village deities.” These deities, some of which are dedicated
to particular castes, others to local clans, are not part of the
Hindu pantheon but protagonists in a complex fabric of
mythologies and tales that spell out the conditions of order
and morality in the village.? The shrines are usually located on
the outskirts of town and have at their core a sacred tree in
front of which are statues of some of the deities along with a
large figure of a horse, sometimes with a rider, sometimes
without. Many of the horses that one sees today are concrete
and painted in bright yellows, blues, and whites. Some, how-
ever, are still created from clay and are left natural. This is
Aiyanar (also: Ayyanaar), a god unique to the Tamils. Although
he acts as rainmaker and as a god who brings prosperity to
the fields, his primary mission is to patrol village borders and
protect its inhabitants from harm.? Swift and fierce and hold-
ing a sword in his hand, he makes the rounds of the village
and its nearby fields at night, and should one happen to
encounter him in the dark, confrontation is to be avoided if
one values one’s life.3 Despite the need for respectful distance,
villagers can communicate with him by placing paper mes-
sages against his sword. Often the solutions are revealed in
dreams.4 Apart from the large horse, the village shrine will
have smaller horses —sometimes many hundreds of them —that
line the pathways to the sacred tree. These horses are thanks-
giving offerings made by the priest for individual devotees.

The making of these horses is a sacred act carried out by
Aiyanar’s attendant priests who belong to a caste known as
Vishvakarma, the “creator of the world,” the “architect of the
universe.”> The process begins with a nighttime procession
from the house of the village chief to the site of the shrine,
where a work pit, identified as a sacred womb, is created and
ritually demarcated by the blood of a chicken.® Over the next
fourteen days or so, the horse takes shape to eventually be
fired in situ with an improvised kiln of mud, bricks, and straw.
When the horse is finished, it is dedicated in an elaborate
ceremony, known as kutirai etuppu, that involves the whole
village.”

At first glance, given the remoteness of these shrines from
urban centers, we might be tempted to see in the Aiyanar cult
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a reaffirmation of Emile Durkheim’s world of a religiously vali-
dated hierarchy involving a folkloric tradition that has survived
from some unknown past into modern times. The anthropologist
Louis Dumont took this line of reasoning in a 1959 article that
argued that the Tamil horses are evidence of what he calls a
“relational” view of the world where hierarchy and holism are to
be understood as natural to the social fabric.® For Dumont, this
relational world was dialectically distinct from the modern world
as founded on the principles of Enlightenment individualism.
A scholar working on India, he argued, has to start without
this Enlightenment presupposition about the superiority of
free thought. Sheldon Pollock, Nicholas Dirks, and Niels
Brimes, among other scholars working in the field of Indian
anthropology, have critiqued Dumont’s point of view. Though
they do not deny the legitimacy of Dumont’s desire to avoid
Eurocentric perspectives, they note that his understanding of
tradition seems to have served, despite what it claims, as a
redemptive tool for Western modernity.® The fundamental
problem with the polarity of modernity and tradition, they
point out, is that it makes it difficult to historicize India; it
creates the illusion of a stable unity.° The ostensible split
between “tradition” and “modernity” is, unfortunately, reinforced
even in the arguments of Pierre Nora, for example, who writes
that “memory is life, borne by living societies founded in its
name,” whereas history is merely “the reconstruction, always
problematic and incomplete, of what is no longer.” Scholarly
effort has to be guided by the former, so he argues, not the
latter.** | think it should be the other way around, forit is that
condition of being “always problematic” that makes history so
important if for nothing more than as a corrective to the fal-
lacy of authenticity.

| would like to add two caveats: first, modernization is an
instance of modernity and not the other way around; second,
tradition, or what is usually meant by that word, is an instance
of the broader category, history. The first caveat is needed to
dispense with the convention that there was only one modernity
and that it was, by definition, Western. The second caveat
questions more specifically the tendency to see tradition, and
even “memory,” as a set of practices that have survived outside
the realm of history as part of some “premodern,” history-less
continuum.

My position is made easier in this case by the recognition
in recent scholarship on India of the relationship between
Aiyanar and another deity, Ayyappan, who is not a village deity
but a more readily accessible and more recently formed god.
On the surface, Ayyappan has very different attributes in that
he operates not on the level of the village but on the world stage
as a champion of egalitarianism.?? And yet, despite appear-
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ances, the Ayyappan, as the anthropologist Lars Kjaerholm
has recently argued, is indeed a descendent of Aiyanar.®3
Aiyanar thus has an identity that stretches from a local god of
limited reach to a universal deity (and beyond that to a comic
book hero known to most Indian school children). In that sense,
| will argue that Aiyanar—in a rather complex way —has to

be understood through the tropes of modernity rather than
through the tropes of tradition.4 The question that | am ask-
ing, therefore, is: what is the historical nature of this history?

As deities go, Aiyanar is not particularly old. The first evidence
of his existence in visual iconography dates to the rule of the
Pallavas in the seventh century CE, the earliest evidence of a
temple dedicated to Aiyanar dates somewhat later to the
eighth century CE.*> Clearly he predated this, but not by much.
There are two arguments about his origins: one, that he is part
of the integration of the Brahmin culture into Tamil areas in
the sixth and seventh centuries CE; and two, that he is part of
the circa-fourth-century BCE formation of village networks in
the area.*® Asko Parpola, from the University of Helsinki,
defends the first of these positions, arguing that the Aiyanar
cult emerged as a consequence of the Aryan migration into
the Tamil country, for it was the Aryans, after all, who in the
first millennium BCE brought the horse to India. Parpola also
notes the similarity of the words Aarya and Aiyan.*” Those
who defend the second position cite the possibility that
horses existed in this area well before the arrival of the Brah-
mins. They also point to an alternative etymology that links
the word Aiyanarto the old Tamil word A/, which means
“elder, chief, or leader.”*® For this group of scholars, the
Aiyanar cult had its origins with the creation of village society.
And indeed, Aiyanar is considered by Tamil villagers to be
more than just the village muscle man; he is the chief of the
othervillage gods, and any dedication to the other gods must
be preceded by a dedication to him. The horse cult was a
mechanism of surveillance and control.

What is important for my argument is not whether the
cult was imported by the Brahmins or was more homegrown.®
To interpret the horses as either “native” or “nonnative” is to
want to give to history a causal content—a set of pseudo-
civilizational stabilizers —before one accepts the fact that
history is by definition causality. The point is not, therefore,
how this history began, but how it ended, namely as a new
power structure that imposed itself into the life and imagina-
tion of the Tamils, a structure that was added to the much
older sacred tree cult that remains to this day at the core of
the village shrine. Almost all Tamil villages still have a sacred
tree [sthala vriksha] or a “temple forest” [kovil kaadu] related
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to a shrine to the Mother Goddess in one of her many guises:
Kaali, Mari, Amman, or Ellai Pidaari.?° She is seen as the origi-
nal shakti [female power] and it was from her, according to
local lore, that Shiva, Vishnu, and Brahman were created.*!
The goddess wields a great deal of power and if her groves

are not properly protected, she can punish the entire community
in the form of disease or crop failure. She is worshiped by
means of votive offerings that are placed under the trees in the
form of cult statues, about twenty centimeters tall and consisting
of a cylindrical body and a face usually with big eyes.22 This
type of devotion dates back to the third millennium BCE, if not
earlier, and was hardly unique to the Tamils. It stretched
across all of Eurasia.

If the Mother goddess shrines date back to prehistory,
the Aiyanar horses in front of these trees and groves are by
comparison quite new. The situation at the Tamil shrines is
not dissimilar to the one at Delphi, which began as a sanctuary
to the mother earth goddess but, after the invasion of the
Dorians around 1200 BCE, was rededicated to the god Apollo,
but without totally obliterating the earth goddess elements of
the site. Here in Tamil territory, the Aiyanar cult, even if it was
homegrown, has to be seen as “the new” that plugged itself
into the mother goddess shrines and its associated landscape
of sacred trees and groves. What we have is not a fusion of old
and new, but an assertion of power that exposed the rupture
of time to both borrow the sacredness of the old and bring
into the open a new instrument of control. History, which is
identical with its devices of enforcement, asserts the legitimacy
of its ruptural logic. In this case, Aiyanar is quite literally history
on horseback.

What makes the Aiyanar cult different from Hindu divinities is
that it emerged from the fabric of history—human history, that
is—rather than out of the mists of mythology. As a result,
even though the cult could be studied from the point of view
of religion (what kind of devotional practices are associated
with it?) and anthropology (what do the stories associated
with it tell us about ancient and contemporary Tamil society?),
it can also be studied, quite directly, as a problem of history.
We should, therefore, separate the “tradition” that keeps
the meaning and production of these horses alive, from their
historical signification. It is the latter that has to come first.
The Tamil horse stands before us, however, not as direct
evidence of the new power structure, but as an X-ray image
of a phenomenon that is difficult to perceive since the actual
circumstance of the rupture is unknowable. Was it swift or
protracted? Was it violent or peaceful? Was it accepted or
resisted? When did the horses appear in flesh and blood, and

22



when (and why) did they disappear and become “gods”? Who
knows? It has all been rendered invisible in a body of social
activities that we today would call “tradition.” But that was
not what it was in the eighth century when chieftains rode
about on horseback as real people and perhaps already as
divinities. It was this transference from the real to the divine—
a transference into the realm of the supernatural and its ever-
so-human Vishvakarma support structure —that drew the
village together and tightened the social bonds, and that now
has to be continually reenacted lest those bonds decay.

Just because we do not know all the facts about Aiyanar
does not change the fundamental circumstance that what is
at stake here is a rupture in the sociotemporal fabric of the
cultural subject. The Tamil horses are the quod erat demon-
strandum of a historical event even though the timing and
circumstances of that event are not precisely known. As such
they posit history and modernity at their most tautological.
The knowable and the unknowable are in just as close proximity
for today’s scholar as they are—though in a different medium —
for the Tamil villager. And this is what the Aiyanar cult, |
argue, makes so brilliantly clear. It produces the bonds that
hold society together in the same way that it produces history
as a projection into the future. But, as | shall now show, this
ambiguous relationship between the knowable and unknow-
able, between history and modernity, and between male god
in the external world and the female god in the forest, is in-
evitably open ended. As the deity developed over time,
therefore, it changed in such a way that its message was
deconstructed from one of control into one of liberation, and
from one that was open to all, to one that was accessible only
to men. In the process, as Aiyanar came to be reinvented
again and again, some elements of the original were enhanced
and others repressed.

The first instance of Aiyanar’s reinvention took place in the
thirteenth century, when, with the disappearance of Buddhism
in India and the emergence of Hinduism as the state religion,
the old village mythologies came to be gradually linked
directly and indirectly with the Hindu worldview. Aiyanar was
also upgraded, to be defined as nothing less than the son of
Siva and Vish’nu; he was born, so the story goes, not through
copulation, but from the sperm of Siva when Siva became
desirous of Vish’nu, who, though normally a man, took a female
form while churning the ocean to get nectar in the Hindu
creation myth. In other words, Aiyanar was born ex utero to
two male gods in a type of conceptual gap that was created
when Vish’nu was in disguise as a woman. It is a unique form
of procreation that allowed Aiyanar to be placed post facto
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into the mythology of the Hindu creation story, while allowing
him to exist in a parallel world.?3 This newly Sanskritized
Aiyanaar was given a new a name, Harihara Putra [Sanskrit:
Hari (Vish’nu) and Hara (Siva); Putra (prince or son)] and is
shown in the iconography with two consorts, Poora’naiand
Pushkalai, holding in his hand either an elephant goad or
horsewhip.

The terminus post quem of the Harihara Putra cult is
1224, the date a temple to the god was constructed by
Narasimha 11.24 The temple no longer exists, but more recent
Harihara temples (known also as Sastha temples) do exist
and are usually in forests (because the god’s parents, accord-
ing to one story, abandoned him in a forest). This is in line
with the older form of Aiyanar worship which was most often
located not in the village proper but at its perimeter.

It has been suggested by Fred W. Clothey, a leading scholar
of religious practices in India, that the creation of Harihara
Putra was politically driven by the ruling elites as a way to
offset friction that had developed between Vishnuites and
Shavites.?5 That explains, so Clothey suggests, why at least
two Tamil kings assumed the name Harihara, tightening the
bonds, as was often done, between king and god. What made
this shift possible was Aiyanar’s original position as someone
who keeps peace and order. The transformation into Harihara
Putra, however, substantially changed Aiyanar’s identity since
itintroduced metaphysics into the equation. The Aiyanar cult
did not begin as a metaphysical project, since its original mis-
sion was to produce and strengthen the inside/outside dual-
ity. Furthermore, though there are hundreds of Aiyanar shrines,
each belonging to a particular village, there was no overarching
moral message. But Aiyanar, already modern in the context of
one historical framework, could become historicized (and
modernized) yet again by drawing on the fact that he was
more than just a divine policeman but the “chief” among the
deities. In this new version, with his new name and new
mythology, he could transcend the scale of the village and in
the process obliterate the traditional and institutionalized
“obviousness” of the Shiva/Vishnu distinction. He was a new
unity rising above an old duality. This god was homegrown,
but one cannot rule out the possibility that such a metaphysical
postulation was not influenced from other religions, Buddhism
included.

Harinhara Putra was a more powerful deity than Aiyanar,
but he probably had an obscure devotional profile in compari-
son to Aiyanar given that he was a political construct that
appealed mainly to the elites. This changed in the sixteenth
century when he underwent a transformation, namely his
incarnation—as it was retroactively defined —into an actual
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2. Clay statue of a rider in Tamil Nadu.
Photograph by Stephen B. Huyler.




3. Four-foot-high votive Ayyanar
horses in Tamil Nadu. Photograph
by Stephen B. Huyler.



4. Anthropologist Lars Kjaerholm
regards the recently formed god
Ayyappan as a descendent of Aiyanar.
Ayyappan has become a children’s
book hero, as published by Amar
Chitra Katha, one of India’s leading
comic publishers. Vol 6 35 www.amarchitrakatha.c

5. Clay statues of “village deities” at
the base of a sacred tree at a typical
Tamil shrine. Photograph by author.



6. In Tamil Nadu in southern India, vil-
lages have special shrines dedicated
to “village deities.” These shrines are
usually on the outskirts of the village
and are centered around a sacred tree
that is surrounded by some of the vil-
lage deities as well as a statue of a
horse, Aiyanar. Photograph by author.



living person, Manikantan, a prince of Pandhalam in Kerala
(the state just to the west of Tamil Nadu).2¢ Manikantan led
the Keralas to victory against pirates in the Arabian sea and
robbers in the mountains. For this and a host of other reasons —
including the fact that he was an abandoned child found in

a forest— Manikantan was so adored by the locals that he
was not only seen as Harihara Putra incarnate but given yet
another name, Ayyappan, which, like its predecessor, is
derived from the words meaning Vish’nu and Shiva, namely
Ayya and Appa, but this time in Tamil not Sanskrit.?” A cult
emerged in his honor that is still celebrated with great fanfare
today at Sabarimala (Mount Sabari), a remote temple some
sixty kilometers inland from the coastal town of Quilon that
was built next to the palace where Manikantan lived.?® It

is not insignificant that at the gate of the palace complex,
there is a sacred banyan tree named Manikantanal [shrine of
Manikantan].

Manikantan /Ayyappan brings the genealogy of this deity
back into the fold of human history. Because of his military
training, Ayyappan has a quasi-military theme that is different
from soldier-horseman Aiyanar. Whereas Aiyanar was worshiped
by means of gifts and offerings, the Ayyappan cult requires
forty-one days of sexual continence before the pilgrimage and
a difficult hike to the hilltop sanctuary, among other acts of
purification. Since menstruating women are not allowed to
worship at the shrine, the cult has become akin to a cult of
masculinity. This is unusual in Hindu India, where women are
banned from temples only during the actual time of their
menstruation. Here all women between the ages of ten and
fifty-five are banned. For the Ayyappan pilgrimage, men do
not travel to the site alone, however, but in small groups from
their village or family unit—or perhaps today as a group of
business associates —led by a guruswamy who guides them
along the long mountain paths to the sanctuary.?9 As one
scholar has described it, the cult “merges individual men both
with the hyper-masculine deity and with a wider community
of men” embodied by the other male pilgrims and gurus.3°
Unlike Aiyanar, whom one worshiped through outward signs
of appreciation and with some trepidation, Ayyappan demanded
that his devotees look inward. If Aiyanar worked his magic
through fear, Ayyappan was a messenger of brotherly love.
The horse has now disappeared. Ayyappan, in the myth, came
into town riding a tiger, and so it is the tiger that figures into
this imaginary.

This sixteenth-century update of the thirteenth-century
cult took place in three ways. First, it was changed from a reli-
gion of the ruling elite to a popular, regional cult. Second, it was
given the metaphysical conventions of corporeal deprivation
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and spiritual purification, which were typical of most religions
of the time. And third, Ayyappan’s reentry into human history
was augmented by the fact that each of his gurus—which
numbered then in the hundreds of thousands —was to be
treated by his charges as an incarnation of Ayyappan himself.
In other words, whereas Aiyanar could only go as far as the vil-
lage boundary, Ayyappan, in his multitudinousness, could
move about anywhere. The subtext of Aiyanar’s equestrian
mobility is still there, but the deity is now released from im-
prisonment in the “local.”3* If no one can “become” Aiyanar
(exceptin the form of a possessed dancer during the village
ceremony), any number of people—hundreds of thousands —
can “become” Ayyappan to weave themselves in an increas-
ingly dense way into the fabric of contemporary history.

The Sabarimala temple was not always as popular as it is
today. Instrumental in its resurgence was the Tamil revival
movement that led to the attempt in the early 1920s to reno-
vate the temple. An economic reason must also have been
at the core of this ambition, for it seems that the temple’s
gurus wanted to make Sabarimala an alternative to the cult
of Murukan, the god of the hunt and war in Tamil Nadu that
attracted many pilgrims from neighboring Kerala.32 In other
words, it was hoped that the Ayyappan cult would bring
Tamils to Kerala and thus offset the Murukan cult that had
brought Keralans to Tamil Nadu. In the 1950s, the icon of
Ayyappan was paraded throughout the towns and villages of
Tamil Nadu. Even so the shrine was still relatively obscure.33
But in the late twentieth century with the expansion of Tamil
revival (Madras state was renamed Tamil Nadu in 1969) Lord
Ayyappan—as he is now referred to by devotees—became a
popular topic in Tamil films and songs, and as a consequence
the cult became increasingly widespread, so much so that
today the Sabarimala temple is one of the most visited pil-
grimage centers in India with some 10 million disciples a year
making the trek into the hills.34 Local cable television chan-
nels make daily live broadcasts from the temple during the
pilgrimage period.?5

This new post—World War Il, cinema-enhanced Ayyappan
is no longer just a Kerala hero/Hindu god; he is now defined
as a god who transcends traditional caste boundaries. Just as
he was a bit of Shiva and a bit of Vish’nu, he can now be a bit
of everything. In other words, this is a modern Ayyappan, carry-
ing Nehru’s message of equality—or something akin to it—to
south India, a message augmented by the effort to enhance
the story that a great Muslim had once worshiped at Sabari-
mala. Even Christians are told that they are allowed to pray
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there. Needless to say, as the cult spreads internationally, its
message of interfaith harmony obscures its gender specificity.3¢

Ayyappan has thus come to be seen by the locals as ris-
ing above the regional, linguistic, and caste barriers and their
associated strife. He is no longer just a son of Hindu gods, but
a god above gods, who at his core is a global metaphysical
proposition that breaks the bonds of mortal birth as only he
can do given his ex utero identity. Somewhere in all this,
Ayyappan came to have a new name, Dharma Sastha. It roughly
translates into “The one who teaches the principles of the
universe.” But Ayyappan, in comparison with its modern
metaphysical competitors such as Christianity, Buddhism,
and Islam, is distinct in that Manikantan never wrote anything
down; there is no set of gospels, no Koran, no recorded utter-
ances or moral injunctions. It is his life story that is told again
and again, even in the scholarship. It is a pure phonocentric
religion. There is no space of exegesis, interpretation, and
ambiguity. As a consequence, there is a profound tension
between Ayyappan’s historicity and the logocentrism of his
devotion. Ayyappa is a god who is historical, given his human
incarnation, but who, as a divinity, has no history. He was,
and is. The only way to worship Ayyappan is to internalize
the life story and relive it in “translation” as pilgrimage.

But this is not the end of the story, for there is one last
transformation: Ayyappan has become a children’s comic
book hero that traces, as its promoters claim, “the strange
and fascinating series of divine events that led to the birth of
Manikanthan, who had a glorious destiny.”37 It is published in
the Amar Chitra Katha series, one of India’s largest and best-
selling comic book series, which was created to teach Indian
children about their cultural heritage. The series was created
as a bulwark against what was seen as the negative impact of
modernity on Indian society; this was a way for Indian chil-
dren to connect with their homegrown, Indian mythologies.
Although the comic book series deals with the whole spectrum
of Indian deities, Ayyappan is a bit of a misfit. As a radically
deterritorialized project, the cult is more modern—and | mean
that here in the sense that it is an instrument of logocentric
abstraction—than it is “traditional,” and this even in com-
parison with the standard logocentrism of the Hindu deities.
Ayyappan is a religion liberated from the structures (and stric-
tures) of textuality, which puts it in conflict with the modern
laws of India that claim gender equality.

Aiyanar, Harihara Putra, Ayyappan, and Dharma Sastha—

not to mention Manikantan —are cognates for a divinity that
has an astonishing array of localist, regionalist, nationalist,
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supranationalist, human, and comic-book identities, depend-
ing on where one puts the emphasis.3® There are separate
temples to each of these deities, although there are also
some, such as the Sabarimala temple, that combine them.
There are now at least three Ayyappan temples in Madurai,

for example, that have had Ayyappan statues installed in
them.3? Aiyanar and Ayyappan, the two ends of the genealogi-
cal stream, have, however, different valences with Aiyanar
remaining a village cult connected with a particular geographi-
cal area. Ayappan is universalist and populist, promoting an
emotional form of devotion. Aiyanar is built around micro-
identities, whereas Ayappan aims, in short, for a type of male-
modernity-without-alienation. But Aiyanar, as a species rather
than a genus, has been colored by his incorporation into state-
sponsored, Hindu mythology; by his “incarnation” into a politi-
cal figure; and most recently by his parallelism with the newly
popular Ayyappan cult and its message of a masculine, egali-
tarian metaphysics.

The result of these multiple washes of history is that
some of Ayyappan’s metaphysics have already begun to rub
off on the archaic Aiyanar. He is now thought in many places
to protect the poor and ensure justice and self-discipline
among his believers.4° By the same token, one cannot help
but wonder that the tendency to paint the Aiyanar horses in
vibrant colors overlaps with Ayyappan as a larger-than life,
cartoon figure. One could also argue that Ayyappan’s moder-
nity is reflected in the fact that the Aiyanar horses are now
being made of concrete rather than clay. This is not just a con-
venience but an indication of its new historical position. The
use of concrete is not a loss but a gain. A new modernity—
with a new set of conflicting realities—is killing off the old
one. If Aiyanar suffers from the advances of modernity and the
loss of village culture in Tamil lands, Ayyappan thrives on it.

The Tamil horses stand in a liminal space between the ancient
and the modern, between the folkloric and the cinematic,
between the village and the world, between enclosed geography
and a universal metaphysics, and between an endangered
anthropological milieu and an expansive, neonationalist pop
culture. Given the overlays of these historical, ideological,
and disciplinary realities, | shifted the emphasis away from
anthropology with its implicit assumption about a timeless
past to the issue of modernity to argue that the horses are in
every respect, from their beginning, and through time, modern
things. Their history, which began with their open-endedness
and the splitting of the cultural subject, came to be continually
reformulated through the mechanisms that brought the cult
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into a family of modern religious and metaphysical principles,
those of fraternity and love, in particular. But because this
history, like a magnifying glass, focused on Aiyanar’s identity
with such intensity, it turned the original proposition inside
out. Aiyanar was at the start a protector of all the villagers,
but by the late twentieth century he was a redeemer of all of
India, if not of the world itself. A symbol of closure became
one for openness; the embodiment of fierceness became the
embodiment of tolerance.#

Atolerance of a sort. A group of women has filed a lawsuit
against Sabarimala’s ban on women, taking on the Travancore
Devaswom Board that oversees the running of the temple.4?
The situation became a public controversy—and for some, a
scandal—when noted Indian actress Jayamala revealed that
she had once entered the inner sanctum of the Sabarimala
temple and touched the idol of Lord Ayyappa. This prompted a
retroactive “cleansing” of the temple and good deal of worry
about other possible breaches of the “tradition.”

Although there are parallels between Ayyanaar and Western
Enlightenment notions of egalitarianism, it is not the secular
modernist project of the European Enlightenment that is at
play here, that is for sure. Ayyanaar is what a nonsecular mod-
ernism might look like given that the cult ideals of equality
do not necessarily have any socially revolutionary message
attached to them as would the Enlightenment model. Once
the pilgrimage is over, devotees return to their normal lives,
caste and all. There are, however, parallels between Ayyannar
and Christian and Islamic notions of transcendence, purifica-
tion, and self-policing, but unlike these other religions, the
Ayyappan cult can imply something that is just as much within
the conventions of Hinduism as outside it, and in that sense it
is very different from Aiyanar, which insists on a clear boundary
between inside and outside.43

Ayyappan’s egalitarian message (or perhaps one should
say quasi-egalitarian message) cannot, however, be seen as
purely homegrown. There were no doubt influences that could
have come just as much from Islamic as from more Western
sources. The point, however, just as with Aiyanar, is not to
see the question of influence as having an either/or answer.
For my argument, the “source” of Ayyappan’s metaphysics is
irrelevant. What is important is that the originating moment
(if one can call it that) was a moment of rupture, and it was
from within the space of that rupture that history—as the
dialectics of incompletion—began to play itself out, allowing
Aiyanar to be periodically revised, upgraded, and reformu-
lated. It was not a linear progression or inner evolution. A
deity who protected everyone in the village became a deity
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who can be accessed primarily by men. A deity that was the
village policeman became a deity who demanded masculine
self-policing.

And yet, despite the apparent differences between Aiya-
nar and Ayyappan, the two ends of this historical equation
have similar metacharacteristics. For just as India’s early his-
tory is now part of a contested and open-ended discussion, so
too is India’s possible future a casteless and gender-liberated
society. The outside/inside problem of the Ayrian/chieftan
issue is mirrored in the outside/inside problem of regional/
universal metaphysics. The ambiguity of India’s past fuses
with the ambiguity of India’s future. Both provoke the same
ideological overdeterminacy. In that sense, depending on
where one puts the emphasis, the horses can, for some, rep-
resent the idea of a stable and “traditional” India and at the
very same time be seen as a critique of those very traditions,
as the embodiment of a new India altogether. If Ayyappan
brings certain elements of Aiyanar into completion, from local
chieftain to universal deity, from non-Hindu deity to post-
Hindu one, Aiyanar, in reverse, exposes the incomplete, meta-
physical ambitions of Ayyappan as a hollow and corrosive
populism that promises liberation, and kindergarten fascina-
tion, yet excludes menstruating women as contaminations. In
some sense the split subject that was Aiyanar (a man-god pro-
tecting the female deity within the sacred forest), haunts the
new Ayyappan who now survives as a split subject of a man-
god inhabiting the sacred forest to the exclusion of women.

Aiyanar, the clay horse, may seem at first glance to be an
anthropological wonder but constitutes in reality an unstable,
decentered set of significations that point both backward and
forward in time. The horses can, at one level, be read, ideo-
logically, as part of the civilizational moment when modern,
Indian culture first began to take shape. They can be cele-
brated as part of the Indian village archetype in all its stabil-
ity, continuity, and closure. But at another level, they can be
read as antihistorical objects, finding themselves as part of a
contemporary, populist movement looking to a utopian future
far removed from the narrowness of village life. If that future
were to become real, the horses would disappear with the
obliteration of the caste that is responsible for making them,
or, as is more likely, be multiplied, industrially, ad infinitum,
given that any one could make them —as is already starting to
happen.44 The Tamil horses (the clay horses) thus contain
within their structure a system of meanings that permits their
own historical obliteration. They are the ultimate avatars of
modernity standing resolutely in one temporal dimension
while already moving about in another.
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Postscript: Preservation as the New Modernity

Preservation is an instrument of modernity; stated differently,
it is the means by which we define ourselves as moderns. |

do not mean to point to a particular style or place but to the
current, sociopolitical world in which power allies itself with
the instrumentalities of preservation and tradition just as much
as to those of modernization and industry. The two sides, once
thought to be opposed, have become interfused. Heritage
(when one adds tourism into the mix, not to mention the per-
nicious evocations of national imaginaries) is an industry unto
its own, meaning that the terms by which we discuss preser-
vation in 2009 are no longer those of 1968 or even 1988. In
other words, we need to reformulate the fundamentals of the
discussion about preservation. We do this first by noting that
preservation (and its associated bureaucracies of authentica-
tion) uses history to evacuate the historian’s disciplinary
leverage against the autonomy of power. If we freeze the his-
torical against the flow of time, then we quickly lose sight of
the dynamic energy of history both in our time and in our
understanding of the past. Europe, because of its head start,
has made itself—or at least tries to make itself—immune to
the negative consequences of this dynamic; it is the most regu-
lated geopolitical environment in the world. The highest pro-
portion of preserved buildings and cities are in Europe. One
hardly “sees” preservation in Europe since it is everywhere,
interfaced with modernity. Every church, cathedral, or castle
looks like it was built yesterday. Preservation, as a state-
sponsored bureaucracy, is just another name for planning.

In the non-West and Russia, the modernity of preservation
is significantly more noticeable, leading us to often complain
if buildings do not live up to European standards of preser-
vation. This is why —looking to India—the Aiyanar story, for
me, is so interesting, since it flies under the radar of most
histories and yet, in the temporal drift between Aiyanar and
Ayyappan, we wind up not only with one of India’s leading
religions but also with a history that is a composite of previous
histories. The question at play in this article is not preserva-
tion as such but rather the shape of history that brings us into
modernity without the instrumentalities of Eurocentric preser-
vation ideals. On the surface, it might seem that some form of
preservation is called for; after all, Aiyanar and the traditions
associated with the clay horses, is fading under the encroach-
ments of modernity; but Ayyappan, who derives from Aiyanar,
has not only thrived under these conditions but constitutes an
Indian-grown modernity unto itself. There should, therefore,
be no lament for the demise of Aiyanar cult and its magnifi-
cent clay horses. Ayyappan undoes Aiyanar.
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There is, however, a dialectic at work, for not only did
Aiyanar change over time, but the power structures that pro-
pelled this history also changed to become increasingly
phonocentric, which means that by the time we get to Ayyappan
we have a religion that denies its historicity and that becomes,
one can say, “anthropology friendly,” since there are no texts
associated with the religion. Its modernity has thus come to
be hidden behind the construction of a “tradition” that is
reinforced from both inside and outside, namely as a regional,
Tamil-centric religion and as a metageographical, quasi-
egalitarian, universalist religion. In other words, the history of
the shift from Aiyanar to Ayyappan is one in which the local
Ayyappan actors want their history to not be history, which
would make it open to the critique of contingency; they want it
to be a “truth.” Anthropologists (not all, but some) can wind
up confirming this given that the discipline is primed to capture
(and ostensibly “understand”) the structures of orality. The
assumption in anthropology is often that orality is endangered
by modernity’s disruptions and fragmentations. But with
Ayyappan, this is not the case, given that Ayyappan’s phono-
centrism is held together—if not actually constituted —by the
structure of cinematic populism. Ayyappan is, however, most
certainly endangered, as it should be, but not by modernity’s
cultural fragmentation, rather by the rising modernity of gender
equality. The issue of gender in India stands in juxtaposition
to the earlier strand of Ayyappan’s modernity, which was a
masculine-liberation-from-Brahmin-hegemonies. Will the
divine Ayyappan now redefine itself—perhaps in the form of
a goddess—to adjust to the inclusion of women, or will the
religion resist this transformation in the name of a “tradition”?

If left to its own devices, society will preserve what it
needs and get rid of what it does not, and this is because
power, for better or worse, always decides what to preserve.
Changes in the power structure create shifting preservation
realities. This has been the situation for millennia. If, as is
so often the approach today, we start with preservation and
make itinto a form of power—one can think of the protocols
of the UNESCO —we cannot establish a critique of power’s
contingencies. Now if there is anything left of the “liberal”
agenda to history—i.e., to serve as a critique of the hegemony
of power and reason—then we need history (as a discipline) to
keep history (out there) in focus and not let it become logo-
centric, orif it does become so (which is the inevitable drift
of time) not reinforce it. Preservation, as it is conventionally
understood, subverts that effort since it hands its own logo-
centric imaginary back to power, which then easily translates
into an instrument of nationalism or, more usually, into a
alliance between (local) nationalism and (global) tourism.
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What the Aiyanar/Ayyappan story shows, as far as | am trying
to argue, is the moment just before its dynamic modernity
collapses, and it becomes a “tradition” that denies both its
history and its modernity.
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