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AN OUTL NE OF SAIVAISM

Guarenr GaoLw AeoGar Curpmd

SIEBML. Lauis@d Beomeur Gummis.
Praise to Siva of the southern land
Praise to the God of every land.

These words of the Saiva Saint Manikkavasagar
suggests that the God who is common to the whole world
is worshiped as Siva in the Tamil land. They also reflect
the universal character of the Saiva religion, the doctrine
of which is not of a parochial nature.

The Saiva religion considers Lord Siva as its primary
God. With some variations, it is practised as Kashmir
Saivam in northern India, Vira Saivam in the central region
and Siddhanta Saivam in southern India. Henceforth the
word Saivam or Saivaism will refer to the Siddhanta
Saivam.

Ancient Faith

The origin of Saiva religion dates back to pre-historic
period. The earliest available literature which gives some
evidence of the Saiva faith is a collection of Sanskrit works
called Vedas. Because of this, Saiva religion and Siva
worship were considered to be of Vedic origin. However,
the findings of Mohenjadaro-Harappa excavations have
clear indications of Siva worship during the pre-vedic
period. These excavations also suggest the existence of a
civilization which was not only pre-Aryan, but also of
Dravidian origin. Following statement of Sir John Marshall
acknowledges this view:
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Among the many revelations that Mohenjadaro
and Harappa have in store for us, none perhaps is
more remarkable than this discovery that Saivaism
has a history going much to the chalcolithic age or
perhaps even further still, and that it takes place on
the most ancient living faith in the world.

Even those who attribute Siva worship to the vedic
period are of opinion that Rudra in Vedic literature came
to be identified with the God of the ancient indigenous
people, which was Siva. Of the four Dravidian languages
spoken now, Tamil is the oldest and richest language. The
word Dravidian can, therefore, without any hesitation be
taken to mean ‘Tamilian’ of South India. It is relevant to
quote the following words of G. U. Pope from his book
‘Tiruvacagam’:

Saivaism is the oldest prehistorian religion of
South India, essentially existing from pre-Aryan times.

It is a common practice to call Saivaism as Hinduism
or as a branch of it and to refer the Saivaites as Hindus.
The word Hindu is a transliteration of the word Sindhu and
used originally by the alien rulers to identify the region
of Sindhu river. The people south of this were referred to
as Hindus and their religion as Hinduism. Accordingly all
religious sects in India should be grouped together by the
name Hinduism. But in practice, Hinduism has come to
denote those religions which consider the Vedas as their
authority. Today Vedanta has gained prominence as the
philosophy of Hinduism mainly due to the influence of great
scholars like Maxmuller and Swami Vivekananda. Saivaism
which does not accept major portions of the Vedas and the
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Vedanta philosophy cannot he called Hinduism or a branch
of it.

Saivaism ih Tamil Land

Some aspects of Saivaism and its philosophy are seen
in Tholkappiam, the earliest treatise on Tamil grammar.
Some of the grammatical expressions and verbal usages
such as wyir, mei, vinai, etc., are identical with those in
the Saiva philosophy. Even the word ‘Kadavul’ which is
in common vogue now is seen in this ancient treatise.
Unless the Saiva faith was in existence in the Tamil land
long before the period of Tholkappiam such usages of words
and identification to Saiva philosophical terms would not
have been possible.

The book Thirukkural is a great contribution of the
Tamils. It deals with every aspect of life - social, ethical,
philosophical, etc., - and reflects the culture and civilization
of the Tamil people. Though secular in its expression, many
of its couplets reflect Saiva doctrine and its philosophy.
Contents of these couplets and even the verbal usage had
gone into the later Tamil literary and Saiva religious works.

Reference to Saiva religion and its doctrine are found
in most of the Sangam works. The epics of Silappathikaram
and Manimekalai, though propagating Jain and Budhist
faiths, refer to various aspects of Saivaism, including the
dance of Siva, panchadchara mantra, attributes of Siva, His
activities and the prevailing branches of Saivaism.
Manimekalai is the first Tamil literature where Siva is
spoken in His eight forms (SiLLcpiHsio).
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Saiva Renaissance

The period between the 3rd and 6th century after the
common era was considered a dark period in the history
of the Tamils. Tamil land was ruled by some invaders from
the north, called Kalabrar, who had an alien language and
religion. Historical record relating to them and this period
is not clear.

During this period the Tamil language and Saiva
religion were gradually going into oblivion. The culture of
the Tamils was disintegrating. The religion of Jainism, with
the blessing of the rulers, was spreading fast. By divine
grace, as if to arrest this declining trend, the Tamil land
saw the advent of Saiva Saints called Nayanmars who, by
their devotion to Lord Siva and the outpouring of devotional
hymns, restored the linguistic, religious and cultural
heritage of the Tamils. Saint Thirugnanasambandar and
Saint Thirunavukkarasar were mainly responsible for the
ushering in of the Saiva renaissance. They and other Saints
like Karaikkal Ammaiyar were the pioneers of Bhakthi
movement in the Saivaite world and instilled self respect
and courage with devotion to Lord Siva.

Nayanmars were Saiva Saints with ardent devotion
to Lord Siva. They carried strong conviction that all souls
are his servants, everything is his possession and every
happening is by His Grace. They had an unbreakable
allegiance to God. Periapuranam, a religious epic by Saint
Sekkilar, narrates the lives of sixty-three Nayanmars, with
high literary flavour. As seen from their lives, the
Nayanmars were not concerned with anything except their
unstinted dedication to Lord Siva. Saint Manikkavasagar
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says that he seeks the company of devotees of Siva and
not the lordly life, he accepts even hell if this was the will
of the Lord, and he will not worship any other God except
Siva. (Thiruvasagam, verse 2 of Thiruchchathakam). Saint
Appar sings in the same vein tclling that he would neither
be subject to anyone nor fear death. (wmwrT&EW
GlwedBeumid Hosmen SyehGamo). Such display of resolute
devotion and fearlessness is seen in the words and lives
of these saints.

The hymns of Saints Thirugnanasambandar,
Thirunavukkarasar and Sundharamoorthy are called
Thevarams. Saint Manikkavasagar’s works are Thiruvasagam
and Thirukkovaiyar. The words of these Saints were divine.
Saint Thirugnanasambandar says at one place ‘My words
are His words’ and in another place ‘His words are my
words’.

By their devotional hymns of Thevarams and
Thiruvasagam, these four saints, called ‘Samaya Kuravar’,
did things impossible. They cured the incurable, gave life
to the deceased and performed many miracles. They
demonstrated the power of God’s name, Thiruneeru the holy
ash and the Panchadchara mantra.

The devotional outpourings of these Saints are of
literary excellence. Though adoration of the Lord takes a
prominent place, human emotions, divine ecstasy, beauty
of nature and quality of life also find expression. The
devotional hymns of these saints and other saints were
classified under twelve volumes called ‘“Thirumurais’.

When different disciplines encouraged different paths
which are difficult to follow for God realisation, the Saiva
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Nayanmars showed the path of devotion or bhakthi as an
easy way. Saint Manikkavasagar says that the God get
enmeshed in the net of devotion. (usd ausnsoulled LBGeuTe
ST S).

Temple and Deities

Encouraged and inspired by the lives and works of
Nayanmars, the rulers of Tamil land built magnificent Siva
temples which are noted for their architectural beauty and
majestic appearance. Significant contributions were made
by the Chola and Pallava kings to the temple architecture
and design. The idols in the temples speak of fine
craftsmanship and aesthetic sense of the Tamils. They are
of philosophical and religious significance to the Saivaites
in general and scholars in particular.

The image of Nadarajah is expressive of the five-
fold activities of Siva and the philosophical vision of the
Saiva Saints. The world renowned scholar critic Anandha
Coomarasamy sees it as philosophy, poetry and science, and
says:

No artists of today, however great could more
exactly or more wisely create an image of the Energy
which science must postulate behind all phenomena.
It is poetry, but nevertheless the truest science.

The temple design and the worship of deities are
governed by Saiva Agamic traditions. Like Vedas, Saiva
Agamas were written centuries before the christian era.
Unlike Vedas which had their origin and existence in the
north of India, Agamas existed in the south. They were
originally in the grantha script which was not in use in the
north.
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Vedas contain many and varied information which
had given way to diversified interpretations and different
doctrines. Saiva Agamas speak of rituals and philosophy
of Saiva religion. Saint Thirumoolar, perhaps because of
this, says that Vedas are of general and Agamas are of
particular interest to Saiva religion. Distinctly of Dravidian
culture, the Agamas lay certain criteria for the design and
installation of sacred images and deities in the temples and
the rituals relating to them. The images in Saiva temples
are different aspects of Siva, called Siva Moorthams. A
Saivaite is discouraged from worshipping Gods other than
these moorthams. Worship of minor deities (siru theivankal)
and self-styled Godmen is generally a hindrance to one's
progress in the spirtual journey. Saint Thirunavukkarasar
speaking of the saiva devotees says that we do not go and
worship minor deities. (Qosim mETD Fn Opisud
GamGsumosd@eomid).

Saiva Siddhanta Philosophy

The philosophy of Saiva religion is Saiva Siddhantam.
Siddhantam means the ultimate truth. Thirumanthiram is the
earliest Tamil work where the word Siddhantam finds
expression. Elements of this philosophy are found scattered
in Vedas, particularly Vedantas, Agamas, early Tamil works
and devotional hymns of Saiva Saints. Saint Meikandar
(13th Centuary A.D.) codified these philosophical thoughts
and brought out a brilliant exposition of Saiva Siddhanta
Philosophy in his work Sivagnanabodham. This work is
considered the primary text of Saiva Siddhanta Philosophy.
Fourteen Saiva Siddhanta works including Sivagnanabodham,
are called Meikanda Sastras which are the authoritative
works of the Saiva Siddhanta Philosophy. Two of these
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works belong to the earlier period than that of
Sivagnanabodham.

Saiva Siddhantam posits three entities as eternal.
They are Pathi or God, Pasu or Soul and Pasam or Bondage
(materials of bondage). God is one and souls are many.
Pasam consists of Anavam, Kanmam (Karma) and Maya.
The Vedanta views Soul or Atma as a part of Brahmam
or God, and it comes out of it and goes back to it. Maya
is an illusion. These Vedanta Views are not acceptable to
Saiva Siddhantam. According to Saiva Siddhantam every-
thing is seen as real and nothing is of illusory nature.

In the Siddhanta Philosophy Maya manifests itself as
the body, its parts including the sense organs, the world
and the materials of enjoyment or experience. These are
called Dhanu Karana Bhuwana Bhogam. Birth and death
are mere transformation from one state to another, an
evolution from Maya and involution to it. Saiva Siddhantam
believes that only that which is in existence appear in any
form and nothing comes out of void. This concept is called
‘satkariyavadham’ which is similar to the scientific view
that energy is only transferable from one form to another
and neither created nor destroyed.

Every religious tradition acknowledges evil. Yet it
has defied solution in most of the traditions. Vedantic
tradition views it as Brahmam ‘somehow’ becoming souls
entangled with ignorance or evil. Biblical tradition attributes
the evil of the souls to the original sin of its ancestor Adam.
While the former dismisses any acceptable reason for it,
the latter accepts an unjust transmission of evil or sin to
the innocent souls from Adam. The Saiva Siddhantam offers
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a plausible expianation that the eternal souls are enveloped
with the evil called 4navam and the all merciful God is
always with the souls helping to free them from its influence
and bondage.

Liberation and Bliss

Anavam is the cause of ignorance and misery of the
souls. The soul’s power to know, act and desire is not only
obscured by it but also made imperfect and improper. To
free the souls from the bondage of anavam, God, like a
potter making pots from clay, creates the body with the
sense organs, and the universe, from the subtle energy called
maya. With these, the souls engage in activities (karma)
in the world, gain experience and knowledge and leave the
world after a prescribed period. Again they take birth
according to their previous karma and the cycle repeats.
Karma means both action and the fruit of action.

The soul gains experience and through it the required
knowledge to distinguish the real and unreal, while going
through its life cycles. The shackle of anavam which causes
its ignorance gets loosened and the soul gains mental
equipoise to take up good and bad in the same way. God’s
Grace then descends on it resulting in spiritual Liberation
and Bliss.

These processes are called malaparipaakam,
iruvinaioppu and saththinipatham in the Saiva philosophy.
Saivaism does not believe in eternal heaven in a single birth
or eternal hell. It considers Liberation or Mukthi and Divine
Bliss as the ‘birthright’ of every soul.
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For the soul’s spiritual progress Saivaism offers
certain practices to suit the aspirants at different stages of
development. Sariyai, Kriyai, Yogam and Gnanam are four
paths to progress. It is also necessary that every aspirant
should strive to maintain high moral standards and develop
such positive qualities as love, kindness, truth etc., and
desist from all negative qualities which hinder one’s
spiritual yearning. Siva himself is identified with love
(o1mBu &embd) by Saint Thirumoolar who says ‘Ignorant
are they who say Siva and Love are separate.” (oieb
Slaupd @remGLsiut siflefeort). Understanding the Saiva
philosophy, chanting the Thirumurais or sacred hymns and
following the prescribed paths to spiritual progress will
make one spiritually matured and take him to Siva's lotus
feet which is His Grace.

Saiva Siddhanta Philosophy which explains the nature
of God, Soul and the material world, their relationship to
one another, and the way to Liberation and Bliss, is praised
by scholars as a perfect system of human thought.

The Saiva Siddhanta Philosophy is the Choicest
product of the Dravidian intellect. It is the most
elaborate, influential and undoubtedly the most
intrinsically valuable of all religions of India. It is
peculiarly the South Indian and Tamil Religion.

- Dr. G. U. Pape
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