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Abstract: A. K. Ramanujan (1929–1993) remains one of India’s most influential translators, critics, folklorists, and 

comparative literary scholars. His engagement with medieval Kannada mystic poetry—especially the vachanas of 
the 12th-century saint Basavanna—represents a landmark achievement in Indian literary translation. In his 

celebrated collections, Speaking of Śiva and Poems of A. K. Ramanujan, Ramanujan does more than render 

Basavanna’s poetry into English; he interprets, contextualizes, and rethinks their philosophical significance for 

modern readers. One underexplored yet profoundly important element of Ramanujan’s engagement with Basavanna 

is what may be called fallacy writing—the notion that Basavanna’s vachanas systematically expose the logical, 

ethical, spiritual, and socio-political fallacies of his time. Basavanna, the revolutionary thinker, statesman, reformer, 

and poet, used the vachana (a brief, intense, aphoristic poetic declaration) not just as spiritual expression but as 

critique. He identified contradictions within dominant Brahminical, feudal, ritualistic, and patriarchal structures and 

dismantled them using poetic minimalism, irony, common-sense reasoning, and experiential insight. Ramanujan, in 

his translations and essays, highlights these embedded critiques with great precision. His work shows that 

Basavanna does not merely oppose ritualism or caste-hierarchy; he does so by demonstrating the internal logical 

inconsistencies that uphold them. In doing so, the vachanas often resemble argumentative essays disguised as 
poems—compact yet explosive critiques of false assumptions and flawed reasoning. 
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Introduction: 

This article examines Basavanna’s vachanas as 

fallacy writing through A. K. Ramanujan’s 

interpretive lens. It explores how Ramanujan 

reveals: 

1. Logical fallacies—non sequiturs, false 

causes, circular reasoning, contradictions. 

2. Social fallacies—caste myths, ritual purity 

doctrines, hierarchical authority. 

3. Spiritual fallacies—external religiosity, 

symbolic piety, metaphysical illusion. 

4. Epistemic fallacies—false certainty, 

dogma, and the limits of conceptualization. 

5. Moral fallacies—hypocrisy, performative 
ethics, and transactional devotion. 

Through an extensive analysis of key vachanas, 

Ramanujan’s translation strategies, and broader 

philosophical implications, this study positions 

Basavanna’s writing as a pioneering tradition of 

fallacy critique—centuries before the term existed in 

academic discourse. 

1. Basavanna and the Vachana Tradition 

1.1 The Historical Basavanna 

Basavanna (c. 1105–1167), a minister in the court of 

the Kalachuri king Bijjala, was the founding figure of 
the Lingayat movement. His movement sought to 

eliminate caste barriers, ritual dependency, gender 

discrimination, and priestly mediation. Unlike many 

Bhakti poets who expressed personal devotion, 

Basavanna’s spirituality was inseparable from social 

ethics. For him, divine truth always implied social 
justice. 

Ramanujan stresses that Basavanna’s poems were 

“brief, stark, shocking utterances” that emerged from 

lived experience rather than formal theology. Their 

power lies in directness, immediacy, and rational 

force. 

1.2 The Vachana as a Literary Form 

The vachana is not metrically bound. It resembles: 

 a proverb 

 a philosophical aphorism 

 a moral declaration 

 a logical argument 

 a spiritual epiphany 

Ramanujan calls the vachana “a thinking aloud,” 

where reasoning is as crucial as inspiration. This is 

what allows vachanas to operate as critiques of false 

thinking. 

1.3 The Vachana as Fallacy Writing 

Many vachanas expose a belief, pose a paradox, 

reveal an inconsistency, and arrive at a conclusion 

that dismantles the original position. Ramanujan’s 

translations illuminate this pattern clearly. 
For example, when Basavanna mocks those who 

bathe in holy rivers but exploit others, he exposes the 

fallacy of ritual equivalence—the flawed 
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assumption that external purification equals moral 

purity. 

2. Ramanujan's Method: Translation as 

Interpretation 

2.1 Literal Fidelity vs. Poetic Clarity 

Ramanujan avoids ornate English or Sanskritic 
abstraction. He recreates the immediacy of 

Basavanna’s Kannada. This clarity sharpens the 

logical critique implicit in the vachanas. 

His goal is not only to translate but to make the 

fallacy visible. 

2.2 Emphasis on Irony, Paradox, and Minimalism 

Basavanna frequently uses: 

 everyday objects (pots, cows, temples, 

stones) 

 rhetorical questions 

 direct accusations 

 shocking metaphors 

Ramanujan amplifies these elements to facilitate 

modern understanding of the fallacies being 

dismantled. 

2.3 Translation as Cultural Anthropology 

Ramanujan contextualizes cultural and ritual 

practices that Basavanna critiques. This makes the 

fallacies intelligible to contemporary readers who 

may not know medieval ritualism. 

3. Logical Fallacies in Basavanna’s Vachanas 

3.1 False Cause Fallacy: Ritual Equals Virtue 

One of Basavanna’s most recurrent targets is the 
belief that ritual performance produces spiritual 

merit. 

Example (translated by Ramanujan): 

“You can beat the drum and bell, 

you can blow the conch 

but can you make your body ring with truth?” 

Here Basavanna ridicules the idea that sound = 

sanctity, exposing flawed causation. 

Ramanujan highlights the humor and sharpness, 

enabling clear perception of the fallacy. 

3.2 Appeal to Tradition Fallacy 
Traditional caste rules are presented as timeless 

truths. Basavanna overturns them by demonstrating 

their internal contradiction. 

A famous vachana: 

“Is the child born with caste? 

Does the womb have caste?” 

Ramanujan translates these plainly to show the self-

evident absurdity of caste logic. By appealing to 

biology and common sense, Basavanna invalidates 

tradition as a justification. 

3.3 Non-Sequitur Fallacy 

Basavanna mocks those who assume devotion 
automatically protects them from consequences. 

Example: 

“You build temples, 

but do you build character?” 

The conclusion (devotion → salvation) does not 

logically follow. Ramanujan’s concise rendering 

strengthens the logical blow. 

3.4 Contradiction Fallacy 

When priests who preach purity depend economically 
on “impure castes,” Basavanna exposes a social 

contradiction. 

Ramanujan, by making these contradictions explicit, 

frames Basavanna as a logician-poet. 

4. Social Fallacies: Caste, Purity, and Power 

4.1 The Purity Fallacy 

Basavanna repeatedly exposes caste purity myths. 

Example: 

“The Brahmin cooks, the pariah cooks, 

what difference in the pot?” 

Ramanujan lets the simplicity speak for itself—

demolishing caste ideology with a kitchen metaphor. 

4.2 The Fallacy of Hierarchical Authority 

The idea that Brahmins possess innate spiritual 

authority is dismantled through reasoning: 

 If purity is innate, why do Brahmins need 

ritual cleansing? 

 If caste is pure, why are caste duties impure? 

 If ritual is divine, why must it be purchased? 

Such arguments reveal logical inconsistency, not 

sentimental rejection. 

Ramanujan’s translations maintain the argumentative 

clarity. 

4.3 Fallacy of Divine Intermediaries 

Basavanna ridicules the dependency on priestly 

middlemen. 

“The master of my breath 

does not live in temples 

where men lock the doors.” 

Ramanujan stresses how this dismantles the belief 

that God needs human custodians. 

5. Spiritual Fallacies: The Critique of External 

Religion 

5.1 Symbolic Fallacy: Marks, Robes, Postures 
Basavanna attacks those who confuse spiritual 

symbols with spirituality. 

Ramanujan’s translation preserves this critique: 

“What use is the linga on your body 

if the mind is not clean?” 

This is the fallacy of equivocation—equating symbol 

and substance. 

5.2 False Piety Fallacy 

Basavanna mocks those who display devotion for 

social recognition. 

Example: 

“Why parade your faith 
if your heart remains barren?” 

Ramanujan foregrounds the sarcasm, letting readers 

see the flaw. 
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5.3 Ritual Mechanism Fallacy 

This fallacy assumes mechanical ritual produces 

mechanical salvation. 

Basavanna rejects this as spiritual materialism. 

Ramanujan’s plain translation makes the logical 

critique explicit. 

6. Epistemic Fallacies: Limits of Knowledge and 

Dogma 

6.1 Fallacy of Dogmatic Certainty 

Basavanna distrusts absolute truths. 

He asks: 

 How can finite minds grasp the infinite? 

 How can doctrinal systems claim total 

knowledge? 

Ramanujan highlights the epistemic humility in the 

vachanas. 

6.2 Fallacy of Conceptualization 
Language and concepts are inadequate for divine 

experience. 

Basavanna uses metaphor to expose conceptual traps. 

Ramanujan’s translations retain the tension between 

speech and silence. 

6.3 Fallacy of Second-Hand Knowledge 

Basavanna insists that truth must be experienced, not 

inherited. 

Ramanujan captures this through minimal, direct 

English. 

7. Moral Fallacies: Hypocrisy and Inner 

Corruption 

7.1 Hypocrisy Fallacy 

Basavanna attacks moral double standards. 

“The tongue recites God’s name 

while the hand steals.” 

Ramanujan’s translation unmasks the ethical 

contradiction clearly. 

7.2 Transactional Devotion Fallacy 

Basavanna criticizes devotees who treat God as a 

bargaining partner. 

This fallacy equates devotion with economic 

exchange. 
Ramanujan’s version simplifies the argument to 

expose the fallacy. 

7.3 Fallacy of Selective Morality 

People who perform rituals but ignore compassion 

fall into moral blindness. 

Basavanna’s logic: 

If God is compassionate, devotion without 

compassion is false. 

8. Ramanujan’s Scholarly Impact 

8.1 Reframing Basavanna for Modern Readers 

Ramanujan’s translations turn Basavanna from a 

regional saint into a global thinker. 
His emphasis on logical critique, not just devotional 

passion, modernizes Basavanna. 

8.2 Revealing the Rational Dimension of Bhakti 

Bhakti is often seen as emotional, but Ramanujan 

shows Basavanna’s reasoning. 

This redefines Bhakti as a philosophical movement 

with intellectual rigor. 

8.3 Bridging Anthropology, Poetics, and Logic 

Ramanujan’s interdisciplinary approach: 

 explains cultural practices 

 interprets poetic strategies 

 exposes underlying fallacies 

This makes his work academically significant. 

Conclusion 

A. K. Ramanujan’s translations of Basavanna’s 

vachanas reveal a profound intellectual tradition 

grounded in fallacy critique. Basavanna does not 

merely denounce ritualism, caste, hierarchy, or 

hypocrisy—he dismantles the flawed reasoning that 

sustains them. Through everyday metaphors, piercing 
irony, and spiritual insight, Basavanna exposes 

logical contradictions that still resonate today. 

Ramanujan’s genius lies in making these critiques 

accessible to modern audiences. His translations 

emphasize clarity, irony, and argument, allowing the 

vachanas to function as compact philosophical 

essays. By framing them as fallacy writing, 

Ramanujan positions Basavanna not merely as a 

poet-saint but as a sophisticated critic of social and 

spiritual falsehoods. 

Basavanna’s vachanas urge readers to confront the 

fallacies in their own beliefs. 
Ramanujan gives these ancient critiques new life, 

enabling them to speak across centuries with startling 

relevance. 

Together, they form a dynamic dialogue between 

medieval insight and modern intellectual rigor—a 

model for how poetry can challenge illusion, expose 

contradiction, and guide moral awakening. 
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