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Abstract:

The issue of vagueness occurs when the speaker's meanings are not as clear or specific
as the listener would prefer. Tirumiilar, the author of the Tamil Saiva classic Tirumandiram,
at places wilfully uses vague language to convey mystical experiences. Some scholars
construe that Tirumiilar s tryst with vagueness as an attempt to keep higher truths hidden from
the uninitiated. This paper explores Tirumiilars attempt for clarity and the unavoidability of
vagueness in the light of Wittgensteinian idea of context sensitivity, drawing guidelines from
Tamil sources on paradoxical statements, riddles, allusions, indirect suggestion, etc.
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Vagueness ... is ... a quicksand: step into it and you will find yourself gripped.
Moreover, once gripped, there is no escape.!

Prologue

Subramania Bharati aka Mahakavi Bharatiyar (1882-1921), was a great Tamil poet and
a freedom fighter. He wrote a short epic entitled Parijali Cabatam (Panchali’s vow). The epic
retells the events of the game of dice from the Mahabhdaratha. In this revisionist poem, Bharati
depicts Panchali as a woman seeking empowerment, crusading against the injustices inflicted
on her. Also, Bharati tries to draw parallels between Panchali with Mother India and the
Kuruksetra war with the Indian war of Independence.

The game of dice begins in the second part of the epic, during which the emotions peak.
Even a slightest slip-up can distract and blunt the intended message. Therefore, at the beginning
of this part of the epic, Bharati invokes Vani, the goddess of knowledge, and prays to her to
help him use his words carefully and precisely.?
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Ozaflaje pGous HyPBHHF®, Csellaysr CTAEH B, B LTisGs
FafleUaTT 2 GTATEH6D Y BBESS ST LIGY HTL LGV, %essTeuijd

glefleuge 6 2 (5% @GS0, Q)BIG Q)evaueTeevrLd Boyh@sLd O mylevser yarGpm?
@afleuar@pLd sLlpeurent, 9qwCeTr @ @)y meTdgb 2 o aurGu!

Telivu uravé arindidudal, telivu tara molindidudal, cindipparkke
Kali valara ullattil ananda-k kanavu pala kattal, kannir-t

Tuli vara ul urukkudal, ingu ivai ellam ni arulum tolilgal anro?
Oli valarum tamil vani, adiyanérkku ivai anaittum udavuvaye!

The essence of the verse could be summarised as follows: on the one hand, one should
clearly understand what is being conveyed and on the other, one should try to convey what is
to be conveyed precisely and unambiguously. If both these—the understanding and the
conveyance—ensure clarity, then the intellectual activity will be pleasing and blissful. Vani,
the goddess of knowledge, be responsible for this clarity of knowledge and the language and
bestow the same.

This theory of knowledge insisting on the clarity of language was passed on to Bharati
by Tiruvalluvar, the author of the classical Tamil text on ethics, Tirukkural. A couplet in the
chapter on knowledge in the Tirukkural reads:

G110 LIT(h T UTsHE ClFFGlFTV60S STeTLIm Foumu
BIGTRLIT(BGT HMGTLIS Y D6).

Enporula vaga-c cela-c-colli-t tanpirar vai
Nunporul kanbadu arivu.

Wisdom hath use of lucid speech, words that acceptance win
And subtle sense of other men’s discourse takes in.2

The said couplet of the Tirukkural could be explained as follows: Knowledge consists
in our competence of conveying a message to others precisely, unambiguously, making it easier
to understand and when others convey us a message even though vaguely, ambiguously, our
capability of understanding the crux of the matter.

The problem that Tiruvalluvar and Bharati were trying to address and to do away with
is known as the ‘problem of vagueness’.

The problem of Vagueness

The problem of vagueness arises when the meanings expressed by the speaker are not
as explicit or precise as the listener would like it to be.

Vagueness is generally considered bad. Particularly the philosophy of law considers
vagueness its arch enemy. “If a law contains vague terms, the question whether it applies to a
particular case often lacks a clear answer. This places the law at odds with rule-of-law values.
One of the fundamental pillars of the rule of law is legal certainty.”* Antonin Scalia, an
American Jurist who served as an associate justice of the Supreme Court of the United States,
advocated ‘textualism’ as against vagueness and interpretations. Textualism is a legal
philosophy that emphasises the importance of the text; when interpreting the legal statutes,
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judges should focus solely on the text’s plain meaning, rather than considering the legislative
intent or the broader purpose behind the law.®

Gottlob Frege too was of the same opinion on the problem of vagueness in language
and he considered that everyday language lacks the precision needed for logical and
mathematical clarity. He argued that logic can recognise only well-defined, demarcated, precise
concepts. In his book on logic, Begriffschrifi (‘Concept Writing’) he attempted a perfect
conceptual notation to create a language with mathematical precision.

On the other hand, the (later) Wittgensteinian idea of vagueness departed from the
Fregean idea proposing a contextual theory of vagueness. Bo Allesoe Christensen in his paper
“On Vagueness: A Wittgensteinian Discussion” tracing Wittgenstein’s scarce comments on
vagueness in Philosophical Grammar, states that vague concepts cannot be treated as if they
can be made precise like non-vague concepts. Instead, vagueness requires context sensitivity
and understanding the purposefulness. He proposes that understanding vague terms involves
recognizing their use in different contexts and the relationships between these uses and that
there are no hidden meanings. He explains this by giving an example of a heap. He questions
how many grains it takes to make a heap. Whether three hundred grains make a heap or if two
hundred and ninety-nine grains also count as a heap shows the challenge in defining a precise
boundary for vague terms. Therefore, the vague concepts do not have clear-cut boundaries and
their meanings often depend on the context and purpose of their use.® To Wittgenstein

These language-games were dependent not on simples but on samples, whose existence was
necessary to the language-game in which they played a role but which did not exist
‘necessarily’ in any absolute sense. If the samples of a given language-game were ever
destroyed or ceased to be, then the relevant language-game would simply break down.’

In the light of the Wittgenstenian idea on vagueness, let us turn to Tirumiilar, the author
of the Tamil classic Tirumandiram, seeking clarity on vagueness. Why Tirumtlar? Because
Tirumilar was trying to express some mystical experiences. To call an experience mystical
itself is vague, lacking clarity. D.T. Suzuki attempts to define mystical experience as ‘a state of
absolute emptiness, which is absolute fullness’ which is again, vague.® Whereas in the language
of Tirumilar we could find conscious attempts of precision and vagueness. On the one hand he
is defining terms to clear off vagueness and ambiguity for the sake of precision and on the other
he is extraordinarily vague. This deliberate two-pronged approach of clarity and vagueness is
couched in the poetic language by Tirumilar.

Before reviewing this, it would be appropriate to have an introduction for the text, the
Tirumandiram.

The Tirumandiram: A Brief Introduction

The Tamil Saiva or the Siddhanta Saiva literature is classified into two types: tottiram
and cattiram (the stotras and the sastras). The Totttirams are devotional or bhakti literature,
which are twelve in number and the cattirams are philosophical treatises, which are fourteen
in number. The Tirumandiram, though traditionally classified as a devotional text, it is a
philosophical text too, a rare privilege that no other Tamil Saiva devotional literature enjoys.’
Tirumiilar, the author of the text, is venerated as a ndyazzmdrlo by the Tamil Saiva tradition. As
for the period of Tirumiilar, scholars like Vellaivaranan fix it around fifth to sixth century CE.!!
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Tirumular’s Attempts for Clarity

During the age of Tirumiilar, several sects of Saivism existed such as Pasupata,
Mahavrata, Kalamukha, Kapalika, Bhairava and Vama to name a few. With so many sects
practicing different rituals, following various philosophical doctrines and insisting on their
originality, the term Saivism itself has become undetermined and Tirumiilar was compelled to
define what Saivism is. In such an attempt Tirumilar says: caivam civanudan cambandam
agudal — To be into Saivism means to forge a kindred tie with Siva.

When the core doctrines of Saivism were lost in mythology, Tirumiilar eagerly revisits
the Saiva mythology to reinterpret and redefine them for clearer understanding and practice.
The following may illustrate that.

LIy ewst] O)F@hFen L B L|TTHGTGE
wpLiLygLd O\FD D GOTGHT 6TGHILITS G eLp L [T GiT
(pLILTLD 96| (LPLOLOGY STflwiLD
QLILDLD eTWIFe® L WTFom) aumrG.

Appu ani cencatai ati puratanan
Muppuram cerranan enbargal miidargal
Muppuram avadu mummala kariyam
Appuram eydamai yar arivare.

Fools are they who behold that the Primal One
Who wears water on his crimson matted locks destroyed the three fortresses
The three fortresses are the three impurities
Who knows it is these that He destroyed?*?

The above verse of the Tirumandiram attempts to clear off the mist around a
mythological account of Saivism. Before getting into the reinterpretation, let us understand the
mythology behind. Siva burning the three flying fortresses to ashes is an age-old story. Three
asuras (demons) by name Tarakaksa, Kamalaksa and Vidyunmali were blessed by Brahma to
be unconquerable provided with three flying fortresses. By virtue of the boon, they can be
destroyed with one single arrow in one single attempt. Siva making Mount Meru as His bow,
the king of snakes Vasuki as the string and Visnu as the arrow, destroyed the three flying
fortresses and killed the three demons. On revisiting the said story, Tirumilar brings clarity by
defining the three fortresses as three impurities or fetters—anava, karma and maya. The three
impurities are impediments that restrain and bind the souls. To be liberated, the souls have to
get rid of these three bondages.

In the same vein, Tirumiilar goes on revisiting and reinterpreting obscure mythological
stories to reestablish the religio-philosophical core of Saivism.'®
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Tirumilar’s Tryst with Vagueness

Though Tirumular stood for clarity on the religio-philosophical issues, he had a tryst
with vagueness when it came to praxis. Consider the following verse:

2_IPQUGT 2_[p2 LD QUTGTLD QLPEIS
2 pauaT o paflafled Lss @Geuemar
2 IPQUGT 2 LpSFNIT SH68TepdGHLD 6TT)]L" (B
2 LpRUGT 9 F&T 2 Lpep LB &TGeuT.

Ulavan ula ula vanam valanga
Ulavan ulavinil piitta kuvalai
Ulavan ulattiyar kan okkum enrittu
Ulavan adanai ula olindane.

The ploughman ploughed; the heavens poured;
By the ploughing lily blossomed;
Comparing the lily with his wife’s eye
The ploughman ceased ploughing further.**

The ploughman ploughs his field to cultivate a particular crop and removes all weeds.
The lily is very beautiful and likeable, nevertheless a weed. Instead of weeding it out, the
ploughman compares it with his wife’s eye and leaves it to grow. Thus, he made a mistake of
losing his purpose.

In this verse, Tirumilar is completely vague. Unless we understand the meaning of the
terms contextually, say the ploughman for the soul, ploughing for the soul’s efforts to get rid
of its bondages, lily flower and wife’s eye for the worldly pleasures and pouring of the heavens
for the divine grace, we will end up perplexed.

The Saiva Siddhanta works expound with another example to explain this: A prince,
ignorant of his parentage, joins some gypsies, loses his independence and dignity and allows
himself to be brought up in gypsy ways, unbecoming of a prince. Similarly, the soul forgets its
essential nature, gets lost in the whirl of the senses, loses its intelligence and suffers on account
of not knowing itself and God.

The following is the example given by Tirumilar to explain this:

GG EHF (LPLOL_ WS FTHNES Fal 191 L TGV
QUL Q) THS H1ES ueTisGaing GLimed
QuEHOeevLl CLITEF W6V GIRTCTRTLIS] ()06 6V
LOWFZESSH T FMTEMS aUaTisHB 6D aurGm.

Kuyil kunju muttaiyai-k kakkai-k kiattittal
Ayirppu inri-k kakkai valarkkinradu pol
Iyakkillai-p pokkillai en enbadu illai
Mayakkattal kakkai valarkkinra vareé.

Cuckoo lays egg in crow’s nest
The naive crow hatches and nurses it. The young cuckoo
Suspecting nothing, neither dissociates nor asks why
Allows the crow to nurse it in ignorance.®
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In this verse, cuckoo is the soul; the crow is maya.

In some verses, Tirumilar uses paradoxical expressions. For instance, in a verse he says
palli udaiyar pambu arindu unginrar (LeeS) 2 evi_wng umbry yAps o ewBernrd)’ which
could be literally understood as ‘those who possess a lizard cut the snake and eat it too.” If one
who understand the lizard symbolises steadfastness and the snake symbolises the kundalint
energy in the Tantra-Yoga context, the same line would render the following meaning: those

who are steadfast, unwavering and firm can have the fruits of Kundalini-Yoga.
The following is a highly paradoxical and oft-quoted verse of Tirumular:

UpSm® SSHIQ)L LI LITEHGD (LpeDaTSHSS
HpHevwg Cgresntig Ceset LjFesnt] LS5
Os1(psIOH TR Ly ery CHTL L & & LgFHeir
LPUPSBILD LIPS S S QUTew Lpd et Gu.

Valudalai vittu ida-p pagal mulaittadu
Pulidiyai-t tondinén piicani pittadu
Toludukondu odinar totta-k kudigal
Muludum paluttadu valai-k kaniyé.

I sowed the seed of brinjal
And the shoot of balsam-pear arose;
I dug up the dust
And the pumpkin blossomed,
The gardener-gang prayed and ran;
Full well ripened the fruit of plantain.!’

The implied meaning of this verse is explained by T.N. Ganapathy as follows:

I sowed the seed of brinjal — I undertook the practice of Kundalini-Yoga; the shoot of
balsam-pear arose — (because of it) I got the vairdagya (bitter-gourd), i.e., balsam-pear;
I dug up the dust — I examined the tattvas of the self (or I had philosophical speculation);
the pumpkin blossomed — (because of it) | found the Siva-tattva in me (Siva manifesting
itself); the gardener-gang prayed and ran — once Siva-tattva was discovered in me, all
my indriyas, sense organs, kept quiet. Full well ripened the fruit of plantain — then 1

enjoyed the fruit of Sivanubhava.'®
Vagueness: Some Reflections in the Tamil Tradition

Tamil linguistic tradition recognizes vagueness and the following are some reasons for the
same:

)!® understatement

)20

o Kunra-k-kiiral (@&imgampe

o Migaipada-k-kiiral (W8epsLi_gammped)”™ overstatement or hyperbole

o Marukola-k-kiiral (wompi@smergsmmed)?t Paradoxical statement or inconsistency in
statements

o Mayanga-k-kiiral (owmsissammpad)®? obscurity / ambiguity

e Pici (199)? is riddle or puzzle—a kind of enigma in which an object is indicated by the
description of something resembling
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e Matteridal (o QL gse)’ is allusion or metonymy—a reference to something
supposed to be known, but not explicitly mentioned; a covert indication; the application
of the principle of something to another when their subjects are similar. The purpose of
an allusion is to enrich the text by bringing in additional meaning and context without
having to explain it in detail.

o Kulitu-k-kuri (@epe_s@1)” is conventional term peculiar to a society or profession.

o  Ullurai uvaman (2-er@penm 2 auorh)’® Indirect suggestion by which an author who does
not propose to explicitly state his idea, endeavours, however, to present it through the
skilful employment of such telling comparisons as would help people to infer therefrom
what he actually intended to convey.

e [raicci-p-porul (@ewms@Li Qumgser)’’ Suggestive meaning, conveyed indirectly by
reference to the distinctive features of the tract of land.

Of these, paradoxical statements, obscurity, riddle, allusion, indirect suggestion and
suggestive meaning are the ones mostly used in Tirumiilar’s language. As already pointed out
Tirumilar deliberately uses these, knowing very well that they will result in vagueness, because
he wants to make the unfamiliar familiar and to reconsider the familiar.

Conclusion

We find two types of context sensitivity in Tirumiilar’s language, the external and the
internal. The external context which includes comparison classes or standards, falls under the
category of Iraicci-p-porul (Qeops& i Qum@per) and the internal context could involve the
psychological state of the speaker or the specific conversation context which falls under the
category of Ullurai uvaman (2_er@pemm 2 auowh) of the Tamil tradition.

There is a section entitled ‘Stinya Sambhasanai’ in the Tirumandiram. T.N. Ganapathy
translates it as twilight language. He elaborates that it is a language concealing the experiential
aspects from the uninitiated and the esoteric meaning can be understood only by the initiated
and in which the highest truths are hidden purposefully.?® That cannot be the purpose of an
author. The author cannot decide who, of the readers, are the initiated and the uninitiated. The
author’s intention should be to keep his text open and not hidden. However, nothing is hidden
in the language of Tirumular. It carries intentional vagueness. His usage of words may mean
different things to different people from different contexts and paying attention to the
differences in context mostly diffuses the vagueness. Therefore, all that is needed is context
sensitivity understanding the purposefulness.
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