
To the participants in the Yale Seminar on Antisemitism, from Martha Nussbaum: 
 

I am circulating a chapter from a book in progress, entitled THE CLASH WITHIN: 

VIOLENCE, DEMOCRACY, AND INDIA'S FUTURE.  It focuses on the Gujarat riots of 2002, 

when approximately 2000 Muslim civilians were massacred by angry Hindu mobs with the 

collaboration of police and government.  The book then traces the background of this violence in 

the ideology of the Hindu right.  One of my principal aims is to call into question the influential 

"clash of civilizations" thesis, by showing that in India the perpetrators of violence are not 

Muslims (who are usually poor and downtrodden, but not involved in perpetrating violence, 

except in the special instance of Kashmir), but Hindus who sought their ideology in Fascist 

Europe and who model their stance on European antisemitism of the 1930's.  In the Hindu right 

we see not an incomprehensible "other", opposed to Western values, but the all-too-familiar face 

of European romantic nationalism and its darker aspirations to ethnic purity.  (The two previous 

chapters have discussed the Indian founding, arguing that Nehru and Gandhi deliberately forged 

an image of the nation that was based on political ideals and value and hospitable to regional, 

religious, and ethnic diversity.  This conception of the nation was never accepted by the Hindu 

right.)  So, instead of giving ourselves credit for being the open, enlightened civilization 

confronting a bunch of religious zealots, we should see that the real clash of civilizations is 

internal to each society, a clash between people who are motivated by fear and hatred to try to 

"purify" the nation of its foreign elements, and people who are able to live with others who are 

different on terms of mutual respect.  The book also discusses at length the ideology of 

masculinity used by the Hindu right, and its deeper argument is that the real clash of civilization 

is, as Gandhi said, actually a struggle internal to each person, between the fearful desire for 

domination and the ability to coexist with others on terms of non-domination and 

interdependence.  Although the chapter you are reading is primarily historical background, the 

book as a whole also contains a lot of interview material with politicians and leaders of the 

Hindu right, and in the session I would plan to discuss this material also. 
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Introduction: Two visions of a Nation 

 
While Americans have been focused on the war on terror, Iraq, and the future of 

democracy in the Middle East, democracy has been under siege in another part of the world.   

India – the most populous of all democracies, and a country whose Constitution protects human 

rights even more comprehensively than our own – has been in crisis.  Until the spring of 2004, its 

parliamentary government was increasingly controlled by right-wing Hindu extremists who 

condone and in some cases actively support violence against minorities, especially the Muslim 

minority.   Many seek a fundamental change in India's pluralistic democracy.  Despite their recent 

electoral loss, these political groups and the social organizations allied with them remain 

extremely powerful.  The political future is unclear.  

What has been happening in India is a serious threat to the future of democracy in the 

world.  The fact that it has yet to make it onto the radar screen of most Americans is  evidence of 

the way in which terrorism and the war on Iraq have distracted Americans from events and issues 

of fundamental significance.  If we really want to understand the impact of religious nationalism 

on democratic values, India currently provides a deeply troubling example, and one without which 

any understanding of the more general phenomenon is dangerously incomplete.  In order to 

understand the situation, in turn, we need to turn to a set of events that show more clearly than 

any others how far the ideals of respectful pluralism and the rule of law have been undermined by 

religious ideology.   These events are a terrible instance of genocidal violence; but they are more 

than that.  The deeper problem they reveal is that of violence aided and abetted by the highest 

levels of government and law enforcement, of a virtual announcement to minority citizens that 

they are unequal before the law and that their lives are not worth the protection of law 

enforcement. 

The focal point of the recent controversy over religion and democracy in India, and of this 

book, is a set of religious riots that took place in the state of Gujarat in Western India in 

February/March 2002.  The precipitating event was an incident near the station of Godhra, in 

which one car of a train of Hindu pilgrims erupted into flames, killing fifty-eight men, women, and 
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children, almost all Hindus.  The fire was immediately blamed on local Muslims living near the 

tracks.  (As we shall see, forensic reconstruction has cast grave doubt on this allegation.)  

In the days that followed, wave upon wave of violence swept through the state.  The 

attackers were Hindus, many of them highly politicized, shouting Hindu-right slogans, such as 

"Hail Ram" (a religious invocation wrenched from its original devotional and peaceful meaning) 

and "Hail Hanuman" (a monkey god portrayed by the right as aggressive), along with "Kill, 

Destroy!"  "Slaughter!"  There is copious evidence that the violent retaliation was planned by 

Hindu extremist organizations before the precipitating event. No one was spared: young children 

were burned along with their families, women were raped, mutilated, and then set on fire.  Over 

the course of several weeks, approximately two thousand Muslims were killed.   Approximately 

half of the dead were women, many of whom were raped and tortured before being killed and 

burned.  Children were killed with their parents; fetuses were ripped from the bellies of pregnant 

women to be tossed into the fire. 

Most alarming was the total breakdown in the rule of law -- not only at the local level but 

also at that of state and national government.  Police were ordered not to stop the violence.  

Some egged it on.  Gujarat’s chief minister, Narendra Modi, rationalized and even encouraged 

the murders.  Meanwhile, the national government showed a culpable indifference, suggesting 

that religious riots were inevitable wherever Muslims live alongside Hindus, and that 

troublemaking Muslims must have been to blame.  Leading politicians conveyed the message 

that government would treat the nation's citizens unequally: some would receive the full 

protection of the law, and others would not.   Prosecutions resulting from the riots have faced 

related problems: the bias of local judges, the intimidation and bribery of witnesses. 

Gujarat provides a vivid example of the bad things that can occur when a leading political 

party bases its appeal on a religious nationalism wedded to ideas of ethnic homogeneity and 

purity.  We need to understand this example in order to begin forming an adequate conception of 

the problem of religious nationalism in today’s world.  But Gujarat also shows us something else: 

the resilience of pluralistic democracy, the ability of well-informed voters to turn against religious 

nationalism and to rally behind the values of pluralism and equality.  In May 2004, the voters of 

India went to the polls in large numbers.  Contrary to all expectations and all polls, they gave the 
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Hindu right a resounding defeat.  Because even exit polls, taken in cities and towns, did not 

predict the result, it is clear that impoverished rural voters played a major role in giving India a 

new government.   

Some of the issues that led to the rejection of the right were economic rather than religious.  

The BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party, the political wing of the Hindu right) had used the campaign 

slogan “India Shining,” emphasizing economic gains through foreign investment in the cities.  But 

the rural poor had seen few benefits from globalization, and their lives were not particularly 

shining.   Many rural areas have no safe water supply, no reliable electricity, no public 

transportation, and no schools.  (The literacy rate is around 60 percent for the nation as a whole; 

this average conceals large rural/urban and regional differences, and also differences by sex, 

since the female literacy rate is no higher than 50 percent.)   Voters living in such inadequate 

conditions reacted angrily to the claim that India was doing splendidly, a claim that excluded them 

and denigrated their struggles.   We need to understand these economic issues in order to put 

religious and ethnic issues in their proper perspective, although they will not be the primary focus 

of this book.   

The state of the economy was not the only major electoral issue.  Prominent as well was a 

widespread popular rejection of religious extremism.   The Congress Party, which won, had 

drawn attention to religious tensions throughout the campaign, and had strongly repudiated the 

BJP’s idea of India as a nation for Hindus first and foremost.  Both party leader Sonia Gandhi and 

the new prime minister, economist Manmohun Singh, insisted throughout the campaign that India 

is a nation built upon equal respect for all religious groups and all citizens.  In his first speech as 

prime minister Singh drew attention to this issue: “I do not want to begin my career by accusing 

the previous government,” he said. “But divisive forces were allowed a free play, which I believe 

is extremely injurious to orderly development . . . We as a nation must have a firm determination 

that these things should never happen.”1  Singh, a Sikh, is India’s first prime minister to come 

from a religious minority. 

                                                      
1 “India’s New Leader Vows Not to Tolerate Sectarian Riots,” The New York Times Friday, May 21, 2004, 
A14.   
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This book, then, will be a story of democracy’s near-collapse into religious terror and of 

democracy’s survival – at least for the time being -- a story that has important lessons to offer to 

all nations struggling with problems of religious extremism.   When I began to write it, the story 

seemed almost unrelievedly grim.  Now it is a different story: of what can go right as well as what 

can go wrong, of what preserves democracy as well as what threatens it.  From this story we 

Americans can learn a good deal about democracy and its future as we try to act responsibly in a 

dangerous world.    

Equally important, if not more important, India’s story is of intrinsic interest and importance.  

By following the story of Gujarat, Americans can begin to understand better than most currently 

do the political and religious dynamics of the world’s most populous democracy, a nuclear power, 

and a nation that will play an increasingly large role on the world stage.  India is typically not well 

covered by the U. S. media or by education in U. S. schools and colleges.  Indian scholars who 

have written extremely well about their own situation, in books and articles and in a national 

press that is admirable for its quality and its openness, have little name-recognition in the U. S. 

and are rarely read.  During the ascendancy of the Hindu right, when intelligent diplomatic 

pressure could have achieved change, U. S. foreign policy was largely indifferent to internal 

tensions in India, focusing only on the threat of nuclear conflict with Pakistan.   American 

ignorance of India’s history and current situation was largely to blame for such omissions.   

Americans typically follow events in the Middle East rather closely.  If one wants to know about 

Israeli-Palestinian relations, for example, ample material for such an understanding is readily 

available from daily newspapers, television, and the internet.  India is simply not as “present” to 

the American mind, because it is not as present in the American media.  Thus India’s own 

struggle with religious extremism is little known, and the lessons it can teach us are little 

appreciated. 

I decided to write this book primarily in order to correct this imbalance.  In the spring of 

2003, I was invited to present a paper on a panel at the American Philosophical Association 

entitled “Philosophical Perspectives on the Israel-Palestine Conflict.”  That topic interested me, 

but I also knew that there were many fine philosophers who could speak on it, and that most 

people in the audience would be tolerably well informed about the issues.  So I asked whether, 
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instead, I might offer a comparative paper on Gujarat and Hindu-Muslim tensions in India.  The 

offer was accepted.  I wrote the paper, which was ultimately published as an article in Dissent.2  

Another related article, on the rapes of women in Gujarat, was published in The Boston Review. 3  

The aim of both of these articles was not to say anything terribly surprising:  public intellectuals, 

politicians, and activists in India had been analyzing the story of Gujarat often and well for some 

time.  It was, however, to make Americans aware of the events, and of the work that had already 

been done on them.  

People in the U. S. who read these articles often said to me things like, “That is really bad.  

I didn’t know that was happening.”  It would have been possible for them to know what was 

happening, had they tried to read Indian newspapers online or bought books available only in 

India.  But of course people don’t do that unless they have some antecedent connection with the 

country.   U. S. media were not making the information available to people who did not make that 

sort of unusual effort.   So I began to think that it might be valuable for me to write a book on the 

subject of Gujarat and the Hindu right in India for the American public. The events of Gujarat 

were not inevitable.  They were aided by the silence of the world.  This book aims to break that 

silence.    Intelligent action from the world community is important in sustaining recent good 

developments and in preventing a recurrence of genocidal violence. 

My determination to write about Gujarat was increased when I encountered another kind of 

reaction.  If I said to friends that I was writing on “religious tensions in India,” a surprising number 

of highly intelligent people, some of them leading academics, said to me things like, “What’s 

happening? Are the Muslims stirring up trouble again?”  And of course that is precisely what the 

Hindu right wants people to think: Muslims are troublemakers wherever they are, and if there is 

trouble it is very likely to have been caused by them.  The Hindu right seeks to exploit for its own 

purposes thoughts that come all too easily to many Americans in the aftermath of 9/11.   Leading 

members of the Hindu right whom I have interviewed for this book assume that as an American I 

am a potential sympathizer, since they assume that I already believe that Muslims are 

troublemakers.  When people I admire repeatedly fell into this inaccurate and crude way of 

                                                      
2 Genocide in Gujarat, Dissent, Summer 2003, 61-9.   
3 “Body of the Nation: Why Women Were Mutilated in Gujarat,” The Boston Review 29 (2004), 33-38. 
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perceiving the Indian situation, I began to feel that it was urgent that the real story be told, so that 

our relations to this important nation would not be guided by stereotypes and misleading anti-

Muslim propaganda. 

So I write this book not only to present a case study in the threat to democracy from 

religious tension, not only to engage Americans in an informed dialogue about India, but also to 

defuse the inaccurate and unhelpful assumption that Islam is a global monolith bent on violence.   

When people talk of the “clash of civilizations,” or opine that Islam is not compatible with 

democracy, I find that (quite apart from their omission of Turkey, and, until recently, Lebanon) 

they typically know little about South Asia. (“South Asia” is the term usually used to refer to India, 

Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and sometimes Indonesia and Malaysia; it is distinct 

from “Southeast Asia,” the term that refers to Myanmar, Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia, etc.4)   

Few know, for example, that Bangladesh is a thriving, if poor, Muslim-majority democracy (about 

85% Muslim), with democratic self-government, two energetic women who lead the two major 

parties, a strongly pro-woman official policy, and a constitution that protects fundamental rights 

very strongly, similar to India’s constitution.  Its national anthem, “Amar Sonar Bangla” (“My 

Golden Bengal”) is a song written by Hindu Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore.  As Amartya Sen 

says, “This must be very confusing to those who see the contemporary world as a ‘clash of 

civilizations’ – with ‘the Muslim civilization,’ ‘the Hindu civilization,’ and ‘the Western civilization,’ 

each forcefully confronting the others.”5  Few know that the Muslims of Bangladesh and the 12% 

or so of India’s citizens who are Muslims6 have virtually no ties to international Islamic radicalism 

or to terrorist organizations, relatively few political or organizational ties even to Pakistan.  

Muslims in India are by and large a hard-working impoverished minority, who have lived 

alongside Hindus for centuries and who today strongly support and participate in democratic self-

governance at all levels.  A recent study has also shown that they strongly support education for 

                                                      
4 One sign of this general ignorance: My c.v. mentions that I am a member of my university’s Committee on 
Southern Asian Studies.  When I am introduced for lectures, it is very common that the introducer changes 
this to “Southeast Asian Studies,” as if it was always fine to substitute a familiar term for an unfamiliar one.   
5 Amartya Sen, “Tagore and His India,” The New York Review of Books June 26, 1997, 55-63.  
6 India is the third largest Muslim country in the world, with more Muslims than Bangladesh and nearly as 
many as Pakistan.   
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girls (more strongly on the whole than the Hindu population).7   Islamic fundamentalism has no 

grip in India, despite discrimination and even persecution; it is to be hoped that, despite events 

like Gujarat, this good record will continue.  The wise decision to include Muslims in prominent 

positions in the new government is a hopeful sign for the future.  (For example, Muslim feminist 

Syeda Hameed, whose organization first took down testimony of women raped in Gujarat, 

currently holds a seat on the Planning Commission; Muslim political scientist Zoya Hasan has 

been put in charge of the rewriting of school textbooks to remove errors introduced by Hindu 

extremists eager to portray all of India’s suffering as caused by Muslims.)   

In the case of India, the threat to democracy comes not at all from Muslims, or any “clash” 

between European and non-European civilizations, but from something much more sadly familiar: 

from a romantic European conception of nationalism, based on ideas of blood, soil, purity, and 

the Volksgeist.  The founders of the Hindu right in the 1920’s and 1930’s were enamored of 

European romantic models of nationhood.  They greatly admired the early fascist versions of 

these ideas that they found in both Italy and Germany.  They made these ideas popular in India, 

and worked hard to make them take root, through highly effective grassroots organization 

prominently featuring programs for young boys.  Their ideas were appealing in India for some of 

the same reasons they were so appealing in Germany in the 1920’s and 1930’s: because people 

who see themselves as having been humiliated and emasculated by conquest easily turn to 

thoughts of purity and a cleansing by violence to wipe away the stain.  Hindus in India have 

internalized a historical narrative according to which they are a pure and peaceful civilization who 

have been conquered again and again: in the Middle Ages by Muslim invaders, in recent times by 

the British.  This narrative is simple, but it certainly contains some truth.  The painful experience 

of colonial subjugation, together with the racism that went with it, left many Hindus in India 

vulnerable to a simplification of truth and to the refuge offered by romantic/fascist European ideas 

of blood and purity.  Instead of looking at a “clash of civilizations” here, Europeans and 

Americans, looking at India, should see the reflected face of their own ugly history, made the 

more malign by the anger that accompanies the repudiation of longstanding colonial domination.  

                                                      
7 Zoya Hasan and Ritu Menon, Unequal Citizens: Muslim Women in India (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
2004).     
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The appeal of these ideas was enhanced by the utter failure of the liberal/pluralist “side”, after the 

deaths of Tagore and Gandhi, to mount any effective program of grassroots mobilization that 

would link the intense emotions of religion to a program of cooperation and mutual respect.   

A further reason for writing this book, then, is to argue for the need for more complicated 

and individualized models of religious violence.   When we are dealing with a complex and 

variegated world, simplistic thesis such as the “clash of civilizations” idea are not at all helpful.  

What we call “Western civilization” contains many incompatible ingredients, as we easily see if 

we survey the history of the twentieth century, with its aspiration to universal human rights and its 

descent into horrific cruelty.  (When asked by a British journalist what he thought of “Western 

civilization,” Gandhi said, “I think it would be a very good idea.”)  Even the normative ideas 

embedded in “Western civilization” are highly heterogeneous; they include liberalism, fascism, 

Marxism, various different religious conceptions, and many others.    

The category “non-Western” is still less helpful; I am inclined to think it an utterly useless 

category.   The nations of Asia and Africa have little in common with one another as a group.   

They do not share a common history or common political, philosophical, or religious values.  All, 

moreover, are internally heterogeneous, containing religious plurality and other struggles, for 

example struggles for women’s equality or the equality of other marginalized groups. To the 

extent that some religions appear in various parts of Asia and Africa, these diffused religions 

(Christianity, Buddhism, Islam) also turn up in the “West”, as, of course, do the Western ideas of 

Marxism, which have had enormous influence on the history of Asia and Africa.  Speaking in 

terms of “West” and “non-West” often leads to crude errors: we forget that modern mathematics, 

which played a key role in the European Enlightenment, had its origins in Arab culture; we forget 

that Christianity had its origins in a part of the world that nowadays is treated as “non-Western.”  

We forget that the roots of ideas of human equality, democracy, and human rights existed in 

many different cultures and that their full development in “our own” is a very recent matter.   We 

forget that ideas of religious toleration and equal respect were well known in India by the time of 

Ashoka’s empire, in the second century B. C., a very long time before they were known in 

Europe.  (Ashoka, a convert to Buddhism from Hinduism, wrote eloquently of the important of 
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respect between the different religions; he said that by denigrating another person’s religion a 

person degrades his own.)    

Thinking in terms of a “clash of civilizations” also leads us to ignore the interpenetration and 

mutual influence among cultures that has been a fact of human life throughout history, wherever 

human beings encounter one another.   We give ourselves credit for ideas of human rights and 

human equality, ignoring the fact that Martin Luther King, Jr., deliberately modeled the civil rights 

movement on Gandhi’s ideas.8  We think of progressive education as a native American plant, 

forgetting that John Dewey’s experiments in progressive education were in conversation with the 

reforms of Friedrich Froebel in Germany (the founder of the “kindergarten”) and the more 

comprehensive reforms of Tagore in India.  

In talking about India it is not enough to avoid the misleading West/non-West dichotomy.  It 

is also important to employ a simple model of a single “civilization”, ignoring both internal diversity 

and cultural borrowing.   There is probably no nation more internally diverse than India: 

seventeen official languages, over three hundred languages that are actually spoken, major 

religious groups including Hindus (with many different regional cults), Muslims, Christians 

(Protestant and Catholic, and each of these stemming from several different European origins), 

Parsis, Buddhists, Jains, Sikhs, a small number of Jews.   Regional differences are immense; 

some regions, especially in the South, had for centuries more interaction with other parts of 

South and Southeast Asia (and with Europe) than with the rest of what is now called India.  

It is also futile, and usually not terribly important, to separate the British elements of “Indian 

culture” from the rest of what is Indian.  By now India has creatively appropriated the colonial 

culture and intertwined it with its own traditions.  Indian English is different from British and 

American English – still fully intelligible, but a distinct dialect.  It would make no sense at this point 

(although elements of the Hindu right disagree) to displace English on the grounds of its colonial 

origin.  It is a lingua franca in a nation of linguistic and cultural differences, and Indian English is a 

wonderfully rich, supple, and expressive literary, legal, and political language.  Nobody could 

read an Indian novel in English, or an Indian Supreme Court opinion, and deny that Indians have 

made this instrument their own in ways that give reason for pride, not shame and repudiation.   
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The British were appalling tyrants, exploiters, and racists.  But their culture is now part of Indian 

culture for better or for worse – and often for better on both sides, in the sense that independent 

India has greatly improved many of the elements (legal, literary, and artistic) that it has borrowed.   

Anyone who wants to understand today’s India, then, needs to approach the nation with 

open eyes and curiosity, looking to see the variety that is there, rather than to judge prematurely 

that a given custom or idea is the “real” India and another one less “authentic.”   Such artificial 

ideas of purity and authenticity are not only misleading, they are also the very ideas that have 

been exploited politically by the Hindu right in trying to cast non-Hindus as alien polluters of the 

national fabric.  They know that they find a receptive audience in America, since Americans (in 

addition to their widespread suspiciousness about Muslims) are currently very guilty about the 

legacy of colonialism, and thus all too inclined to accept the fiction of a pure unsullied “other” that 

was polluted by external forces.   Usually such fictions mask a history that was always divided, 

contentious, and heterogeneous.  Many of the painful struggles over the teaching of history in 

today’s India concern just such soothing but deeply misleading fictions of the past.  One cannot 

understand the current political debate if one begins from the position of romantic nationalism 

that the Hindu right has expended so much energy in marketing.   

So: the story of Gujarat, in addition to its intrinsic interest and its lessons for the future of 

democracy, offers a lesson in the complexity of cultures, the danger of simple categories, and the 

importance of a nuanced understanding of internal diversity and cross-cultural similarity if we are 

to make any progress in understanding this complex and threatening world.  When a respected 

editor states that the main job of liberals in this era is to counteract the influence of Islamic 

totalitarianism9, I feel alarmed.  For it seems to me very clear that our task must be first of all to 

understand the complexities of the world in which we live, and this complex understanding is 

menaced by the idea of an Islamic extremist monolith, just as it is by all seductively simple ideas.  

No, the job of concerned citizens in this era is to resist cruelty, inequality, and genocidal violence, 

whoever the perpetrators are, to recognize that the perpetrators are varied, and that some of 

them are us and our imitators.  The story of Gujarat is helpful to good thinking, then, precisely 

                                                                                                                                                              
8 Gandhi, in turn, he tells us, profited from the influences of Ruskin and Tolstoy.   
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because the perpetrators are not Muslims, because they exploit widespread fears of Muslims, 

and because they are indeed “us,” that is, European-influenced thinkers who have twisted the 

Hindu tradition into a near-unrecognizable form.  (For what person who loves stories of the 

sensuous music-loving Krishna, the playful candy-loving Ganesha, and the loyal yet gentle 

Hanuman would not be deeply grieved to encounter their unfamiliar Hitlerian face in the 

propaganda of the Hindu right, as Hanuman becomes a ferocious killer of Muslims, as Ganesha 

becomes a warrior with rippling muscles and a sword held on high.)  

Even before the crisis of 2002, religious tensions were increasingly defining lives in many 

regions of India.  Poor women in Gujarat would talk about how they sought to work together for 

women's human rights, but were increasingly driven apart by community organizers who foment 

hatred, making it difficult for Hindu women to live and work alongside Muslim women.  Female 

students in Lucknow, once a home of Hindu-Muslim cooperation and amity, would speak of the 

daily threat of physical violence from organized brigades of Hindu-right students, who menace 

them with bodily abuse if they wear blue jeans, or celebrate Valentine's Day or birthdays 

(customs deemed unacceptably Western).  New textbooks commissioned by the BJP’s minister 

of education, Murli Manohar Joshi, were beginning to teach young children habits of intolerance 

and suspicion.  (“Kabeer is a nice boy,” one first-grade reader goes, “even though he is a 

Muslim.”)   In the universities, all public and therefore vulnerable to political pressure, academics 

reacted with alarm to assaults on their freedom to speak and publish the truth about both history 

and current events.   Academic friends of long standing told me of threatening phone calls in the 

night, of efforts to deprive them of prestigious fellowships.  

One should not exaggerate these threats: Indian universities remained strong bastions of 

academic freedom even during the ascendancy of the BJP, and the national press is, it seems to 

me, more free in some crucial respects than our national media in the U. S., in the sense that the 

leading newspapers are more diversely and independently owned, less vulnerable to economic 

pressures that lead to a degeneration of journalistic quality.  The level of debate and reporting in 

the major newspapers and at least some of the television networks is impressively high.  A 

                                                                                                                                                              
9 See Peter Beinert, “An Argument for a New Liberalism: A Fighting Faith,” The New Republic, December 
13, 2004. 



 12

particularly striking feature of Indian media is their openness to the ideas of intellectuals: any 

academic who wants to get involved in a national debate can do so, as is certainly not the case in 

the United States.  Nonetheless, there was, and still is, much that saddens, and an atmosphere 

of anti-Muslim feeling that is deeply alarming.  

Consider the movie Dev, a popular “Bollywood” film starring the great actor Amitabh 

Bachchan and directed by admired independent filmmaker Govind Nihalani.  This film, loosely 

based on the events of Gujarat, features Bachchan as a good cop who resents being told to sit 

on his hands by his corrupt superor Tej (played by another great actor, Om Puri), while 

thousands of innocent Muslims are dying.  The underlying message of the film is that ordinary 

people want peace and harmony; religious animosity is whipped up by politicians for the sake of 

power, and it is bad for everyone.  The movie ends with the suicide of the corrupt cop, who can 

no longer live with himself after his righteous friend’s defection and death, and with the adoption 

of a young Muslim lawyer into the good cop’s family, as a surrogate son.  So the message is one 

of interreligious amity.  But the script seemed to me to make far too many concessions to current 

Hindu-right propaganda: it showed Muslims as having active and large scale terrorist 

organizations (for which there is no evidence, although there are some small terrorist groups 

focused on the Kashmir question), and it indicated that Hindus have no such organizations (for 

the existence of which there is large-scale and indisputable evidence).  Nonetheless, when I 

watched this film in Ahmedabad in Gujarat, right where the massacre occurred, and two years 

later, the mood of the audience was staunchly anti-Muslim.10  People kept cheering on the bad 

cop, and jeering at the young Muslim hero.  So, election or no election, the atmosphere is very 

brittle, and the Hindu right has not by any means disappeared from power, or from its seat in 

many people’s hearts. 

 

One way of understanding the choices before India today is to think of the nation’s choice 

of national anthems.  At the time of Independence, and ever since, two different poems have 

been competing for this coveted spot.  The losing candidate in 1947, now vociferously 
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championed, once again, by the Hindu Right, is a song known as “Bande Mataram,” “Hail 

Motherland,” written by the Bengali novelist Bankimchandra Chatterjee.  Chatterjee himself was a 

complex figure, and he may or may not be endorsing the sentiments of his song, which occurred 

in one of his novels.  But the song, quickly taken up by the nationalist movement of the early 

twentieth century, portrays Indian identity in a manner strongly influenced by Western romantic 

European patriotism, as a matter of adoring the motherland, and being prepared to shed one’s 

blood in her cause: 

Mother, I bow to thee! 
Rich with thy hurrying streams,  
Bright with thy orchard gleams, 
Cool with thy winds of delight, 
Dark fields waving, Mother of might, 
Mother free. 
Glory of moonlight dreams 
Over thy branches and lordly streams, 
Clad in thy blossoming tress, 
Mother, giver of ease. 
Laughing low and sweet! 
Mother, I kiss thy feet, 
Speaker sweet and low! 
Mother, to thee I bow. 
 
Who hath said thou are weak in thy lands, 
When the swords flash out in twice seventy million hands 
And seventy millions voices roar 
Thy dreadful name from shore to shore? 
With many strengths who are mighty and stored, 
To thee I call, Mother and Lord! 
Thou who savest, arise and save! 
To her I cry who ever her foemen drave 
Back from plain and sea 
And shook herself free. 
Thou art wisdom, thou art law, 
Thou our heart, our soul, our breath, 
Thou the love divine, the awe 
In our hearts that conquers death. 
Thine the strength that nerves the arm 
Thine the beauty, thine the charm. 
Every image made divine 
In our temples is but thine. 
 
Thou are Durga, Lady and queen, 
With her hands that strike and her swords of sheen, 
Thou are Lakshmi Lotus-throned, 
Pure and perfect without peer, 
Mother, lend thine ear. 
Rich with thy hurrying streams, 
Bright with thy orchard gleams,  
Dark of hue, O candid-fair 
In thy soul, with jeweled hair 
And thy glorious smile divine, 

                                                                                                                                                              
10 Although the film, in Hindi, was shown with Gujarati rather than English subtitles, my research assistant, 
fluent in both Hindi and Gujarati, whispered translations in my ear.  The outstanding acting, together with the 
broad style of Bollywood, made the story easy to follow. 
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Loveliest of all earthly lands, 
Showering wealth from well-stored hand! 
Mother, mother mine!  
Mother sweet, I bow to thee,  
Mother great and free. 11

 
Bande Mataram contains some beautiful imagery, and one can understand why it captivated 

readers, then and later.   There are, however, some aspects of Chatterjee’s vision of the nation 

that disturbed early proponents of Indian independence and that still disturb its democratic 

citizens now: the song’s insistence that the motherland is an object of slavish and uncritical 

devotion, its extremely militaristic and potentially violent conception of that devotion, its idea of 

the unity of India and Indians as depending on a blood tie to a mother, an idea that seems at 

least potentially exclusionary.  In Rabindranath Tagore’s 1914 novel The Home and the World (to 

be discussed in chapter 3), the young wife Bimala, excited by the fervor of the nationalists and 

their charismatic leader Sandip, criticizes her husband for his lack of enthusiasm for the 

Chatterjee song, and he responds to her.  She recalls this conversation later, after her husband’s 

tragic death: 

And yet it was not that my husband refused to support Swadeshi [the boycott of foreign goods], 
or was in any way against the Cause.  Only he had not been able whole-heartedly to accept the 
spirit of Bande Mataram. 
 

‘I am willing,’ he said, ‘to serve my country; but my worship I reserve for right which is far 
greater than my country.  To worship my country as a god is to bring a curse upon it.’ 

 
The husband’s discussions with Sandip make it clear that the spirit of Bande Mataram is indeed 

exclusionary: Muslims will not be equal citizens in Sandip’s projected nation.  The husband 

prefers a more inclusive and universalistic conception of Indian unity.  Similar sentiments are 

expressed by the song’s critics now, when the question of the national anthem is, as often, 

debated.  The song’s supporters argue that the nation needs an image of military strength and 

aggression, and that a deep religious devotion to the motherland is the right way to cement the 

unity of a people.   

The current national anthem of India, adopted on January 24, 1950, is a song whose words 

and music were both written by Tagore.   As one of the earliest critics of Bande Mataram, he 

deliberately constructed an alternative vision of national unity and national devotion (although of 

                                                      
11 Translated from the Bengali by the philosopher Sri Aurobindo, and on file in the the Sri Aurobindo 
Ashram, Pondicherry, available on-line.   
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course, writing long before Independence, he did not write the song as the future national 

anthem).  Known as “Jana Gana Mana,” the song, in English translation, goes like this: 

Thou art the ruler of the minds of all people, 
 Dispenser of India’s destiny. 
Thy name rouses the hearts of the Punjab, 
 Sindhu, Gujarat, and Maratha. 
Of the Dravid, and Orissa and Bengal. 
It echoes in the hills of Vindhyas and Himalayas, mingles in the music of the 
Jamuna and  Ganga and is chanted by 
 The waves of the Indian sea. 
They pray for thy blessings and sing thy praise, 
The saving of all people waits in thy hand, 
Thou dispenser of India’s destiny. 
Victory, victory, victory to thee.   
 

The song was written in 1911, and was first sung at a meeting of the all-India Congress 

(the movement that later became the leader of the Independence movement and, eventually, the 

leading political party).   Opponents of the song repeatedly charge that it was written for a visit by 

King George V, and that the addressee of the song is the British king.  There is, however, no 

foundation at all for this supposition.  Tagore made it clear that the address of the poem was the 

divine spirit of righteousness, understood in his own eclectic universalist way (in keeping with his 

humanist “religion of Man”).   He actively denied that the song was written to honor the King, and 

his later actions, returning his knighthood after the British murdered innocent civilians at Amritsar 

in 1919, show that he was no uncritical admirer of the monarchy.  More important, his 

contemporaneous critique of Chatterjee in his novel shows that he repudiated all adoration 

directed at the nation itself or its human representatives.  Only the universal spirit of morality 

deserves our worship. 

The song, then, is addressed to the divine, understood as a universal human spirit of 

morality and justice.  This spirit rules “all people” everywhere in the world, and it is also 

“dispenser of India’s destiny.”  Tagore makes it plain that this spirit animates the emotions of 

people in all of India’s diverse ethnic and geographical regions: all are equally animated by the 

love of rightness and justice, and parts of the nation are equally under this spirit’s care.  (Some of 

these regions, at the time, were predominantly Muslim and some Hindu, some inhabited by 

Tamil/Dravidian people and some by speakers of languages descended from Sanskrit.  Tagore 

pointedly includes them all.)  There is no mention of military force or violence; instead, the 
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“dispenser of India’s destiny” is the moral law, and it is the victory of justice for which Indians ask 

when they sing it.  

It is rare that a nation has a national anthem that expresses the idea that humanity is above 

nationality, and righteousness above aggression.   But the idea of a moral law that unswervingly 

guides our destiny is deeply rooted in Indian traditions, more deeply perhaps than it is in Euro-

American traditions, where such ideas are associated with a critical and counter-traditional 

Enlightenment intelligentsia rather than with traditional religion.  Indians connect these ideas to 

many sources, but prominently to the concept of dharma, or right, in ancient Hindu texts.  

Tagore’s take on the traditional concept is humanist and critical, but it also resonates with much 

that already animates India’s traditional sense of its unity; no doubt this is why has been able to 

win wide acceptance.  

“Jana Gana Mana” is no pallid Kantian fantasy of what a rational national anthem should 

be.  It is a beautiful song, beautiful in both its poetry and its music, and it is sung with great 

passion by Indians all over the nation (and abroad).  They resonate not only to its invocation of 

the natural beauty of the nation and its rich regional and ethnic diversity, but also to the idea that 

there is a spirit of right that rises above wrong and injustice, a very important thought for a 

formerly colonized people.  The hero in Tagore’s novel did not know how to use poetry to express 

his humanist vision; that was his great weakness.  But Tagore himself, like Walt Whitman, did 

know how to create a public poetry of inclusiveness and moral commitment.  

It is not surprising, however, that a certain type of nationalist would not be satisfied.  

Supporters of a more aggressive nationalism keep returning to Chatterjee for a more tough-

mindedly “masculine” conception of the nation and its pride.   We might say that the struggle to 

be depicted in this book is just this struggle: between two visions of patriotism, two visions of the 

nation, two visions of masculinity.   

 
The struggle to be investigated is not confined to India: the Hindu right has a powerful and 

wealthy U.S. arm, which both funds suspicious activities in India, possibly activities associated 

with Gujarat’s genocidal violence, and foments discord here and in Britain.  Much of the animus 

of the U. S. group has focused on scholars.  Colleagues here in the United States have been 
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threatened with physical violence, even death, or had eggs thrown at them, when they tell a 

version of long-ago history that does not suit the agenda of the Hindu right.  Representatives of 

the Hindu right have made serious, though unsuccessful, attempts to have American universities 

remove troublesome scholars from assignments involving the teaching of ancient Hindu 

traditions.  Although I myself have been verbally attacked at times, and although my Dean had 

one phone call saying that I had no right to teach, the odd thing about the nature of these attacks 

in America is that a person like me who writes about a genocide today, saying that the Hindu 

right is complicit in the murders of thousands, is less likely to be targeted than someone who 

writes about mythology or ancient history in ways that contravene the new orthodoxy.  Part of the 

story of this book will involve unraveling the complicated connections between the Hindu right in 

India and the expatriate community in the United States, which surely need careful scrutiny and 

further inquiry. whatever one’s political and religious views may be.   

One further reason for me to write this book lies here.  When my colleagues in South Asian 

studies or religious studies write the truth as they see it, they can be attacked in ways that may 

mean the loss of an entire career.  They, or their students, may be denied archaeological permits; 

they may be denied access to archives and other sources of information.  Their works may be 

suppressed in India, and they may encounter difficulty getting published in the U. S., since 

publishers fear violence.  And when they are personally attacked or threatened for their work on 

India, that attack goes directly to the heart of everything they have stood for in their scholarly 

career.  I expect to be attacked for writing this book, but I also view these attacks as less 

significant for me than they would be for lifelong India scholars.   Leaving aside the issue of 

physical violence, the worst that could happen to me would be to be denied a visa – something 

not at all likely under the present government, and something that did not happen to established 

scholars (only to the young) even under the previous regime.  That denial would cost me a good 

deal in terms of fellowship and friendship, but it would not cripple my work. I am also a political 

person and I expect trouble.  My friends in religious studies sought a peaceful scholarly life 

focused on spirituality; they are surprised, wounded, and utterly unprepared, when politics 

reaches into their lives.  So it seems appropriate that I should step in and shoulder a part of the 

burden that so many now bear who are more deeply at risk.   
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In Chapter one, I describe the events of Gujarat and the threat they pose to the very idea of 

a pluralistic democracy and the rule of law.  Chapter two shows the human face of Gujarat 

through a close study of three men from the Hindu right whom I interviewed for this project.  

Chapter three steps back, setting the stage for the rise of the Hindu right by discussing the 

history of Indian independence through a focus on three major architects of modern India: 

Jawaharlal Nehru, Mahatma Gandhi, and Rabindranath Tagore.  Chapter four describes the 

constitutional and legal structure of post-independence India, the careful protections for human 

rights, and, at the same time, some of the political problems that have contributed to the present 

crisis.  In chapter five, I chronicle the rise of the Hindu right in the early decades of the twentieth 

century, focusing on the thought of two of its primary architects, M. S. Golwalkar and V. D. 

Savarkar.  I examine the recent rise to power of the Hindu right, asking about the reasons for its 

appeal and studying the movement’s clever use of grassroots youth organizations and of mass 

media. This chapter also discusses the longstanding controversy over Ayodhya, legendary 

birthplace of the god Rama, where a Muslim mosque was destroyed by Hindu mobs, with the 

collusion of government, because it allegedly stood over the remains of a Hindu temple.  Chapter 

six focuses on the movement’s ideology of the sexes and its focus on images of male aggression 

and female purity.   

Chapters seven and eight are devoted to crucial issues concerning education and 

scholarship.   Chapter seven looks at the educational failures of post-independence India, the 

dominance of rote learning and the relative absence of critical thinking and a development of the 

imagination: Tagore’s legacy has been repudiated, just where it would have been most essential 

in constructing a truly pluralistic society.  Against this background, I study the particular 

educational incursions of the Hindu right in government: the rewriting of textbooks, the focus on a 

“saffron” (Hindu-first) portrayal of India in books for children.  In chapter eight I examine the 

controversy over historical scholarship and history textbooks in more detail.   

Chapter nine examines the U. S. side of the Hindu right, its organization, its possible role in 

funding violence, and its role in attacks on scholars and scholarship.   
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In chapter ten, I return to Gujarat, asking how all of these developments contributed to the 

horrific violence  and looking at the early days of the newly elected government, with its 

allegiance to pluralism, but its daunting problems of communicating that message, in a nation in 

which teachers in government schools often don’t even show up for their job and in which a 

woman who has been raped will need to wait nine years for her case to get to trial.  I assess the 

future of democracy in India, identifying both ongoing dangers and some powerful forces 

militating against religious extremism and in favor of pluralism. 
 

 

 
      
 



 

 

1

 

 

Chapter 5.  The Rise of the Hindu Right 

 

The most demeaning sin is to remain weak in the world.  It not only destroys us, but also 
incites others to attack us with violence. 

 

 M. S. Golwalkar, RSS “Guru” and second national leader 

 

The boys learn something from the games.  When we play “Dhapa” you hit someone on the 
back.  You learn that when you’re hit you hit back. 

 

 Sripad, RSS instructor, interviewed in The Boy in a Branch, 1992 

 

 

 

I. Games 

It is 1992 in Nagpur, a city in the Western Indian state of Maharashtra.  We see a group of 

very appealing little boys – high-energy, full of mischief, surprisingly polite.  They meet on a 

playing field for games and instruction, supervised by three young men in their twenties, 

instructors of the local RSS “shakha” or “branch.”    All the boys agree that they like coming to the 

shakha.   “It’s fun,” says one of the older boys, age around eleven.  “They teach you manners 

and to play games, and they teach you to respect your parents.”  A little boy, around six, says, “I 

also like it.  I come here, I play games, and then I go home.  Kali, nine years old, the central 

figure in Lalit Vachani’s film, a dreamy boy with large dark eyes, says, “I like the branch.  It helps 

you to improve your character. It teaches you to respect your father and mother.”  Why did he join 

the branch, asks the filmmaker?  “Sir,” he replies, “One day I was just looking, and I said, ‘Why  

shouldn’t I go and play too?’  So I joined.”  Kali adds that he is bored at school.  Later we see 

why, watching a dismally boring rote-learning exercise, conducted in English, in which an 

expressionless and arrogant teacher asks kids to recite facts, with no sense of life or 
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engagement.   With great high spirits, the boys play a game in a circle: in turn, each boy runs 

around the outside of the circle, shouting, as loudly as possible, “Victory to Mother India!”   

In 1992 there were 33,000 RSS shakhas in India.  All over the country, but particularly in 

the northern and western states, the organization has quietly laid down firm roots through 

discipline, energy, and concerted grass-roots work.  The philosophy of the shakhas is both simple 

and sophisticated: lure boys in with fun and games, and gradually insert into the games the 

essential values of the RSS: discipline, obedience, and the idea that the future of India depends 

on unity among Hindus and the marginalization of alien groups.  Movement architect M. S. 

Golwalkar compares the strategy to that of a man who wants to get a peacock to visit his garden 

regularly.  He gives the peacock food mixed with opium.  Soon it is addicted, and it returns every 

day. 

So too in this local “branch”: boys have so much run that they don’t mind learning what the 

teachers want to teach.  Lalit, the most appealing of the three instructors – possibly because of 

his sense of humor and a certain lightness of touch – observes, “You can teach a lot of things to 

young kids, like what the RSS is about, the problems facing the nation, and those created by the 

Congress Party.  So you have to tell them many things.”  They begin, he says, by playing a lot of 

tiring games to get the boys ready for control.  Then they tell them, “You come here to learn 

obedience.  If you’re obedient, you’ll have a brighter future.”  We see the boys playing 

increasingly combative games: “The Cockfight”, which is “about learning to beat the other guy,” 

“Dhapa,” where, says one six-year-old, “someone comes and you hit him,” and Kali’s favorite 

game, “The Organization Has Strength,” where “you have to run fast and it develops your voice.”   

Later the boys turn to politics.  “Who does Kashmir belong to?” ask the instructors.  “To us,” 

shout the boys, giggling.”  “Who does Kashmir belong to?”  “To us,” they shout louder.  And 

should a temple to Ram be built at Ayodhya, displacing the mosque that currently stands there?  

“Yes, says one boy, “it should be built and there should be unity.  There shouldn’t be a mosque 

there.”  “The Muslims already have a mosque,” adds another boy.  Kali agrees that the temple 
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should be built, “Because we are united in this, we worship the Lord” (i.e. Rama).  Already they 

have learned about a unity that disunifies and excludes.     

We now see one of the instructors take the oath of RSS membership and loyalty:  Clad in 

the usual uniform of shirt, khaki shorts, and cap, standing in line with other similarly clad, he says: 

“…..I take the oath that I will always protect the purity of Hindu religion, and the purity of Hindu 

culture, for the supreme progress of the Hindu nation.  I have become a component of the RSS.  I 

will do the work of the RSS with utmost sincerity and unselfishness and with all my body, soul, 

and resources.  And I will keep this vow for as long as I live.  Victory to Mother India.”  Together, 

the young men raise the saffron flag that RSS prefers to the tricolor national flag of the nation.  

“We worship the saffron flag as our guru,” they say.  “We bow before you, we are prepared to 

serve your cause.”  Life, death, it’s all one to me, says Sripad, the most dogmatic of the young 

instructors.  “And anyone who works for RSS would say the same”  At the end of the day the 

boys hear, in awe-filled silence, the story of a six-year-old boy who committed suicide for the 

sake of his shakha. 

We like to think that evil looks different.  In science fiction, evil characters are almost 

always ugly, or become ugly when they become evil.  When Anakin Skywalker becomes Darth 

Vader, he immediately gets a burned and hideous face that has to be hidden under that famous 

black helmet.  When the evil Chancellor sends out dark-force energy from his body, he gets more 

and more physically hideous.  But the fact is that evil is the product of ordinary people and 

ordinary forces in human life: peer pressure, gradual indoctrination, submissiveness to authority, 

fun and games.  These little boys in the shakha are shocking precisely because they are so 

young and so cute.  They don’t even look like one’s mental image of the Hitler Jugend, since they 

have a bodily looseness and flexibility, in their loose shorts and their open-neck shirts, that one 

imagines the Hitler boys lacking, and a gleam of improvisatory mischief in their eyes.   What 

makes the RSS a daunting force in Indian political life is its ability to lure in boys like Kali, boys 
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bored in school and longing for fun and games, and to bind these boys together into a potential 

killing force.    

What is the desired end product?  We see it, when we are shown large masses of men with 

khaki shorts and caps, carrying long sticks over their shoulders, marching along in a step that is 

almost a goose-step, on their way to a huge quasi-fascist rally that whips up violent sentiments 

around the issue of the temple at Ayodhya.  The aim is to unify India under the saffron flag, a 

symbol of Hindu power deriving from the brief rule of Shivaji, an 18th century Hindu prince who 

conducted a brief rebellion against the Muslims empire – to declare India a nation unified by a 

single culture and a holy land that is at the same time the motherland.  The RSS substitutes the 

saffron flag for the existing national flag, a tricolor of saffron (standing for courage), white 

(standing for purity and truth) and green (standing for faith and fertility), with the “wheel of law”, 

an ancient Hindu and Buddhist symbol, displayed at its center.  Nehru stated that this flag is a 

symbol of freedom not only for India, but for all peoples of the world.  Thus the RSS iconology 

downplays truth, fertility, law, and the freedom of all the world’s peoples, in favor of a single-

minded focus on courage.  For devotees, every day concludes with the singing of Chatterjee’s 

Bande Mataram: thus the movement has both an alternative flag and an alternative national 

anthem. 

RSS is possibly the most successful fascist movement in any contemporary democracy.  

Its success is all the more extraordinary since, as its leaders point out in Vachani’s film itself, they 

do not rely, as did fascist states such as Germany and Italy, on the presence of powerful state 

sanctions to secure conformity.  All we have, says Mohan Baghwat, local RSS secretary, is 

“affection for each other and empathy for the nation’s problems.”  How, then, did they succeed in 

founding an organization that has spawned an entire family of organizations, including one of 

India’s leading political parties? 
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II. The Founders 

The RSS was founded in 1925 under the leadership of Keshav Baliram Hedgewar (1889-

1940), a man who is still treated with enormous reverence by members of the Hindu right.1  “From 

his early childhood until his very last, his life burned like a steady lamp in the cause of the 

motherland,” writes the movement’s second famous leader, M. S. Golwalkar.2  Hedgewar chose 

the day remembered as the day when the god Rama defeated his opponent Ravana, 

representative of cosmic evil and otherness.   In search of a social force that could unify the 

emerging nation under a Hindu identity, Hedgewar decided to focus on boys, more malleable 

than adults.  He chose for the new organization the name Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, 

“Corps of National Volunteers,” rejecting the name “Corps of Hindu Volunteers” on the grounds 

that this name would suggest that the Hindus were only one part of a larger national identity.   

(The U. S. affiliate of RSS does use the rejected HSS name, presumably acknowledging that 

Hindus are only one part of the U. S.) 

From the beginning, RSS has refused to consider itself a political party, reasoning that any 

political party can be only one part of a democratic nation, and could never unite the whole.   It 

portrays itself as a social movement dedicated to unifying the nation under the idea of Hindu 

purity.  Thus it has come both to support and largely to control the allied political party, BJP, but it 

insists on its separate and allegedly more inclusive identity.  In the early days it was explicitly at 

odds with another more political organization, the Hindu Mahasabha.  Unlike that group, RSS 

shunned publicity and went to work quietly, organizing.    

From the beginning, however, it has stood for some very definite political values, and 

shunned others.  Hedgewar was emphatic about the importance of rejecting Mahatma Gandhi’s 

politics of non-violence and his willingness to make common cause with Muslims in the anti-

 

1 An invaluable brief history of the movement is in Tapan Basu et al., Khaki Shorts, Saffron Flags: A 
Critique of the Hindu Right (Delhi: Orient Longman, 1993).  For a friendly “insider” account, of high quality, 
see W. Anderson and S. D. Damle, The Brotherhood in Saffron (New Delhi: Vistaar, 1987).  And a 
magisterial extremely detailed analytical history is in Christophe Jaffrelot, The Hindu Nationalist Movement in 
India, (English version New York: Columbia University Press, 1996).   
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British non-cooperation struggle.   Non-violence seemed to RSS leaders a useless philosophy 

that only reinforced the tendencies to subservience, disunity, and weakness that they saw as the 

chief blemishes, in their reading of Hindu history.  And cooperation with Muslims would prove 

fatal to the project of reestablishing Hindu pride: “Only Hindus would free Hindustan and they 

along could save Hindu culture.  Only Hindu strength could save the country…Hindu youth had to 

be organized on the basis of personal character and absolutely love of the motherland.”3  For this 

reason the RSS played a disengaged part in the struggle for independence, keeping totally aloof 

from many of its central campaigns, led, as they were, by a man, Gandhi, whose leadership and 

ideas they utterly rejected, and by Nehru, whose pluralist modernism they rejected even more 

vigorously.   

Hedgewar, a great organizer, inspired people through his selflessness, utter devotion, and 

simplicity of life.  But he left no extensive body of writings.  We know the ideology of the RSS, and 

the arguments behind it, primarly through the writings of his revered successor, M. S. Golwalkar 

(1906-73), the second overall RSS leader, who wrote two influential books.  We, or Our 

Nationhood Defined appeared in 1939, Bunch of Thoughts (a collection of essays and speeches) 

in 1966.  An earlier work that profoundly influenced RSS ideology, and on which Golwalkar 

clearly draws, is Hindutva: Who Is a Hindu? published in 1923 by V. D. (“Veer” or “fearless”) 

Savarkar (1883-1966).  Savarkar was not an RSS member; unlike RSS, he was actively involved 

in the independence struggle.  His work bringing to light the full story behind the 1857 Sepoy 

Mutiny, as well as other Indian-nationalist activities he carried on in London, led to his arrest by 

the British and, eventually, his imprisonment in the Andaman Islands, where he endured cruel 

and inhuman treatment.  (He allegedly wrote an epic poem with a nail on the wall of his cell.  

Later, allowed some paper, he composed a draft of his famous work Hindutva.)  After his release 

to house arrest, he became a leading figure in the Hindu Mahasabha, where he was famous for 

the view that India could become strong only by military might.   Although his involvement with 

                                                                                                                                                              

2 M. S. Golwalkar, Bunch of Thoughts (Bangalore: Jagarana Prakashan, 1966).   
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RSS was indirect, his views and personality lent made it easy for him to become a revered hero 

of the movement.   

Both Golwalkar and Savarkar are described as highly charismatic individuals.  A portrait of 

Golwalkar that appears frequently in Lalit Vachani’s two documentaries shows the intense 

burning eyes, the long beard, and the simple robe that led young men to treat him as a genuine 

guru, or religious leader.  On his sixty-fifth birthday, the organization wrote a poem in his honor 

that begins, “Oh Guru, you are the defender of the over-all welfare of the Hindus./You know what 

is best for them.”   

Savarkar had a different type of appeal, that of a brave rebel rather than a guru.  RSS 

expert Sridhar Damle, himself highly sympathetic to the movement and its goals, describes a 

meeting he had with Savarkar while still a young man.  Damle had gone to shakha as a boy, and 

had at that time been fascinated by the lives of Stalin and Hitler.  He told me that his mother got 

very worried that he was spending so much time reading about such “bad guys,” so she went out 

and bought him books about Washington and Lincoln.  He says that Lincoln quickly became one 

of his heroes – and yet he was also still attracted to socialism and to nationalism.  It was at this 

time, as a college student (which in India means the years 18-19, before one goes on to full 

university education) that he met Savarkar.  He had come across a journalist attack on 

Savarkar’s ideas, which he considered unfair; he sent it to the man himself, with his own critical 

commentary.  Savarkar surprised him by inviting him for a personal audience.  He will never 

forget, he says, Savarkar’s intense blue eyes, which held him riveted.  He wanted to engage the 

great man in argument, so he began to criticize the policy of boycotting foreign product, which the 

Hindu Mahasabha supported.  Damle had just begun shaving, and, with the pride of a young man 

showing off his new masculinity, he said to Savarkar, “How can I possibly shave my face with an 

Indian razor blade?”  Savarkar looked at him very seriously, with no condescension, and told him 

                                                                                                                                                              

3 Hedgewar’s views summarized in an official RSS publication quoted in Basu, et al., 15.   
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that all of us have to make sacrifices for the cause.4  Even though Savarkar was less austere and 

more worldly than Golwalkar, he evidently had the same capacity to inspire devotion through the 

idea of selfless sacrifice for the motherland. 

Savarkar had long lived abroad, and his Hindutva is indisputably a European product from 

its first sentence onward.  It begins, under the heading “What is in a name?” with the sentence, 

“We hope that the fair Maid of Verona who made the impassioned appeal to her lover to change 

‘a name that was ‘nor hand, nor foot, nor arm, nor face, nor any other part belonging to a man’ 

would forgive us for this our idolatrous attachment to it when we make bold to assert that, ‘Hindus 

we are and love to remain so!’”  The indirect reference to Shakespeare addresses a British-

literate elite.    And the end of the sentence is just as European as its opening, as it embarks on a 

quest for the essence of Hindu identity.  The word Hindutva, now so familiar, is Savarkar’s own 

coinage.  It means something like “Hinduness,” or “the essence of being Hindu.”   For India, it is a 

new idea, linked to European ideas of national essence and identity.   

It cannot be too much stressed that Hindus did not traditionally inquire about their essence, 

and probably didn’t think that Hinduism had such a thing.  Kshiti Mohan Sen, in the classic 

Penguin introduction to Hinduism (recently reissued with a Preface by his grandson Amartya 

Sen,5) speaks of the guiding thread as that of “unity in diversity,” or, (quoting from the sixteenth 

century poet-saint Rajjab) that of “’The worship of different sects, which are like so many small 

streams, move together to meet God, who is like the Ocean.’”6  When he had an experience of 

illumination, Rajjab received visitors from near and far, all asking, “What did you see?”  His 

answer: “I see the eternal play of life.”7  

                                                      

4 Interview with Sridhar Damle, May 2, 2004. 
5 K. M. Sen, Hinduism (London and New York: 2005, originally published 1961).  Sen was a renowned 

scholar of Hinduism when Rabindranath Tagore invited him to Santiniketan to become part of his school.  
That is how Amita Sen came to be born in Santiniketan, under the eyes of the Guru, who wrote his well-
known poem “Chota mai” about the little girl who was always disturbing his work.  (Thus K. M. Sen is 
Amartya Sen’s maternal grandfather; his father simply happened to have the same name.) 

6 Sen, p. 11. 
7 Sen, p. 3.   
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Neither Savarkar nor Golwalkar denies these claims about Hindu traditions.  Indeed, both 

are frank about their desire to reconstruct Hindu traditions along European lines.  Both admire 

European nationalism, and particularly by the way in which nations such as Germany have 

managed to become unified, despite an initial diversity.  They think of India as weak, insofar as 

she lacks a unified sense of her identity, and their project is to forge the requisite conception of 

unity by importing it from Europe, as a preparation for practices of unity and strength.  On 

Savarkar’s frontispiece, along with his definition of the Hindu, is a quotation asking God to “hurl 

thy mighty thunder-bolt to destroy our enemies.”  It is in this context that the search for Hindutva 

takes shape. 

Savarkar was not a particularly religious man, and for him traditional religious belief and 

practice does not lie at the heart of Hindutva.  He does, however, consider the religion’s shared 

traditions to be key markers of Hindutva, along with geographical attachment to the motherland 

and a sense of oneself as part of a “race determined by a common origin, possessing a common 

blood.”8 His compressed formulation, which caught on and is uttered countless times by those 

who follow his lead, is that a Hindu is someone who considers India to be at one and the same 

time his Motherland and his Holy Land, “that is the cradle land of his religion.”9  (Savarkar 

alternates between “Fatherland” and “Motherland,” using the latter particularly when he is 

rapturously describing the beauty of the land.)  Savarkar’s view is that this dual bond to the land 

creates a very precious type of “perfect solidarity and cohesion”10, whereas religions that teach 

that the Holy Land lies elsewhere promote weakness and divided loyalty: 

That is why in the case of some of our Mohammedan or Christian countrymen who had 
originally been forcibly converted to a non-Hindu religion and who consequently have inherited 
along with Hindus, a common Fatherland and a greater part of the wealth of a common culture – 
language, law, customs, folklore and history – are not and cannot be recognized as Hindus.  For 
though Hindusthan to them is Fatherland as to any other Hindu yet it is not to them a Holyland too.  
Their holyland is far off in Arabia or Palestine.  Their mythology and Godmen, ideas and heroes are 
not the children of this soil.  Consequently their names and their outlook smack of a foreign origin.  
Their love is divided.11

 

8 Savarkar, Hindutva: Who Is a Hindu? (Bombay: S. S. Savarkar, fifth edition 1969), 85.   
9 Savarkar, frontisiece of book 
10 Savarkar, 136. 
11 Savarkar, p. 113. 
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By contrast, he argues, dalits and tribal peoples do worship gods that are fundamentally 

attached to this land, even if their religion is not orthodox.  The same is true of Sikhs.  All can, 

then, be genuine Hindus.  And at one point Savarkar suggests that Christian, Parsis, Jews, and 

Muslims can count as genuine Hindus too – if they are willing to renounce their allegiance to their 

holy land.   

If you look at nationhood in the modern world, Savarkar argues, you find that all strength 

depends on this type of national unity.  India is especially well placed to achieve this unity, since 

her territory is so geographically distinct and her traditions so deep and embracing.  The future of 

India, then, is “bound up in the last resort with Hindu strength.”12  The time to be looked for is a 

future time when India, thus united, “can dictate…terms to the whole world.  A day will come 

when mankind will have to face the force.”13

The other founding text of the Hindu right is M. S. Golwalkar’s We: Or Our Nationhood 

Defined14 , first published in 1939.  There is a difference of opinion about its original authorship.  

Especially when its statements admiring Nazi anti-Semitism are quoted by critics, RSS people 

get quite annoyed, and they typically insist that Golwalkar did not write the book, but, instead, 

translated it from a Marathi original written by Savarkar’s brother.  Both Devendra Swarup and 

Sridhar Damle told me this, as if it somehow neutralized the offending statements.   Nobody 

denies, however, that Golwalkar published the work under his own name, giving no credit to this 

brother.  I have been unable to figure out why RSS intellectuals should think that signing one’s 

name to the text is not an endorsement of its contents; nor can I understand why making 

Golwalkar out to be a plagiarist as well as a fascist in any way makes his situation better.   They 

also assert that he withdrew the offending statements in editions published after the war. (It is 

common to explain the fascination with Hitler’s Germany as mere nationalism and to say that they 

                                                      

12 Savarkar, 139. 
13 Ibid., 141.   
14 M. S. Golwalkar, We: or Our Nationhood Defined, fourth edition (Nagpur: P. V. Betwalkar, 1947).   
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knew nothing about the Holocaust at that time.) But my own copy of the fourth edition, published 

in 1947, still contains the statements, as I quote them here.  

Writing during the Independence struggle, Golwalkar sees his task as describing the unity 

of the new nation.  We say that we want swaraj, self-rule, but who are “we,” and what is our 

“self”?  To answer this question, he says, we must analyze the concept of the nation.  Golwalkar 

now says that most Indians’ ideas about nationhood are in error.   “They are not in conformity 

with those of the Western Political Scientists…It is but proper, therefore, at this stage to 

understand what the Western Scholars state as the Universal Nation-idea and correct ourselves.  

With this end in view, we shall now proceed with stating and analyzing the World’s accepted 

Nation-concept.”15  Notice the completely unselfconscious deference to European scholarship as 

what “the World” thinks.   

Golwalkar now turns to English dictionaries and to political scientists, from Britain and 

Germany.”  The five elements that he finds repeated as hallmarks of national unity are: 

geographical, racial, religious, cultural, and linguistic.  Each of these is now examined in turn.  

Golwalkar then analyzes several nations to see to what extent they embody the desired unities.  

Germany impresses him especially, for the way in which it has managed to bring “under one 

sway the whole of the territory” that was originally held by the Germani but that had been 

parceled out under different regimes.16  Turning to race, he observes:  

German race pride has now become the topic of the day.  To keep up the purity of the Race 
and its culture, Germany shocked the world by her purging the country of the semitic Races – the 
Jews.  Race pride at its highest has been manifested here.  Germany has also shown how well nigh 
impossible it is for Races and cultures, having differences going to the root, to be assimilated into 
one united whole, a good lesson for use in Hindusthan to lean and profit by.17

 
Despite the protestations of today’s RSS supporters, this statement was not retracted after 

the war: it appears in my 1947 text.   Nor would it have been reassuring if it had been withdrawn: 

                                                      

15 Golwalkar, We, p. 21.   
16 P. 42.  
17 P. 43.   
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to support German anti-Semitism in 1939 already entails support for coercive policies, and 

retraction, in the face of Germany’s overwhelming defeat, is no evidence of contrition.   

In the end, Golwalkar’s vision of national unity is not that of Nazi Germany.  He is not very 

concerned with purity of blood, and far more concerned with a group’s desire to merge into the 

dominant whole.   Groups who fall outside the five-fold definition of nationhood, he concludes, 

can “have no place in the national life…unless they abandon their differences, and completely 

merge themselves in the National Race.  So long, however, as they maintain their racial, religious 

and culture differences, they cannot but be only foreigners, who may be either friendly or inimical 

to the Nation.”18  It would appear that Golwalkar, unlike Hitler, would be happy with the conduct of 

the many German Jews who converted to Christianity and assimilated their lifestyle to the 

dominant German lifestyle.  Indeed, as an example of what he likes, he cites the United States, 

with its forced uniformity of language and its generally assimilationist attitude to culture.  He even 

approves of the fact that in the U. S. all religions enjoy religious freedom -- so long as people are 

required to adopt the culture and language of the dominant group. He observes with approval 

that in the U. S. new immigrant groups must “get themselves naturally assimilated in the principal 

mass of population, the national Race, by adopting its culture and language and sharing its 

aspirations, by losing all consequences of their separate existence, forgetting their foreign origin.”   

Golwalkar does not appear to have a very good understanding of the U. S. and its founding 

ideas (he asserts, for example, that Christianity is our “national religion”), although of course he 

does pick up on some part of the reality, since our nation has had a perpetual struggle over the 

question to what extent Christianity may publicly assume that status.  In particular, he goes badly 

wrong when he asserts that immigrants in the U. S. who refuse to assimilate lose their civil rights, 

living “at the sufferance of the Nation and deserving of no special protection, far less any privilege 

or rights.”   Again, the U. S. has sometimes erred in this direction, for example in its treatment of 

 

18 P. 53.   
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Mormons and of the Japanese-Americans during World War II.  Golwalkar is wrong, however, to 

suggest that this is our dominant or pervasive practice.  

Here is the way in which Golwalkar applies his ruminations about the “old nations” (by 

which he means primarily France, Germany, and the U. S.) to the case of India: 

There are only two courses open to the foreign elements: either to merge themselves in the 
national race and adopt its culture, or to live at the sweet will of the national race.  That is the only 
logical and correct solution.  That alone keeps the national life healthy and undisturbed. That alone 
keeps the Nation safe from the danger of a cancer developing into its body politics [sic] of the 
creation of a state within the state.  From this standpoint, sanctioned by the experiences of shrewd 
old nations, the non-Hindu peoples in Hindusthan must either adopt the Hindu culture and 
language, must learn to respect and hold in reverence Hindu religion, must entertain no idea but 
those of glorification of the Hindu race and culture i.e. they must not only give up their attitude of 
intolerance and ungratefulness towards this land and its agelong traditions but must also cultivate 
the positive attitude of love and devotion instead – in one word they must cease to be foreigners, or 
may stay in the country, wholly subordinated to the Hindu nation, claiming nothing, deserving no 
privileges, far less any preferential treatment – not even citizen’s rights.  There is, at least should 
be, no other course for them to adopt.19

 
This is not Hitler’s program: Golwalkar has, seemingly, little interest in testing people’s blood 

– not surprisingly, since both he and Savarkar acknowledge that the large majority of Indian 

Muslims were converts.   But his ideas are closely linked to those of an older European anti-

Semitism, before the advent of biological race-science.  In the eighteenth century, in both 

Germany and France, the question about the Jews was Golwalkar’s question: whether they 

would give up their distinctiveness and agree to live in a way that embraced the religion and 

lifestyle of the majority.  Jews were feared and denigrated not on grounds of blood, but on 

grounds of their determined separateness from others and their recognition of sources of spiritual 

authority different from those of the majority.   The suggestion of many proponents of the civil 

enfranchisement of Jews was that they might be given civil rights if they would assimilate.  In 

some cases this meant religious conversion, and large numbers of Jews in Germany did convert.  

In some cases, it meant only the adoption of an assimilated lifestyle; early proponents of Reform 

Judaism, while having other internal reasons for the changes they proposed (such as abandoning 

the dietary laws and the use of Hebrew in ritual) were surely also motivated by the desire to 

present themselves to other Germans as good quasi-Protestant Germans, with only a small 
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difference.  That is the general direction of Golwalkar’s vague proposal for Muslims and 

Christians in India.  He is not, then, suggesting that some new Nuremberg laws test their 

biological ancestry and penalize them for it.  Instead, he is saying that they must give up their 

distinctive culture and any big outward manifestations of religious difference, acknowledging the 

ways of the Hindu majority as their own ways, its traditions as their own traditions.  If they refuse 

to assimilate in this way, they are to be denied civil rights and to have the legal and political 

status of resident aliens. 

Members of the Hindu right with whom I have spoken uniformly follow Golwalkar.  They 

have no interest in “race science,” and no fear of a nation’s blood being weakened by 

intermarriage.  Indeed they tend to laugh at that idea.  What bothers them is what they think of as 

a dual loyalty: to the land with its Hindu traditions, and to their own religion with its culture and its 

own sources of ethical and spiritual authority.  What they have the greatest trouble conceiving or 

taking seriously is the idea of a nation whose unity is political, a unity of principle and aspiration 

rather than of land, tradition, and blood.  It is not surprising that they experience difficulty in this 

regard, since all the nations of Europe are currently experiencing similar difficulties, as new 

immigrants challenge the image of a homogeneous population.  There is no doubt that many 

Europeans, including some who seemed so tolerant only a little while before, view Muslims as a 

“fifth column” precisely because they insist on retaining their own distinctive lifestyle.  The idea 

that homogeneity of culture and religion (at least religion of origin) is a necessary condition of 

national unity is still, as it was in Golwalkar’s time, a widespread European idea.   

Among the nations of the world, perhaps only the United States, Canada, and Australia 

(apart from India and the more recent cases of South Africa, Bangladesh, and many new nations 

of the developing world) have based their nationhood on the political rather than the 

romantic/ethnic/territorial conception of national unity.  All of these nations, furthermore have 

found that conception difficult to sustain, as waves of anti-immigrant panic or separatist agitation 

 

19 55-6. 
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have again and again disrupted the political consensus.   Today in the U. S., for example, anxiety 

about Muslim immigrants – though based on fear of terrorism more than on a European idea of 

homogeneity --  once again threatens to disrupt the idea of political unity amid ethnic pluralism.   

Nehru determinedly appropriated the political model of unity for India, and it seems like the only 

model of nationhood that could have done justice to values of equal respect and reciprocity in 

that highly plural nation.   Moreover, it is an idea that has deep roots in Indian history, since 

differences, linguistic, religious, and cultural, have always been a fact of life, and symbiosis has 

long been celebrated as a source of strength.  As we have seen from the outset, however, 

Indians at the time of the independence struggles were somewhat torn between the celebration 

of diversity within political (and ethical) unity and the celebration of a more homogeneous sort of 

unity, based on the Motherland.  This is the choice at stake in the debate over the national 

anthem, and it is this debate that Golwalkar joins, taking up a position that enthusiasts for the 

Chatterjee anthem would find familiar.  What is new in Golwalkar is his use of European nation-

theory to articulate and further develop the Bande Mataram idea, and, especially, his radical 

proposal that those who maintain their differences should lose their civil rights.  

Golwalkar’s idea of nationhood, which is still, in all essentials, the idea of the Hindu right, is 

in some ways deeply shocking to pluralist American sensibilities.  We should be precise about its 

contours, however.   Golwalkar’s vision is not Hitler’s, and it is not wedded to a politics of racial 

exclusion.  It has far more in common with today’s European anti-immigration movements, and to 

the panic over Muslim difference that is sweeping over nations such as Holland, France, and 

Germany, along with the much older anti-Semitism that continues to be remarkably tenacious in 

these and other European nations.   Its modern counterparts are politicians like Austria’s Jörg 

Haider and France’s Jean-Marie Le Pen, who think of nationhood in exclusionary terms but who 

do not advocate race science.  The essential idea is that people cannot be welded together into a 

successful nation by political ideals alone.  They must share a thick set of cultural and quasi-

religious traditions (by which I mean that not everyone need believe in the religion, but it must 
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somehow be acknowledged to be the national religion).   Outsiders will be given a choice: either 

they join in, or they can’t come in.  Since India does not have the option of excluding the 

“outsiders” as potential immigrants, given that they are already there and have been there all 

along, some other way of subordinating them must be found.  

I have emphasized the European origins of Golwalkar’s ideas.  We must now be clear 

about what these origins do and do not imply.  There is nothing wrong with borrowing ideas.  

Ideas do not become “impure” and “inauthentic” because they have a foreign origin.  People can 

and do make foreign ideas their own, using them in their own ways to shape and articulate their 

aspirations.  So the fact that Golwalkar borrowed his ideas from Europe does not by itself in the 

least impugn them or show that they are inappropriate ideas for India.  If they had been good 

ideas, we could congratulate his resourcefulness, as his followers (believing his ideas to be good) 

do today.  What impugns the ideas is the fact that they are bad, inhumane ideas, based on 

inadequate ethnic and racial stereotypes and a narrow exclusionary vision of what could hold a 

nation together.  Their foreign origin, however, does tell us something very important: that we 

must not defer to those ideas on the grounds of an alleged indigenous traditional character, 

shrugging our shoulders and saying, “Well, those are just Asian values, and who are we to 

judge?” or, “See how the clash of civilizations works,” or “Look at those age-old hatreds 

manifesting themselves.”   The fact is that Golwalkar turned to Europe precisely because Indian 

traditions seemed to him too gentle, meek and mild, its images of masculinity too pliant and 

unaggressive.   What the Hindu right now portrays as age-old hatred between Hindu and Muslim 

is a modern construct.20 Even the standard RSS uniform of khaki shorts is a borrowing, from the 

uniform of the British Indian police and army. 

 

                                                      

20 See Suzanne and Lloyd Rudolph, “Modern Hate,” The New Republic, March 22, 1993, pp. 24-9. 
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III.  Nathuram Godse and Early Marginalization 

On January 30, 1948, Mahatma Gandhi was shot at point-blank range by Nathuram Godse, 

member of the Hindu Mahasabha and former member of the RSS.  Godse, who edited a 

newspaper called Hindu Rashtra (Hindu Nation) had left RSS because it seemed to him not 

political enough; the Mahasabha, a political party, was more congenial.  As was shown by a letter 

written by Godse to Savarkar in 1938 and submitted to the trial court, Godse had long had a 

close relationship with Savarkar, whom he revered.  “Since the time you were released from your 

internment at Ratnagiri,” he wrote, “a divine fire has kindled in the minds of those groups who 

profess that Hindustan is for the Hindus.”21  He speaks of using the Hindu Mahasabha (of which 

Savarkar was then President) to build a National Volunteer Army, drawing on the resources of 

the RSS, where Godse was then a leading local organizer.  Savarkar’s picture was on the 

masthead of Godse’s newspaper, and the two cooperated increasingly closely, especially after 

Godse left RSS for the Hindu Mahasabha.  Savarkar appears to have known about the existence 

of a plot to assassinate Gandhi, and some believe that he was the mastermind behind at least 

the unsuccessful attack on January 20: testimony from a witness includes the information that he 

said to the conspirators, “Be successful and return.”22  (Savarkar was ultimately acquitted of 

conspiracy because of insufficient evidence.)  Godse asserts that he planned the later, 

successful attempt on his own. 

There is no doubt, at any rate, about where Godse got his intellectual inspiration or about 

his reasons and goals.  At his sentencing on November 8, 1948, Godse read a long (book-length) 

statement of self-explanation, justifying his assassination for posterity.  Although the statement 

was not permitted publication at the time, it gradually leaked out into the public.   Translations into 

Indian languages began appearing, and in 1977 the English original was published by Godse’s 

brother Gopal under the polite title, May it Please Your Honour.  A new edition, with a long 

epilogue by Gopal, was published in 1993 under the more precise title Why I Assassinated 

                                                      

21 Quoted in Rajesh Ramachandran, “The Mastermind?” Outlook Magazine, September 6, 2004.   
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Mahatma Gandhi.23  Today the statement is also widely available on the Internet, where Godse is 

something of a hero on Hindu right websites, revered as a hero, and, on one website entirely 

devoted to his career (www.nathuramgodse.com), as “The True Patriot and the True Indian.”  

(This website also contains the text of a recent Marathi-language play glorifying Godse that has 

been banned in India.)   

Godse’s self-justification, like Savarkar’s Hindutva, sees recent events against the 

backdrop of centuries of “Muslim tyranny” in India, punctuated by the heroic resistance of Shivaji, 

the Hindu emperor who carried on a military campaign against the Moghul rulers in the 

eighteenth century, with brief success.  Like Savarkar, he describes his goal as that of creating a 

strong, proud, India that can throw off the centuries of domination.  On the contemporary scene, 

the two major thinkers who vie for the loyalty of Indians, as they chart their course for the future, 

seem to him to be Savarkar and Gandhi.  He utterly rejects Gandhi’s philosophy of non-violence 

as both utopian and unmanly.  “I could never conceive that an armed resistance to an aggression 

is unjust.”  Godse is appalled by Gandhi’s rejection of the warlike heroes of classical Hindu epics:  

‘It is my firm belief that in dubbing Rama, Krishna and Arjuna as guilty of violence, the Mahatma 

betrayed a total ignorance of the springs of human action.”  Indeed, he argues, it is Gandhi who 

is the more guilty of violence, since he exposes Indians to subordination and humiliation: “He 

was, paradoxical as it may appear, a violent pacifist who brought untold calamities on the country 

in the name of truth and non-violence, while Shivaji [and other resistance fighters] will remain 

enshrined in the hearts of their countrymen for ever for the freedom they brought to them.”   

Godse’s second major objection to Gandhi is to his “pro-Muslim policy,” which he sees in 

many aspects of Gandhi’s politics, for example his support for Urdu alongside Hindi as national 

                                                                                                                                                              

22Ibid.   
23 See Koenraad Elst, Gandhi and Godse: A Review and a Critique (Delhi: Voice of India, 2001), online 

summary under catalogue of Vedams Books from India. 

http://www.nathuramgodse.com/
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languages,24 and his willingness to placate Jinnah and the Muslim League.   Gandhi, he argues, 

has betrayed his role as father of the Indian nation and has become the father of Pakistan.   

Godse tells us that he gradually came to the conclusion that Gandhi’s (to him) disastrous 

policies could only be brought to an end by ending Gandhi’s life.  Such was Gandhi’s personal 

charisma that so long as he lived, the Congress Party would have to “be content with playing 

second fiddle to all his eccentricity, whimsicality, metaphysics and primitive vision.”   Gandhi’s 

“childish insanities and obstinacies, coupled with a most severe austerity of life, ceaseless work 

and lofty character made Gandhi formidable and irresistible.”  So, he planned in secret, he says, 

telling nobody about his plans, and fired the fatal shots. 

Toward the end of Godse’s statement appears a passage that heads the Hindu-right 

website devoted to his memory: 

If devotion to one’s country amounts to a sin, I admit I have committed that sin.  If it is 
meritorious, I humbly claim the merit thereof.  I fully and confidently believe that if there be any 
other court of justice beyond the one founded by the mortals, my act will not be taken as unjust.  If 
after the death there be no such place to reach or to go, there is nothing to be said.  I have resorted 
to the action I did purely for the benefit of the humanity.  I do say that my shots were fired at the 
person whose policy and action had brought rack and ruin and destruction to lakhs [tens of 
thousands] of Hindus. 

 
A recent book about the trial produces a statement from one of Godse’s judges, who was 

personally not at all sympathetic to the Hindu right: “The audience was visibly and audibly moved. 

There was a deep silence when he ceased speaking.  Many women were in tears and men were 

coughing and searching for their handkerchiefs…I have…no doubt that had the audience on that 

day been constituted into a jury and entrusted with the task of deciding Godse’s appeal, they 

would have brought in a verdict of ‘not guilty’ by an overwhelming majority.”25   

Nehru believed that the murder of Gandhi was part of a “fairly widespread conspiracy”26 on 

the part of the Hindu right to seize power; he saw the situation as analogous to that in Europe on 

 

24 Hindi and Urdu are not very different as languages; they are slightly different dialects at most.  The 
major difference between them is the script in which they are written: Persian script, in the case of Urdu, 
Devanagari (the Sanskrit script) in the case of Hindi.  Thus it is odd to apply the ideas of linguistic 
nationalism to this question. 

25 Elst, online summary. 
26 Letter to ministers, Feb. 5, 1948, quoted in Jaffrelot, p. 87.   
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the eve of the fascist takeovers.  And he believed that the RSS was the power behind this 

conspiracy.  In December 1947, he had already written to the provincial governors: 

We have a great deal of evidence to show that the RSS is an organization which is in the 
nature of a private army and which is definitely proceeding on the strictest Nazi lines, even following 
the technique of organization…I have some knowledge of the way the Nazi movement developed in 
Germany.  It attracted by its superficial trappings and strict discipline considerable numbers of lower 
middle class young men and women who are normally not too intelligent and for whom life appears 
to offer little to attract them.27

 
(We can see here Nehru’s unfortunate tendency to condescend to the average citizen, 

which gave a great advantage to the RSS organizes, who never made this error.)  After Gandhi’s 

murder, therefore, the RSS was banned, and some 20,000 of its leaders, including Golwalkar, 

were arrested.  (The Hindu Mahasabha, which we now know to have been much more closely 

linked to the plot against Gandhi, was not treated this way and remained legal.)  On his release 

from prison, Golwalkar tried to convince Nehru to lift the ban, arguing that the RSS was a 

valuable ally against communism.   Eventually, after prolonged negotiation, and the adoption of a 

written constitution describing its purposes, RSS did win the lifting of the ban in 1949.   

During the 1950’s, Nehru’s staunch insistence on state secularism and his watchfulness 

about the danger from the Hindu right, together with the lack of any issue favoring their rise, gave 

the organizations of the Hindu right a weak political presence.   The Hindu Mahasabha adopted 

radical positions, including the disenfranchisement of Muslims, which leaders wanted to introduce 

as a change to the Constitution itself, and the annulment of Partition, by force if necessary.28  It 

combined these positions, however, with conservative pro-landowner positions, thus suggesting 

to many that it was an elitist group out of touch with popular sentiment.  The party appeared to 

have no coherent agenda and exercised little influence.  Meanwhile, the RSS worked away, at 

some remove from politics, organizing as a mass social movement.   

In the 1960’s a new political party, the Jana Sangh, came to be closely identified with RSS.   

It adopted goals, such as a ban on cow slaughter, that had considerable traditional resonance 

 

27 Quoted in Jaffrelot, p. 87.   
28 Jaffrelot 108.   
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and that began to garner some popularity.  The RSS understood its role as that of an ongoing 

source of energy behind these political developments – in Golwalkar’s words, “the radiating 

centre of all the age-old cherished ideals of our society – just as the indescribable power which 

radiates through the sun.”29  The India-China war of 1962 gave Hindu nationalism an agenda 

against the dominant Congress Party – it had been to “soft” toward China – and the 1965 war 

between India and Pakistan helped the RSS to whip up fear and suspicion against Indian 

Muslims. 

RSS had always understood its role as that of the sun in a solar system, the center of a 

family of affiliated organizations.  By encouraging the formation of distinct entities with similar 

ideologies, it could encourage the idea that this ideology was that of the nation as a whole, or of 

Hindu people as a whole.  The most important such organization was the VHP, Vishva Hindu 

Parishad (All-Hindu Council), founded in 1964, with considerable help from trained RSS leaders.   

It is difficult to describe precisely the difference between RSS and VHP, in part because the two 

are typically so closely linked.  VHP portrays itself as a cultural organization.  It is less concerned 

with youth mobilization than RSS, although it later gave birth to a youth wing, the Bajrang Dal, a 

quite militant and often violent organization.  In official ideology, there are few differences 

between the VHP and its parent organization. That is indeed deliberate, so that the ideology, 

stemming from a plurality of sources, should increasingly come to seem ubiquitous and natural.  

In style, VHP has evolved as a more openly confrontational organization, given to mass 

organizing and not averse to violence; it is less focused on asceticism and strict discipline.   One 

of its tactics is to call on many diverse and even contradictory sources of inspiration, including (a 

highly selective use of) Gandhi, Tagore, and many others, so that it does seem to be a universal 

ideology.  “No great Hindu figure has been left out,” write the authors of Khaki Shorts, Saffron 

Flags.  “Rather than composing a distinct, defined lineage for itself, the attempt is to establish a 

complex, constantly proliferating and sprawling kinship network which stops only at the Muslim, 

                                                      

29 Bunch of Thoughts, p. 103.   
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the Christian and the ‘secular’.”30  From this point onward we may speak of the “Sangh Parivar,” 

the family of Hindu organizations (the name means “Family of Groups”) who work together, the 

RSS providing core values and direction for all. 

As long as Congress continued its triumphal string of electoral victories, however, there was 

little room for the RSS-VHP-Jana Sangh to emerge as a national political force.  In hindsight, the 

triumphal character of Congress, with its vast parliamentary majorities, helped to create a fertile 

field for the emergence of a rival, since the failure of Congress to encourage true multi-party 

democracy based on ideas and policies left a void into which the politics of religion and 

community could easily flow, once Congress made a false step and alienated significant numbers 

of voters. 

The first large step of alienation was the Emergency.   The RSS was one of the 

organizations against which Indira Gandhi exerted most pressure, imprisoning many of its 

leaders, old and young.  (Arun Jaitley, law minister under the recent BJP government, was put in 

jail as a student RSS leader.)  This gave the imprisoned leaders an aura of courageous 

resistance to autocracy, linking them with many other dissident forces that seemed, all together, 

to be defending democracy.   In the election that ended Indira Gandhi’s power, the Janata Party 

(which absorbed the RSS-affiliated Jana Sangh, though with a much broader and less 

communalist agenda) made large strides, and RSS members, including Atal Bihari Vajpayee and 

Lal Krishna Advani, became government ministers in the coalition that emerged.   When 

Congress regrouped and won the next election, however, these numbers quickly plummeted. 

In 1980, the BJP, the longtime and current political affiliate of RSS and VHP, was founded 

as heir to the Janata Party.31  Its name means “National People’s Party,” and its first party leader 

was Vajpayee.  From the beginning, there was uncertainty about how close the relationship of the 

new party to RSS should be.  Vajpayee saw that the Jana Sangh had been marginalized by its 

very evident RSS connection; he insisted on a broader base, welcoming Janata party leaders 

 

30 P. 59.   
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who had no connection to Hindu nationalism.   The party put forward a Gandhian agenda of 

decentralization and “integral humanism,” focused on economic issues such as inflation and 

corruption, and paid lip service, at least, to pluralism with statements such as: “Unity in diversity 

has been the hallmark of Indian culture, which is a unique, multi-hued synthesis of the cultural 

contributions made over the centuries by different peoples and religions.”32  At first the new party 

fared dismally, winning only 2 seats in the 1984 election.  Meanwhile, however, RSS organizing 

continued to flourish: from 8500 shakhas in 1975, the number had risen to 20,000 in 1982.   

 

IV.  The Rule of Rama: Ramayana, Ayodhya 

The god-hero Rama had always been important in RSS iconography.    Hedgewar 

deliberately inaugurated the organization on the day when Rama is supposed to have defeated 

his enemy Ravana in the epic conflict between good and evil.   Especially with the rise to 

popularity of the media-savvy VHP, images of Rama began to function as symbols of the whole 

family of organizations, and the image of an ideal time when Rama’s rule in the world is restored 

(Ram rajya) soon became a handy emblem for the BJP.   One 1991 election slogan, for example, 

was “Let’s go toward Ram Rajya, Let’s move with the BJP.”33  Ram appears in the symbolism of 

the organization family under a variety of aspects: as a pure baby, as an angry warrior, fighting in 

a hostile universe, as a king, presiding over an ideal era of prosperity and morality.   

In the process of appropriating Rama as party/organization symbol, the organizations 

transformed the traditional iconography of Rama in various ways.  First, they turned him into the 

central god in the entirety of the Hindu religion for the entire nation.  This had not been the case 

formerly; Rama was little known in the South, and in some regions he was not even an admired 

figure.  In the process, RSS and the other groups were in effect making Hinduism more 

monotheistic – “semiticizing it,” as this development is sometimes described.   There were good 

                                                                                                                                                              

31 Basu 53, Jaffrelot 315.   
32 Quoted in Jaffrelot, 317.   
33 Basu, et al., 61.   
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reasons for a movement bent on national unity to try to rein in the chaotic and colorful many-

sidedness of traditional Hinduism, in which, as in ancient Greek religion, worship is highly 

polymorphous, local, and syncretistic.  Just as the British had to invent a fiction of Hindu law to 

codify civil law for all Hindus in a uniform way, so too the organization-family had to invent a 

fictional Hinduism, very different from its roots.  Movement in this direction was appealing in 

another way as well.  Under the raj, Hindu polytheism had been scornfully and disparagingly 

treated.  The British hated the diversity and sensuality of traditional Hinduism, the prominence of 

animal gods, the lack of Christian sobriety in the religion as a whole.  Islam seemed much more 

recognizable and more respectable.   Its relative sexual Puritanism, its monotheism, and its 

uniformity all made it look like a serious religion, whereas Hinduism seemed both childish and 

scandalous.  One can see this contrast even in such a sympathetic portrayal of India as E. M. 

Forster’s A Passage to India.  So the shame of a subjugated population could easily be 

expressed by repudiating more traditional versions of Hinduism and embracing those that the 

Western world would appear to favor. 

The second change that the RSS and its affiliates had to make was a change in the 

moral/physical representation of Rama.34  In traditional depictions Ram, although the lord of the 

universe, is not especially warlike; he has a bow, but is not shown using it; his loyal monkey 

companion Hanuman provides him with the force he needs.  In the late 1980’s, however, the 

figure of Ram was represented differently in political posters, often connected to the Ayodhya 

temple issue.  As Anuradha Kapur points out: 

This Ram, the adult male, resembles the figure from a Hollywood ‘epic’.  And thus Ram 
becomes a warrior, not easily distinguished from other warriors: Ben Hur, El Cid, or to take Indian 
examples, an Arjun or a Bhima.  Like them he fights for possession, control, status…The sort of 
musculature, strength, and sportive manliness that have been the usual attributes of Hanuman 
have now been transferred to this Ram.35

 

                                                      

34 See Jaffrelot, 390 ff., referring to Anuradha Kapur, “Deity to crusader: the changing iconography of 
Ram,” in P. K. Datta, ed., Hindus and others: the question of identity in India today (Delhi: Viking, 1993).   

35 Ibid., quoted in Jaffrelot p. 391. 
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In effect, Ram becomes the god of the angry Hindu: angry at Pakistan, at the Muslim threat 

internally, above all at centuries of subordination and humiliation.   

Finally, a gradual change came about in how Rama’s enemy is understood.  In the 

traditional epic, Ravana is a mythical representative of evil.   The new iconography of the Hindu 

right, particularly in connection with the campaign to rebuild Ram’s temple at Ayodhya, 

increasingly links Rama’s opposition with the Moghul empire and Muslim rule.  By portraying the 

presence of the mosque at Ayodhya, itself a relic of Muslim rule, as the chief obstacle to the 

restoration of Rama rajya, the organization-family has made Muslims a permanent subtext in all 

references to Rama.  As Basu and his co-authors remark, “The new historical myths have 

achieved this vital substitution of associative feeling so silently and effectively that in the icons 

and festivals, the Muslim need not be introduced at all….Ram’s face and his life story are enough 

to release a chain of associations that has detached itself fromall known epic narratives and 

brought in the invented medieval history of India.”36

The effort to position Rama in the center of Hindus’ consciousness got a tremendous boost 

from a famous televised serial of the Ramayana, broadcast in 1987-8 in seventy-eight weekly 

episodes.  The serials were so popular that daily life virtually came to a stop during the 

broadcasts, which apparently reached approximately ninety percent of homes with TV sets.  

Many viewers treated the broadcasts as a religious event, performing devotions in front of the TV 

set.37  In this way, writes Arvind Rajagopal in his excellent book on the phenomenon, “The 

Ramayan serial was able to create a collectively observed weekly ritual, one that was 

extraordinary to witness.”38  He notes that a film director, seeking space to shoot a scene in 

Banares on the banks of the Ganges, a spot usually crowded with pilgrims, priests, and bathers, 

was told to choose the hour of the Ramayana broadcast, and sure enough, the place was empty 

then.   

                                                      

36 Basu, 63.   
37 Jaffrelot, 389.    
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There are many versions of the Ramayana in many Indian languages.  Often they contain 

different versions of events and some contradict one another.  The TV network chose just one 

version to follow, and suggested that this version was universal, thus standardizing the sense of 

what the epic stood for in the public mind.39   As Lloyd Rudolph has written, the broadcast (and 

the subsequent broadcast of the Mahabharata) played a “leading role in creating a national Hindu 

identity, a form of group consciousness that had not hitherto existed.”40

In addition to suggesting that Hindus share a single set of beliefs and tradition, centering 

around Rama as the most important god, the serial emphasized other values that closely 

paralleled those stressed in RSS shakhas: loyalty, self-sacrifice, discipline, unity against the 

aggressor, the importance of sexual purity.   Most important, much was made of Rama’s birth at 

Ayodhya, as a key religious event.  The production thus fueled the growing concern with the Ram 

birthplace, or Ram Janmabhoomi, an issue to which we must now turn. 

Ram is said in ancient texts to have been born at a place called Ayodhya.  It is most unclear 

whether this is at all the same place as the modern town of Ayodhya in Uttar Pradesh in Northern 

India.41  But many Hindus believe that it is the same place, and that, from ancient times, a Hindu 

temple commemorating the birth of Rama stood on the sacred location of his birth.  A mosque 

established by the Moghul ruler Babur, called the Babri Masjid, stand on top of the spot where 

the Hindu temple is supposed to have existed.   It is alleged that in 1528 Babur destroyed the 

temple and built the mosque.  There is clearly something underneath the mosque, as we know 

from excavations after the mosque’s destruction.  Indeed, there appear to be pillar bases from a 

number of different dates, suggesting a plurality of different previous structures.  An 

archaeological report commissioned and closely managed by the BJP when they were in power 

                                                                                                                                                              

38 Arvind Rajagopal, Politics After Television: Hindu Nationalism and the Reshaping of the Public in 
India (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 93. 

39 Romila Thapar, “The Ramayana syndrome,” Seminar 353, January 1989, p. 74, discussed in 
Jaffrelot p. 389.   

40 L. I. Rudolph, “The Media and Cultural Politics,” in S. K. Mitra and J. Chiriyankandath, eds., Electoral 
Politics in India (New Delhi: Segment Books, 1992), p. 92, discussed in Jaffrelot, 389-90. 
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maintained that the remains are a Hindu temple, although the evidence they put forward seemed 

very unconvincing, and they never permitted neutral archaeologists to examine the site.   

A conflict concerning the site had already erupted in the 1850’s, when Hindu ascetics 

attacked the mosque.  A compromise was found, according to which Hindus might offer prayer on 

a platform outside the mosque.  Hindu priests began to make pilgrimages to the site; in 1883, a 

pandit demanded the building of a temple adjacent to the mosque, a demand refused by British 

authorities. 

The issue was dormant for many years.  Then in 1949 some Hindus42 broke into the mosque 

and placed idols of baby Ram (Ram Lalla) there – which Hindus regarded as a miracle and 

Muslims as a desecration.43  There were indicatons that the Hindu Mahasabha was involved in 

the event.   Nehru asked for a return to the status quo ante, and the governer of Uttar Pradesh 

ordered the District Magistrate to remove the idols.   He resigned and was removed from his post.  

Nehru remained firm, however, and even arrested several leading members of the Hindu right in 

the region.  Eventually the idols were removed and the whole situation calmed down.   

In 1984 the Hindu right revived the forgotten issue, publicly demanding the “liberation” of the 

site at Ayodhya.  At this same time, the VHP founded a militant youth wing known as the Bajrang 

Dal (“bajrang” means “strong”), associated with the monkey-god Hanuman, whose friendliness 

and loyalty were downplayed and whose aggressive properties were emphasized.  This 

organization grew especially rapidly in Uttar Pradesh, where it apparently recruited 100,000 

members.  These young men were not give the careful RSS training of the shakhas; they were 

mainly encouraged to be “bold.”  In July 1984, a religious procession of diverse sects, marching 

from Bihar to Ayodhya demanded the “liberation” of the temple and presented a petition to that 

effect to the state government.   

                                                                                                                                                              

41 See K. N. Pannikara, “A historical overview,” in S. Gopal, ed., Anatomy of a confrontaton: The Babri 
Masjid-Ramjanmabhumi issue (New Delhi: Viking, 1991, 24 ff., discussed in Jaffrelot p. 92.   

42 See Jaffrelot 92: one member of the group described his role in a documentary film, but refused to 
name the names of other participants.   

43 Jaffrelot, 92-3.   
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The assassination of Indira Gandhi changed the political picture in several ways.  First, it 

gave the nation a leader, Rajiv Gandhi, whom the Hindu right perceived as weaker than his 

mother and more ready to make concessions to them.  Instead of staunch secularism Rajiv 

Gandhi (who, after all, had shamefully failed to intervene immediately to stop the anti-Sikh riots in 

Delhi) practiced a politics of what we might call “soft communalism,” making deals with religious 

groups when it seemed convenient.  One notable example was his deal-making with Muslims 

over the Shah Bano case (see chapter 4), which angered many Hindus, who saw the government 

as giving unequal favor to minorities.  The BJP exploited this issue, campaigning in favor of 

“nondiscrimination.”  The increase in affirmative action after the Mandal report gave even more 

credence to the idea that the government was giving favoritism to minorities.  Second, at this time 

there was an upsurge in proselytization and conversion, both to Islam and to Christianity; this 

caused acute anxiety to Hindus in many regions.  Third, the state-planned economy was clearly 

doing badly, and eventually Rajiv himself began the process of reform.  He remained vulnerable, 

however, on the economic front.  In this changed atmosphere, the Hindu right began to exploit 

the issue of Ayodhya for political gain.   During the 1989 election campaign, the BJP played 

heavily on the theme of Ram, achieving increasing success.  From only 2 parliamentary seats in 

1984, the BJP shot up to 85 seats in 1989 (with 11.4 percent of the total vote), and became one 

partner in a weak and shortlived multiparty governing coalition; in 1991, its share rose to 119 

seats (with 20.1 percent of the vote).44  Although Congress reestablished its majority in 1991, 

thanks in part to sympathy after the assassination of Rajiv Gandhi (in between the two dates 

scheduled for voting), the BJP was clearly on the way to national power.   It was the nation’s 

second largest party, and it had control of state government in the crucial state of Uttar Pradesh. 

During the 1991 election campaign, the BJP’s second in command and Hindu-right hard 

liner, Lal Krishna Advani mounted a famous campaign tour focused on the issue of Ayodhya.  In 

a symbolic and highly emotional journey known as the rath yatra, Advani traveled some 10,000 

                                                      

44 See Jaffrelot, p. 554.  
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km, in a “vehicle designed to represent an epic chariot and decorated with the electoral symbols 

of the BJP (a lotus) and the Hindu Om… He was accompanied by activists clad in saffron or 

dressed to resemble the monkey’s head of Hanuman, and loud-speakers were used to relay his 

speeches and militant religious songs.”45  Advani kept insisting that he was not a religious figure 

and that the Rath Yatra was not a religious crusade.  “Don’t be under the misconception that I 

have become religious,” he said in a speech in Delhi.  “I am a politician.  Nowadays people tend 

to misunderstand me.”  And again, “This [rath yatra] is a crusade against pseudosecularism and 

minotiryism which I regard as a political issue.”46  People certainly treated him as a religious 

figure, however, offering him jars of their own blood and performing religious dances before him.47  

And they were encouraged to do so: BJP campaign videos showed Advani posing with a discus 

like Krishna, and with bow and arrow like Ram; he and another minister were photographed 

conducting a sacred ceremony.  In rural areas Advani tended to stress the devotional nature of 

his campaign; in parliament and in urban discussions, the political themes.   The Congress party, 

rather than repudiating the politics of Hindu supremacy, rode the wave of religious feeling, simply 

offering a softer version of the Hindu-first message.  Where Advani traveled, violence tended to 

erupt.  Laloo Prasad Yada, Chief Minister of Bihar,  arrested him in October 1990 for fomenting 

violence in his state.    In late 1990, anti-Muslim riots broke out in several states, including 

Gujarat, where about 100 deaths were recorded.48   

On October 30, a mass pilgrimage to Ayodhya organized by the VHP succeeded in forcing 

open the gate of the mosque; a saffron flag was placed on one of the mosque’s domes.  Police 

used tear gas and clubs, and several people were killed.  The VHP claimed that 59 victims were 

identified, while official date support a figure of between six and fifteen.  The feeling of Hindu 

vulnerability was greatly magnified by these deaths and the VHP propaganda about them: now 

Hindus began to believe that they could no longer ally themselves with the rule of law. 

                                                      

45 Jaffrelot, 416. 
46 Both quoted in Rajagopal, p. 224. 
47 Jaffrelot, 416-7. 
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After the elections of May-June 1991, ensconced as the nation’s major opposition party, the 

BJP faced a dilemma.  In its bid for national power, it might be wise to focus more on economic 

than on religious-communal issues, which were not equally resonant in all areas of the country.  

(So far, the BJP had made few inroads in the South and East.)  Nor did the party want to be 

identified with disorder and rioting.  On the other hand, the movement behind the party, to which it 

owed its entire existence and continued life, strongly demanded such a focus, pressing the 

Ayodhya issue in particular.  It is this conflict to which Arun Shourie alludes in his 1992 RSS 

Founders Day speech (see chapter 2), when he says that the BJP has attempted to “cut the 

umbilical cord” that ties it to the RSS, but that the RSS should demand the loyalty its efforts have 

earned, and seize control, once again, of the BJP agenda.  The VHP too kept the pressure on, 

organizing Ram processions in many regions.   At a joint RSS-VHP rally on October 29, 1991, 

some speakers speakers threatened that “if the BJP dragged its feet over the construction of the 

temple, its government in the state would be pulled down.”49  On October 31, young activisits 

climbed onto the domes of the mosque, hosting a saffron flag and damaging the building’s outer 

wall.   By July 1992, RSS cadres were building a concrete platform on the site, defying an order 

by the Supreme Court that “no permanent structure” would be erected.    

Late in November, the Supreme Court issued another order that the government of Uttar 

Pradesh should provide assurances that the demonstrations would not continue.  Nonetheless, 

pilgrims continued to flock to the site.  By December 5, around 100,000 people were there.  

Leaders of the BJP, somewhat taken by surprise, asked the RSS and its affiliated organizations 

to stop pilgrims from coming.   While a compromise was sought (for example, giving the VHP title 

to a small plot of land adjacent to the temple), the party (prompted, perhaps, by the RSS 

Founders Day rally that chastised it for inattention to its “base”) send L. K. Advani and Hindu-right 

 

48 Jaffrelot, p. 420. 
49 A. Nandy, et al.,, Creating a nationality: Ramjanmabhumi movement and the fear of the self (Delhi: 

Oxford Unviersity Press, 1995), quoted in Jaffrelot, p. 452.   
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hard-liner M. M. Joshi to Uttar Pradesh.  Their speeches encouraged the pilgrims and expressed 

determination to have a temple built on the disputed site.   

On December 6, 1992, as people gathered to listen to speeches, some pilgrims breached 

the cordon and entered the disputed area.  They began stoning the mosque and the police who 

guarded it.50  They climbed up on the mosque and began to pull down the domes, using iron rods.   

The forces of law and order failed to intervene; most left the scene.  By late afternoon, all three 

domes of the mosque had been pulled down.   

There is still no agreement about the extent to which the demolition was planned.   Advani is 

said to have shown signs of surprise and distress; he resigned his post as leader of the 

opposition.51  Vajpayee, who was not present, stated that the demolition was the “worst 

miscalculation” ever made by his party.52  The Government, meanwhile, under Prime Minister 

Narasimha Rao, vacillated, failing to take strong action against the Hindu nationalist perpetrators.  

Seeing that the demolition was not receiving strong criticism, leading members of the BJP denied 

that there was a salient distinction between “moderates” and “hardliners” in the party, and 

Vajpayee  delivered a speech saying that the Babri Masjid “was a symbol of shame and has been 

erased.”53   

If in some respects the demolition helped the BJP by showing that it was capable of 

removing a powerful symbol of humiliation, in another way it deprived it of a focus for future 

planning.  As Jaffrelot says, “it was easier to mobilize Hindus against the Babri Masjid than for 

anything else.  The events also showed that the undisciplined forces of the VHP and Bajrang Dal 

played a large role in the political mix: the BJP was revealed as relying on activists whom it could 

not control.  A subsequent series of riots, most instigated by such young Hindu activists in 

various cities, caused further difficulty for the BJP, which wanted to be regarded as a party of law 

and order.  The party therefore moved gradually toward a broad-based approach, focusing not 

                                                      

50 See description in Jaffrelot, 455, on which mine is based.   
51 Jaffrelot, 456.   
52 Jaffrelot, 457.   
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only on ethnic-religious issues but also on a range of economic and efficiency issues.  In this 

effort the allegedly moderate leader Vajpayee took an increasingly central role.  These shifts 

seem more strategic than ideological, and the idea that there really is a split in the party over 

religious mobilization should be regarded with skepticism.  As Jaffrelot says, there clearly is a 

division of labor, different politicians speaking in ways that appeal to different groups.  A division 

of labor is not, however, the same thing as a true division of policy.54  

 

V.  In and Out of Government 

In 1996, the BJP won 161 seats, most of any single party; it formed a coalition government 

with Atal Bihari Vajpayee as Prime Minister.  The government fell to a no-confidence vote in 

1998, and new elections were held in both 1998 and 1999.   In both cases, the BJP was again 

able to form a government with Vajpayee the Prime Minister, forming an ongoing coalition, called 

the NDA or National Democratic Alliance, with a group of regional and caste-based parties.   The 

BJP had 194 seats in 1998 and 182 in 1999, while Congress slipped from 141 in 1998 to 112 in 

1999.    1999, in particular, saw a trend toward increasing power held by the regional and caste-

based parties, most of which increased their share of the Lok Sabha between the 1998 and 1999 

elections.   

In government, the BJP attempted to establish itself as more than a single-issue party, 

particularly by portraying itself as the party of economic reform and globalization, of efficiency and 

an end to corruption, and of nuclear muscle combined with stabilization of the relationship with 

Pakistan.   

On the foreign policy side, the BJP more or less delivered what it had promised: India’s 

nuclear program, matching that of Pakistan, was extremely popular, restoring a sense of national 

security and pride.   In 2002, the scientist who had been the architect of this program, Muslim 

Abdul Kalam, became President, a canny step to woo the right while reassuring Muslim voters.   

 

53 Cited in Jaffrelot, 475.   
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Although voices could be found on the left to criticize the entire nuclear arms race,55 no major 

political party denounced it, and the BJP had clearly scored a public relations coup.   Meanwhile, 

the spectacle of leading politicians visiting Pakistan, while opposed by some, was deeply 

reassuring to many voters.  The gradual reopening of the border (punctuated by several crises) 

led to a normalization of relations unprecedented in recent history.  In January 2004, during the 

election campaign, the first major cricket test match between the two countries, which took place 

in Pakistan, had leading politicians from both parties in attendance.  (Arun Jaitley, then law 

minister, told me through his staff that he would be unavailable for an appointment because of his 

plan to go watch the cricket in Pakistan; on the Congress side, Priyanka, daughter of Sonia and 

Rajiv Gandhi, was highly visible.)  

One of the features of the political climate that I found most interesting was the uninhibited 

and quite unified nationalism of the Indian cricket audience.  My own instinct in sports is always 

to root for the social (not athletic) underdogs, and so I was rather inclined to cheer for Pakistan.  

My Indian friends, to a person, however disgusted they were with the government and however 

alienated over Gujarat, let me know in no uncertain terms that these sentiments were 

unwelcome; rather than experience the lot of a White Sox fan at Wrigley Field, I shifted sides 

rapidly.  Such reactions showed what the post-2004 election has further borne out, that there still 

existed a united nation, beneath the fractures of ethnoreligious politics, a nation united by 

emotion as well as by principle, in ways that transcend the narrow and exclusionary reference to 

a Hindu identity.   

If the BJP had a relatively successful record in foreign policy, in domestic matters the 

Alliance did not fare as well.  The party did continue the economic reforms begun under Rajiv 

Gandhi’s government, but its preference for foreign investment in urban areas increasingly 

distressed rural voters, who saw their own situation as stagnant or even worsening, with the flight 

 

54 Jaffrelot, p. 475.   
55 See the effective book by Praful Bidwai and Achin Vanaik, New Nukes: India, Pakistan and Global 

Nuclear Disarmament (New York: Olive Branch Press, 2000), with an Introduction by Arundhati Roy.     
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of employment to the cities.  Particular cronies of the BJP, such as coalition partner Chandrababu 

Naidu of the regional TDP party in Andhra Pradesh, seemed particularly bent on policies that 

feed economic growth without doing anything about infrastructure or rural poverty.  On corruption, 

the record was also poor.  An enterprising on-line muck-raking organization called Telekha.com 

managed to catch, and film, leading party members, including Defense Minister George 

Fernandes, accepting bribes;  the spectacle of this widespread venality (in which one of the most 

shocking aspects was the small amount of money for which BJP officials unhesitatingly sold 

themselves) disgusted many voters who had looked to the party for a change in the corrupt 

practices associated with the Congress Party.   

In religious matters, the BJP attempted to distance itself from religious violence, while 

remaining close to its “base.”  This policy proved difficult to sustain, and, in the case of Gujarat, 

impossible, as the “base” demanded support for Narendra Modi and his lawless activities.  At the 

same time, the issue with which the BJP had been accustomed to sanitize its own Hindu-unity 

programs, namely that of “minoritarianism,” or unfair concessions given to minority groups, also 

proved hard to sustain convincingly, since the NDA coalition needed to rely on regional partners 

who themselves demanded favors. 

Thus, when the party chose the slogan “India Shining” for the campaign of 2004, its boasts 

rang hollow.  Some of the most surprising results concerned partners who had aggressively 

championed economic globalization: Chandrababu Naidu lost control of Andhra Pradesh.  The 

South and East also repudiated the BJP’s aggressive attempts to gain a stronghold.   The issue 

of religious identity, though perhaps not the leading electoral issue, did, however, play a 

significant role.  For the first time since the 1970’s, the Congress Party campaigned on an 

unambiguous program of separation of religion and state and respect for minorities.  Sonia 

Gandhi, herself firmly committed to the repudiation of Hindu nationalism, rejected the “soft 

Hindutva” of her late husband and some of his successors, and stressed in speech after speech 

that Congress would preserve the secular identity of the state.   Her own minority identity, as a 
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Christian, combined with the strident attacks on her foreign birth by the right, dramatized the 

issue of religious equality vividly.   Gujarat was a significant campaign issue, at least in some 

places; the BJP took big losses in Gujarat itself.  The eventual choice of Manmohun Singh, 

India’s first minority Prime Minister, to head the new government, underlined the statement that 

Congress had been consistently making.  

    

VI. Branches: Strong, Yet Vulnerable 

The RSS and its allied organizations represent a staggering organizational success.  In a 

country of over a billion inhabitants, with its enormous regional and cultural diversity, they have 

managed to organize at a grassroots level virtually everywhere,  certainly everywhere in the 

North and West, capturing the hearts of millions and turning them to their cherished causes.  The 

capacity of RSS leaders for selfless discipline and a relatively ascetic lifestyle, in a nation where 

corruption is rampant, is surely one of the traits that has led to its success.  Another is its 

members’ sincere values of character-building, spirituality, unselfishness, and loyalty, in a context 

in which the left and center offer no alternative programs at the grassroots level to teach similar 

virtues.  The advance of the global market and of its associated values of self-interest and 

adaptability, while it puts pressure on the (ostensibly) traditional and backward-looking cultural 

values of RSS, also in many ways strengthens its hand, since it can increasingly be seen (both in 

India and in the US) as a bastion of morality and tradition against the encroachments of a 

rootless amoral globalism.  (Here we see one of the deepest tensions in the political program of 

the RSS-affiliated BJP: for they have strongly aligned themselves with the globalization program.)  

Finally, RSS profits greatly from the unimaginative and routinized quality of state-run education: 

for there is a hunger in little boys for an education that is imaginative and fun, and RSS cannily 

supplies this need.   

Above all, however, mobilization thrives on fear and shame.   Despite being a majority of 

more than 80 percent in a thriving democracy,  Hindus in India clearly feel a great deal of 
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insecurity about the place in the nation and the world.  Muslim aggression is feared despite 

Muslims’ small numbers and general poverty, because Muslims are seen (with help from RSS 

training) as a powerful aggressive force that dominated India for centuries and that seeks to do 

so again.  Indian Hindus still identify with their long-ago situation of subordination and humiliation 

at the hands of Muslims; they love the plucky rebel Shivaji, who stood up to the dominating 

Muslim hordes, and their identification with the underdog, mysterious as it is in terms of 

contemporary political reality, has deep force.   (I found that as a Jew I was expected to 

sympathize with the situation of Hindus: Devendra Swarup suggested to me that the situation of 

Hindus in India is parallel to that of Jews in Europe, a claim that, bizarre though it is, expresses a 

deep emotional reality.)   Christophe Jaffrelot has written that the relationship of the Hindu right to 

Muslims is one both of stigmatization and of emulation: while portraying Muslims as bad because 

they are aggressive and dominating, and their religion is one of war rather than of peace and 

purity, the RSS seeks to instill in its members just those denigrated traits.56  This is true, but it 

omits the underlying experience of humiliation that is, I think, the starting point for both the 

stigmatization and the emulation.   The greatest strength of the RSS lies in its canny power to 

exploit insecurities that all human beings feel, but that many feel far more keenly in a rapidly 

changing world, after a long experience of domination. 

The organization also has points of vulnerability.  In a diverse fast-moving culture and an 

increasingly interactive and cross-cultural world, any organization built on backward-looking 

traditional values is going to have a struggle retaining the young men it has initially attracted.   

Lalit Vachani’s sequel to The Boy in a Branch, the 2004 film Men in a Tree, shows some of the 

routes out of the organization.  Historian Purushottam Agarwal, professor at Jawaharlal Nehru 

University, Delhi, tells us that he simply didn’t want to stay with the organization any longer.  

Somehow he developed a critical habit of mind, thought for himself, and decided the organization 

was not for him.  Now he is among its strongest critics.  As for Kali, the hero of the first film, the 

                                                      

56 Jaffrelot, passim.   
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little boy with the large dark eyes, he got a job in an appliance store and found a nice girlfriend.  A 

most attractive young man, he tells the filmmaker that he just lost interest in the organization.  He 

prefers to spend time with his girlfriend; we see him happily riding a motorcycle.  As for the 

instructors, Sripad, unattractive and apparently less than fully happy in life, is still a zealous 

organization member.   But the charismatic and highly intelligent Lalit has found a Christian 

girlfriend and left the group; he declined to be interviewed for the sequel.   Life makes it hard for 

young men to insulate themselves from difference and its attractions.  

More generally, any organization based on homogeneity and submissiveness has an uphill 

battle in India, a most diverse, pleasingly chaotic, and antinomian nation.  In a nation where 

people don’t care about even the most sensible and non-arbitrary traffic rules, but happily cross 

the median strip dividing one direction from another if they see an opportunity to pass someone, 

fascism and its cult of obedience have a difficult road to travel.   (Those who have never been to 

India can think of New York, taken to a pleasing extreme both of diversity and of chaos.)  These 

traditions of laisser-faire antinomianism are closely linked to the pluralism and openness of 

traditional polytheistic Hinduism, which allows different believers to focus on different preferred 

gods and offers tremendous color and heterogeneity in myth and ritual.   Again and again, people 

I talk to in Indua tell me that the agenda of RSS and its allied organizations cannot ultimately 

succeed, because it goes against “what India is,” or “our national spirit,” and I believe that at 

some deep level this is correct.  Indeed, it was precisely because native Indian habits and ways 

were so lacking in images of homogeneity and obedience that Savarkar and Golwalkar found the 

need to import them from Germany.  No doubt peer pressure and deference to authority are 

pitfalls for human beings wherever they are; but culture can play a crucial role in determining the 

extent to which these psychological forces prevail. 

At the level of national politics, yet further fissures open up.  One obvious area of conflict is 

the economy.   The traditions of RSS and its allied organizations favor protectionism and a focus 

on self-sufficiency.  But the BJP rose to power in part on an agenda of foreign investment and 
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globalization.  There are intense disputes within the party over these questions.  Moreover, the 

foreign-investment agenda is in serious tension with the communal elements of the BJP’s 

program, since investors are both anxious and disapproving about the climate of religious tension 

that RSS and its allied organizations encourage; furthermore, opening up more to the world 

inevitably means admitting people and ideas who challenge RSS traditions and provide different 

kinds of models for India’s young people.   Kali, selling radios and riding a motorcycle, is one 

example of the lures of cultural hybridity. 

More generally, the BJP must constantly play a double rhetorical game: speaking 

moderately to appeal to the center and win votes, but sending a message of intense commitment 

to Hindutva values to its “base.”  (Much the same problem besets the Republican Party in the U. 

S. today.)  Most people believe that RSS is really calling the tune all the while, behind the scenes, 

and that this “base” basically sets the BJP’s policy agenda.  But concerning particular individuals 

there is genuine doubt.  Where do their hearts really lie?  Is Atal Bihari Vajpayee a genuine 

moderate who, as Arun Shourie maintains, has quietly moderated the party’s agenda and 

marginalized its more extreme elements?  Or is he a consummate hypocrite, speaking in one 

language for the public, but sending unmistakable messages of loyalty to the “base”?  I have 

heard both views seriously defended by people at both ends of the political spectrum.   

In the end, what is in a given individual politician’s mind or heart, while of great importance 

from the point of view of psychological and ethical assessment, matters far less for the 

assessment of a political party and its program.  Here it is policy and action that count.  The 

career of the BJP might go the way of the history of U. S. Southern racism: a period in which 

people dissemble, saying non-racist things that they don’t mean, succeeded by a period in which 

a younger generation rises to power that no longer holds racist views.  In this part of U. S. history, 

the question of when a given individual stops being a racist, interesting though it is for 

psychologists and biographers to debate, is not nearly as important politically as when they stop 

making appeals to racism in setting policy agendas.  One could imagine public pressure within 
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India, combined with pressures from international investors and the community of nations, 

leading the BJP to an era much like that of the “new South,” a future in which Arun Shourie’s 

account would really ring true: the same words are there, words such as “Hindutva” and “RSS,” 

but the meaning attached to them would have become different.    

This has not yet happened, however, and it is less likely to happen now, with the BJP in 

opposition, than it would have been had the BJP retained its position in a dominant coalition, 

where it was constantly being put under pressure by its coalition partners.  In opposition, the 

Party has returned to a hard line on Hindutva and to its RSS roots.  Figures such as former Law 

Minister Arun Jaitley, a longtime RSS man, have assumed center stage and the moderate or 

pseudo-moderate Vajpayee, aging, is on the way out.   

One sign of the struggle to come is the controversy over L. K. Advani’s visit to Pakistan in 

May-June 2005.  On May 31, Advani laid a wreath on the grave of Mohammed Ali Jinnah in 

Karachi, and made a speech in which he called Jinnah a “secularist and a great man who was in 

his early years an ambassador of Hindu-Muslim unity.”  He also said that the destruction of the 

mosque at Ayodhya was the “saddest” day in his life.   He added that his own public image was 

at odds with reality.  Here we see the “new South” face of the BJP, with (former?) hard-liner 

Advani, somewhat improbably, playing the role that the increasingly marginal Vajpayee had 

previously assumed. 

The uproar from his own party and its allied organizations was, however, intense and 

immediate.  The VHP called for his resignation.  Hindu-right websites were blunter.  A 

representative remark:  “This is excellent.  The great Advani sucking Jinnah’s cock!!  Magnificent. 

Utterly magnificent.  A true son of India.  Clap clap.”57  At the same time, of course, Advani 

received scornful criticism from his political opponents, who viewed his speech as the ultimate in 

hypocrisy.  Jyoti Basu, longtime Chief Minister of West Bengal and one of the nation’s most 

respected leftist politicians, mocked the pretense of centrism, saying “What he says is of no 

 

57 From echarcha.com, a poster named Vakil Sahib.   
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value.  These people have no morality.  They say different things at different places and divide 

people on the basis of religion…He was there when Babri Masjid was demolished.  He was one 

of them.  I met him so many times and persuaded him not to undertake the rath yatra [the 

nationwide campaign to drum up support for the demolition of the mosque].  He didn’t listen.”58  

Advani resigned his post of BJP party chair on June 7, stating that he believed that cooperation 

with Pakistan is the only way forward.  On June 10, he resumed his post, with an uncertain 

future.  During his brief resignation, polls showed that party sympathizers favored hard-liners 

Arun Jaitley and Sushma Swaraj as replacements.    The time when the BJP will take the course 

of the “new South” is not yet at hand. 

 

  

 

 

 

                                                      

58 Indo-Asian News Service, Kolkata, June 5.  Basu is the leader of the CPM, the Communist Party 
Marxist; his hegemony has, however, been characterized by staunch support for democratic freedoms and a 
conciliatory attitude toward business.   
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Chapter 6.  Fantasies of Purity and Domination 
 
 
When he quickens all things 
To create bliss in the world, 
His soft black sinuous lotus limbs 
Begin the festival of love 
And beautiful cowherd girls wildly 
Wind him in their bodies. 
Friend, in spring young Hari plays 
Like erotic mood incarnate.   
 
   Jayadeva, Gitagovinda1

 
Narendra Modi, you have fucked the mother of [Muslims] 
The volcano which was inactive for years has erupted 
It has burnt the arse of [Muslims] and made them dance nude 
We have untied the penises which were tied till now 
Without castor oil in the arse we have made them cry… 
Wake up Hindus, there are still [Muslims] alive around you 
Learn from Panvad village where their mother was fucked 
She was fucked standing while she kept shouting 
She enjoyed the uncircumcised penis 
With a Hindu government the Hindus have the power to annihilate [Muslims] 
Kick them in the arse to drive them out of not only villages and 
Cities but also the country.  

(The word rendered "Muslims" (miyas) is a word meaning "mister" that is standardly used 
to refer to Muslims.) 
 
  Pamphlet distributed in Gujarat during the riots  

 
 

 
I. Annihilating the Female 

One of the most horrific aspects of the Gujarat massacre was the prevalence of rape and 

sexual torture.  The typical tactic was first to rape or gang-rape the woman, then to torture her 

(for example by inserting large metal objects into her genitals), and then to set her on fire and kill 

her.  Although the fact that most of the dead were incinerated and/or burned with lye makes a 

precise sex count of the bodies impossible, one mass grave that was discovered contained more 

than half female bodies. Many victims of rape and torture are also among the survivors who have 

testified, and women’s organizations were among the first to go to take down evidence after the 

slaughter.   

Women are often raped in wartime, and many women were raped during Partition.  

Nonetheless, witnesses insist that what happened in Gujarat was different -- more sadistic, more 

grotesque, in ways that call out for explanation.  Historian Tanika Sarkar, who played a leading 

                                                 
1 Translation by Barbara Stoller Miller of the great twelfth-century erotic poem of Krishna’s longing for Radha: 
Love Song of the Dark Lord: Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda, ed. and trans. Barbara S. Miller (New York: Columbia 
University Press, twentieth anniversary edition 1997). 
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role in investigating the events and interviewing witnesses, as member of the Concerned Citizens 

Tribunal, argued in an important article that the evident preoccupation with destroying women's 

sexual organs reveals "a dark sexual obsession about allegedly ultra-virile Muslim male bodies 

and overfertile Muslim female ones, that inspire[s] and sustain[s] the figures of paranoia and 

revenge."2  This sexual obsession is evident in the hate literature circulated during the carnage, 

of which the “poem” that is this chapter’s second epigraph is a typical example.   The pamphlet’s 

incitement to violence is indeed, as Sarkar says, suffused with anxiety about male sexuality. The 

subsequent treatment of women seems to enact a fantasy of sexual sadism far darker than mere 

revenge. In an affidavit submitted to the Commission of Enquiry in June 2002, leading feminist 

legal activist Flavia Agnes, who also played a role in gathering the testimony of female victims 

after the riots, testified that although sexual crime is a common part of communal violence, the 

“scale and extent of atrocities perpetrated upon innocent Muslim women during the recent 

violence, far exceeds any reported sexual crime during any previous riots in the country in the 

post-independence period.”3

The idea of male sexuality expressed by the hate pamphlet is all the more horrific when it is 

juxtaposed to a highly traditional Hindu depiction of male sexuality, as in my first epigraph, from 

Hinduism’s great erotic/religious poem, Jayadeva’s twelfth-century lyric about the god Krishna 

and his love of the cowherd Radha.   It could hardly be maintained that the rapists in Gujarat 

were enacting ancient Hindu traditions: for surely nothing could be further from Krishna’s delight 

in erotic play, his sinuous sensuousness, than the pamphlet’s equation of the sex act with 

destructive violence, and nothing further from the sexual behavior of Krishna than the assailants’ 

actions, as they murder women by inserting surrogate metal penises into their bodies.  

Could these differences themselves be significant?  Could the aggressors be inspired, to 

some extent at least, by shame at their own culture of masculinity, seen as too sensuous, too 

unaggressive, too playful?   In The Home and the World, Tagore’s Sandip discovers with shame 

a certain softness in himself that prevents him from overwhelming Bimala by force (see ch. 3).  

                                                 
2 Tanika Sarkar, "Semiotics of Terror: Muslim Children and Women in Hindu Rashtra," Economic and 
Political Weekly, July 13, 2002, 2872—2876. 
3 Flavia Agnes, “Affidavit,” in Of Lofty Claims and Muffled Voices, ed. Flavia Agnes (Bombay: Majlis, 2002), 
69.   
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He wishes for a style of masculinity that he associates with his British rulers and with the 

difference between the sensuousness of Indian music and the sound of a British military band.  

He associates his own failure to exemplify the British style of masculinity with the shame of being 

a subject.  

Shame and aggression about the sensuous and receptive aspects of erotic life are 

omnipresent in the politics of the Hindu right – from the strange obsession with an alleged 

population explosion in the Muslim community4 to the militantly puritanical condemnation of 

scholarship that highlights the sex lives of the Hindu gods.  What men of the Hindu right seem to 

want in their own families is a fecund purity, as babies numerous and clean, arrive more or less 

out of the sky (as they do in the TV adaptation of the Ramayana), with none of the messy impure 

sexual dealings that the Hindu right associates with the polygamous Muslim family.  What men of 

the Hindu right seem to want in their gods is strong muscle and warlike aggression.  What they 

do not like to think about when they think about god is the round belly of Ganesha, his soft 

elephant’s trunk; the mere suggestion that this trunk might be a limp penis has led to death 

threats against a scholar.5  What they want in their goddesses (or the mothers of their heroes) is 

a spotless purity that cannot even be touched by scandal; the mere mention of a rumor that 

Shivaji’s mother might have had an illicit love affair has led to death threats against a scholar.6  

One might have thought that families usually have sexual relations, and often very complex such 

relations.  One might have thought, too, that penises, even divine penises, are sometimes soft as 

well as sometime hard.  One might have thought that women, even heroic women, sometimes 

have love affairs, and even more often are rumored to do so.  Such things are part of human life, 

and, very obviously, part of the lives of the Hindu gods.  But they are not to be mentioned, or else 

they are to be ascribed to that which one hates.  The music of the military band drowns out 

Krishna’s flute.    

Shame is a powerful motive for aggression in human life.  The sense that one fails to have 

some desired characteristic, often some kind of control or mastery, seems ubiquitous in human 

                                                 
4 See Mohan Rao, Malthusian Arithmetic: From Population Control to Reproductive Health (New Delhi: 
Sage, 2004), chapter 6, to be discussed below. 
5 Paul Courtright, Ganesa: Lord of Obstacles, Lord of Beginnings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), to 
be discussed in chapter 7.   



 
4

beings’ relationship to their own bodies, and to the many areas of need and uncontrol that 

characterize a human life.  But when common human experiences of need and weakness are 

joined to a prolonged sense of helplessness and humiliation, as the result of real political events 

(to some extent also heightened and reconstructed by fanatasy), self-hatred can all too easily 

turn outward, as symbolic acts of violence seek to remake a world, a long-for pure and spotless 

world, in which the once-helpless are in total control, no longer threatened by the vicissitudes of 

mere human limbs and desires.  

Shame and revulsion at the signs of one’s bodily humanity have often been invoked in 

analyzing group violence.  One particularly apposite study is Klaus Theweleit’s Männerfantasien, 

a study of the writings of German officers after World War I, particularly an elite corps known as 

the Freikorps.  Through a study of these men’s imagery for despised groups such as 

Communists and Jews, Theweleit shows that these defeated men, humiliated and grieving. 

display a ferocious aggression toward the female and its signs.  They commonly depict the 

objects of their hate as having traditionally female characteristics, and, even  more significantly, 

characteristics that are ubiquitously linked with people’s disgust at the waste and decay of the 

human body.7  What Theweleit’s officers hate and repudiate are what psychologists call the 

“primary objects” of disgust – ooziness, stickiness, having liquids flowing out of one, bad smell, 

and so on.  Thus  Communists are a “red tide,” Jews are like disgusting bugs and slimy slugs.  

The hated are the female seen as the hyperbodily – as aspects, we might say, of the vulnerable 

body of every human from whose mortality and weakness every human in some ways recoils.  

Anti-Semitic thinker Otto Weininger, whose ideas exercised a strong hold over the German 

imagination at this time, makes the connection explicit: the woman just is the man’s body, the 

mortal decaying oozy part of himself from which he needs to distance himself, on the way to 

security and mastery.     

Such an analysis of group hatred is indeed appropriate to Gujarat, and I shall develop it 

further.   I shall argue, however, that we need to make the analysis more culturally specific if we 

                                                                                                                                                 
6 James W. Laine, Shivaji: Hindu King in Islamic India (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), to be 
discussed in chapter 7.   
7 I am making this connection of femaleness to disgust, which is not explicitly stressed in Theweleit’s 
analysis, although it is ubiquitous in it.  See my Hiding From Humanity: Disgust, Shame, and the Law 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004). 
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are to understand with precision the sexual violence that occurred.   We must beginning by 

thinking about Krishna – and, more generally, about a traditional Hindu attitude toward the erotic 

as one of life’s most important sciences.  To see how and why this tradition’s picture of the male 

became so deeply unsatisfying to Hindu men, we must then see what becomes of the traditional 

construction under British rule – and under Muslim rule before that, as that experience is 

constructed during the colonial period.   

 

II.  “Erotic Mood Incarnate” 

The world’s three major monotheistic religions do not ascribe to God an enjoyment of 

sexual pleasure.   God is imagined as disembodied, pure spirit.   Although there are interesting 

disputes about the extent to which the bodiless nature of God entails that God cannot have 

emotions such as anger, grief, and compassion, emotions that in their human form usually 

involve sensory imagining and bodily feelings, there is general agreement that sexual love and 

pleasure are absent.   Moreover, even Jesus Christ, whose embodiment and genuine divinity are 

central points of Christian theology, typically lacks all connection with the sexual.  Christ is not 

only without sexual love and longing himself, he is also at at least one remove from the sexual 

through the Virgin birth, and perhaps at two removes, if one accepts, as well, the Immaculate 

Conception of Mary.   This did not prevent great Renaissance painters from depicting Christ as 

both male and sexual, as Leo Steinberg memorably argued.8  Even here, however, Christ’s 

sexuality is seen as a link with human vulnerability rather than as a source of erotic pleasure.  

Whatever Dan Brown’s bestselling The Da Vinci Code is wrong about, he is quite right that the 

conception of Christ as married, and thus as anjoying an active sexual life, is heterodox and was 

forcefully marginalized by the Christian Church from an early date.  

Moreover, the distance of God from sexual pleasure is accompanied, in the Christian 

tradition at least, by a problematicization of sexuality itself, seen as connected to original sin.  

(Here Michael Foucault plausibly located a major difference between Christian views and ancient 

                                                 
8 Leo Steinberg, The Sexuality of Christ in Renaissance Art and in Modern Oblivion (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, second edition 1996).   
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Greco-Roman views.9  There are many different views about the origins of such Christian views, 

which may not have been those of the early Church.10   Moreover, Augustine’s own highly 

influential view, which may be the origin of this problematicization of the sexual, is difficult to 

interpret.  But certainly the sexual appetite is singled out in most of the Christian tradition as a 

special source of moral difficulty.  Whereas appetites for food and drink are problematic only to 

the extent that they become excessive or take over, sexuality is problematic in itself, and can be 

rendered acceptable only within the bonds of marriage.  (“Better to marry than to burn,” as Paul 

said.)  In the Jewish tradition marital sexuality is positively valued, but one could hardly say that 

there is any strong religious encouragement of sensuousness, erotic play, or sexual 

experimentation.    

Ancient Greco-Roman polytheism has a more positive attitude to the sex lives of the gods  

-- so much so that traditional views gave rise to a counter-tradition, represented in different ways 

by the philosophers Xenophanes and Plato and by later Epicureans and Stoics, which assailed 

the idea that the gods have extramarital affairs, including affairs with mortals.   There is no doubt 

that the gods are depicted as enjoying many types of sexual connection, including male-male 

relationships; Kenneth Dover notes that the ascription of such pleasures to the gods shows us 

something important about how the longing of an older man for a younger man was regarded in 

ancient Greek culture.11  Nonetheless, ancient texts do not typically go into great detail about the 

sex lives of the gods and heroes.    

To some extent this may be an artifact of genre: epic and tragedy are typically reticent.  

Vase paintings and Attic comedy are much more frank, and we do find some such 

representations there.  Certainly the cult of Dionysus was generally understood to involve a 

veneration of both human and divine sexual power and the madness accompanying it – although 

Dionysus is typically represented with a small penis (image of self-control), by contrast to the 

rampant sexuality of his entourage of satyrs and sileni.  About the other major gods, however, 

there is little to be known.   If we ask, for example, what Zeus typically enjoys, when he makes 

                                                 
9 Michael Foucault, The Use of Pleasure: History of Sexuality Volume 2 (English version New York: 
Pantheon, 1984).   
10 See Elaine Pagels.   
11 Kenneth Dover, Greek Homosexuality (second edition Cambridge, MA: Harvard Unviersity Press, 19  ).   
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love to a mortal, we get an answer that is in part a blank, in part rather alarming: numerous 

abductions and rapes are depicted, but any more sensuous or mutual activity that might have 

followed them is not.  Indeed Zeus’s failure to be sensuous becomes a theme of later comic 

literature: the poet Lucian depicts Zeus asking advice about how to become attractive to women, 

who are all (plausibly enough) afraid of him.  He is told by the baby god Erôs that he ought to 

become more like Dionysus: 

Eros;  "If you want to be loved (eperastos einai), stop brandishing the aegis and carrying the 
thunderbolt and make yourself really pleasing and soft to look at; let your curls grow and tie them in 
a ribbon, wear a purple gown, strap on gold sandals, walk to the beat of a flute and tambourines, 
and you'll see, more of them will tail you than Dionysus' maenads. 
 
Zeus:  Get out of here!  I don't want to be loved (eperastos einai) by becoming that sort. 
 
Eros:  Okay, Zeus, then stop falling in love (mêde eran thele).  It's easier that way.12

 
In general, then, Greek polytheism was somewhat reticent about the details of the gods’ 

erotic life, which was not taken as fit topic for serious literature.   Moreover, the concept of divine 

masculinity that the religion portrayed was somewhat violent and rapacious, apart from the 

(dissident) cult of Dionysus.  Rape is Zeus’s standard modus operandi, and it’s no surprise that 

women prefer a different approach. 

Hindu religion is unique among the world’s major religions for the way in which sex is 

accepted as a normal and inevitable part of human life and as a part that should be cultivated 

rather than marginalized.   Kama, or sexual pleasure, is something that should be theorized and 

studied.  The Kama Sutra (or Treatise on Sexual Pleasure) which many modern European and 

American readers think of as a pornographic text, to be read in a hush-hush way, with winks and 

giggles, is a sacred text, one hundred percent sober and serious.  Indeed, it was understood that 

the science of kama (or kama-shastra) is one of the three great areas of scholarly study, along 

with law (dharma), whose foundational text is the Laws of Manu, and political economy (artha), 

whose foundational text is Kautilya’s Arthashastra.  Together, kama, dharma, and artha are 

known as the three aims of human life, or the trivarga, as the opening of the Kama Sutra 

stresses.13  As one can see if one reads the entire treatise, the Kama Sutra is not simply a 

                                                 
12 Lucian, Dialogues of the Gods, trans. by David Konstan: see his discussion in "Enacting Eros," in The 
Sleep of Reason (above n. 15).   
13 The only reliable translation, and the best account of the purposes and content of the treatise is the 
version by Wendy Doniger, and Sudhir Kakar (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).   
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catalogue of sexual positions; it is an art of love, which includes all sorts of topics having to do 

with desire, emotion, marriage, life generally.   The general picture of sexuality that emerges from 

the text is one in which the art of sex civilized the violent impulses in human beings and promotes 

some sort of erotic reciprocity.14

Turning to the gods, we find, first of all, unashamed celebration of eroticism in the 

depictions of their lives.  Jayadeva’s poem can be read allegorically, like the Song of Songs.  But 

it surely has, as well, a literal meaning, since the story of Krishna  frolicking with the cowherds is 

a central part of traditional mythology.   Throughout Hindu myth and legend, the gods are 

repeatedly depicted as highly sexual beings, curious, experimental.  In one South Indian myth, 

Ganesa’s father Siva explains to his child why he has an elephant head: 

I, in the company of Parvati, retired once to the forest on the slopes of the Himalayas to enjoy each 
other’s company.  We saw there a female elephant making herself happy with a male elephant.  
This excited our passions and we desired to enjoy ourselves in the form of elephants.  I became a 
male elephant, and Parvati became a female one, and pleased ourselves, as a result of which you 
were born with the face of an elephant.15

 
Other variants of the story have Ganesa born from the sweat of Siva and Parvati, as it mixed 

together on the ground; or from Parvati’s sweat alone, as she examines the dirt that was scraped 

off her by her masseuse and shapes it into an elephant head; or from a drop of blood that 

happened to be shed while Siva and Parvati were having intercourse (thus accounting for the 

god’s characteristic red color).16  In all versions, Ganesa is a byproduct of a sexual enjoyment 

that is regarded as normal for the gods.    From these stories one can seem moreover, that the 

fact that Hindu gods (unlike Greek gods) often have animal forms permits the depiction of the 

sexual to take a form that is often playful and exuberant, as what can only be fantasy in human 

copulation is made reality in the accounts of the gods. 

There is an ascetic tradition in the depiction of the Hindu gods, but it is complicated by the 

ascription to the most ascetic of the gods, Siva, a very profound eroticism: his life can be seen as 

                                                 
14 See Doniger. 
15 In Paul Courtright: Ganesa: Lord of Obstacles, Lord of Beginnings (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1985), p. 31, drawing from a collection of legends by T. A. Gopinatha Rao, Elements of Hindu Iconography , 
4 vols. (Madras 1914).  Whatever the controversy surrounding Courtright’s interpretations, nobody disputes 
that these myths exist as he reports them.   
16 See Courtright, 44-45.   
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an alternation between two opposed identities.17  Interestingly, Siva’s acceptance of eroticism is 

connected in one myth to his compassion for mortals, which apparently leads him to take on, and 

endorse, their form of life.18  Throughout the stories of Siva’s asceticism runs the idea that desire 

can be controlled not by denial, but only by appropriate satisfaction (the position that Foucault 

ascribes to the Greeks and differentiates from what he sees as the standard Christian position).19  

But above all we must speak of Krishna, a central figure in myth and sacred scripture, the 

speaker of the Bhagavad-Gita.  Krishna is a demi-god, or rather metamorphoses from a heroic 

human, as he appears to be in the Mahabharata (from which the Gita is taken) to a full-fledged 

god.   He is one of the most loved of the Hindu gods, and one who is most often depicted in 

works of literary and visual art, as well as music and dance.  With his characteristic thin, blue 

body, he is shown in countless paintings, frolicking with the cowherds – and, at times, fighting 

effectively against his enemies.  Krishna is not Dionysus: his entire life is not focused on 

sensuous indulgence.  But that aspect of his life is regarded by literary and artistic traditions as 

particularly fascinating.   Jayadeva’s poem about Krishna and Radha is a long meditation on the 

different stages and moods of Krishna’s eroticism; its sections are called “Joyful Krishna,” 

“Careless Krishna,” “Bewildered Krishna,” “Tender Krishna,” “Lotus-Eyed Krishna Longing for 

Love,” “Indolent Krishna,” “Cunning Krishna,” “Abashed Krishna,” “Four Quickening Arms,” 

“Blissful Krishna,” and “Ecstatic Krishna.”  Not only is the poem one of the great works of 

classical Sanskrit literature, it is also closely linked to traditions of music and dance, and is 

intended for public dance performance.  Each section specifies the raga, or traditional musical 

form, to which it is to be sung, and the accompanying dance performances are still celebrated in 

many parts of the country.20  Although its eroticism is sometimes interpreted allegorically, such 

interpretations typically do not negate the surface meaning of the text, but see that meaning as 

one example of more general themes of longing and vulnerability.  As Barbara Stoller Miller 

writes, “Intense earthly passion is the example Jayadeva uses to express the complexities of 

                                                 
17 See Doniger (O’Flaherty), Siva: The Erotic Ascetic (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1973).  
(In this early book, Doniger uses her then-married name Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty.) 
18 See Doniger (O’Flaherty), p. 39.   
19 Doniger (O’Flaherty), p. 257. 
20 Barbara Stoller Miller, Love Song of the Dark Lord, Preface, pp. xiii-xvi. 
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divine and human love.”21  (The poem, well translated into German in the eighteenth century, was 

much admired by Goethe, whose spirit, and whose critique of bourgeois German morality, is in 

many ways Jayadevan in spirit.)  

Miller chooses as the epigraph to her translation of the Gitagovinda these lines from 

Rabindranath Tagore’s Gitanjali (the poem for which, above all, he won the Nobel Prize for 

literature):   

Deliverance is not for me in renunciation. 
 I feel the embrace of freedom in a 
  thousand bonds of delight.22

 
The pairing of Tagore with Jayadeva is insightful: in many ways Tagore’s dance-dramas carried 

on the erotic tradition of the Gitagovinda.  Tagore’s own self-depiction as male, when he danced 

(as we learn from photographs in the Tagore museum, as well as from accounts by those who 

remember him), was, we might say, Krishna-like: sensuous, full of curves and beckoning arm-

gestures.  (If you think of the closely related dance idiom of Isadora Duncan, this will give you 

some idea of Tagore’s choreographic vocabulary.)  Recall Amita Sen’s account of the way in 

which, in his poem about the seasons, Tagore seductively beckoned to her as he portrays the 

mortal longing for spring – imploring her presence with his long arms – and then she came 

leaping in, (as he wrote in the poem on her marriage), “a dancing torrent,…taking on the 

universe, unafraid.”  As Tagore emphasized, his art was always rooted in local tradition, even 

when it aspired to a universal religion of humanity. 

Traditions are never simple.  In the Hindu traditions of India, attachment to erotic play and 

reciprocity is typically combined with a good deal of misogyny and with norms of patriarchal 

control, so clearly laid out, for example, in the Laws of Manu.23  Women’s position in India has 

never been equal, and there is probably about the same amount of rape and domestic violence in 

India as in the United States.24  Caste and class, moreover, complicate such norms of reciprocity 

as there are, making lower-caste women fair game for, and not fully human to, upper-caste men.    

                                                 
21 Miller, P. xiii.   
22 Tagore, Gitanjali, section 73.  The translation is not attributed, but is presumably by Miller herself. 
23 See the excellent account of these norms in Roop Rekha Verma, “Femininity, Equality, and Personhood,” 
in Martha Nussbaum and Jonathan Glover, eds., Women, Culture and Development (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1995), 433-43.   
24 See my “Women’s Bodies: Violence, Security, Capabilities,” Journal of Human Development 6 (2005), 
167-83. 
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At the same time, at least the Brahmin traditions of Hinduism contain a strong valorization 

of asceticism, at least as a stage in life.  Indeed, a Brahmin is expected to play the part of the 

householder for a time, but then to leave his family and devote himself to ascetic contemplation 

as a sannyasi.  It is to these traditions that Gandhi so successfully attached himself, much though 

his own rationale for asceticsm was quite different and much though his own caste origins would 

not have made asceticism the norm for him.  

Finally, the most important qualification of all, we need to emphasize that texts from elite 

literature and art, and even classical religious texts, do not necessarily represent the traditions of 

real people as they enact their religion.  Indeed, real people may not know these works of are 

and even these religious texts.  Nonetheless, the texts have at least some cultural validity, given 

their central cultural role, and typically express wide-spread attitudes as well as shaping them.  

Moreover, when your colonial oppressor repeatedly attacks you for not being respectable in a 

certain way, this is likely to make the element that is attacked more central in your own self-

conception, even if it was not so central before.    

Despite all these qualifications, then, we can still say that Sandip is right: there is 

something in the traditional Hindu conception of masculinity that is quite unlike the music of a 

British military band, and this capacity for sensuous play is part of the lives of gods as well as 

mortals.  Young Americans who fell in love with India during the Vietnam war, in connection with 

the idea that eroticism would bring an end to the power of the “military-industrial complex” were 

naïve and ignorant in many ways, but they were also on to something real about Indian traditions, 

something that made them different from our own.  

We can now add another ingredient: the preference of the Indian male for talk.  Perhaps 

this preference is most pronounced in Bengal, with its veneration of intellectuals and their books.  

The Kolkata book fair is not only the largest book fair in the world, it is surely the only such fair 

that is thronged by a large proportion of people who can neither read nor write.  And Kolkata and 

Dhaka are surely the only cities in the world where a million people would turn out to join a 

parade honoring an economist who had won the Nobel prize.  (A vivid example of this 

preference, and its oddness from the European perspective, was a Bengali-Finnish married 

couple who worked with me at the U. N. Institute in Finland.  The Bengali husband could not 
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understand how his wife could live in a land of silent shy people, with nary a café in sight.  The 

Finnish wife could not understand how her husband could tolerate all that chatter and noise, and 

not want to go out into the solitude of the forest.)  But the love of talk, while especially 

characteristic of Bengali men, is a characteristic of Indian manhood more generally, as Amartya 

Sen shows in his recent book The Argumentative Indian.    

In cultural discussions of manhood in the European traditions, however, a preference for 

talk often codes as feminine.  One might think, for example, of Aristophanes’ Lysistrata, in which 

the warlike man likes brandishing his shield and has no time for talk, whereas the woman’s world 

is a world full of talk.  When the women try to get the men to talk about the reasons for the war, 

they are scorned, or slapped around a little.  And when the men try to attack the recalcitrant 

women with crowbars, Lysistrata says, “What we need is not crowbars, it is intelligence and good 

sense.”25  This is comedy, not social description, but to be funny it has to strike a chord, as 

representing a common reality, however exaggerated.  To talk, to argue, is (as men often see it) 

to make yourself vulnerable (as Plato emphasized by calling reason a “soft golden cord” by 

contrast to the iron strings of aggressive passion).  It is to allow someone to touch you, to be 

receptive to that person’s utterance.  In many cultures, that kind of receptivity codes as unmanly.  

This idea is part of traditional European anti-Semitism, with its disdain for the Jew’s soft bookish 

body.26  It is also involved in Sandip’s self-critique: instead of overwhelming Bimala, he 

(unfortunately, as he sees it) likes to talk her into things, and most of his action in the novel is in 

fact talk.  Nikhil, meanwhile, does not seem to Bimala to be a real man, so attached is he to 

reflection, to argument, to learning.   Indian traditions are unusual in the degree to which males 

are attached to these things.  

When a people who have such traditions repeatedly experience subjection and humiliation 

at the hands of powerful aggressively masculine enemies who repeatedly tell them that they are 

not real men, it is not surprising that shame should result.  Nor is it surprising that such a people 

would seek a counter-culture of masculinity that emulated the perceived hardness of the 

                                                 
25 I discus these oppositions in “The Comic Soul: or, This Phallus that Is Not One,” in The Soul of Tragedy, 
ed. Stephen Oberhelman and Victoria Pedrick (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005 forthcoming).   
26 See Daniel Boyarin, Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of Heterosexuality and the Invention of the Jewish Man  
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,1997). 
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aggressor.   Another such example is the culture of masculinity in contemporary Israel, which is 

surely at least in part a counter-culture to the traditional norm of masculinity for the Jewish male.  

That more traditional norm is not the same as the Hindu norm: it stresses the sedentary pursuit of 

scholarship rather than the sensuous pleasures of dance.  But the two traditions have their love 

of talk in common, and the result is in some ways the same: a body that to Western eyes codes 

as soft and feminine, norms of play and non-aggression, a distinctly unmilitary type of music.27  It 

would be too long a digression to explore this case further, but there is no doubt that the 

aggressive hardness of current Israeli masculinity is a reaction, in many cases quite self-

conscious, against the perceived softness and weakness of European Jewish manhood, which 

brought untold misery and humiliation upon the Jewish people.   

 

III.  The Victorian Reaction: Direct and Indirect Shame 

The presence of the British in India transformed the traditional HIndu culture of manliness 

in two ways.   First, and most obviously, it gave rise to what might be called “direct shame” 

through the scandalized British critique of Hindu myth and religion.  For the British, the Muslims 

were recognizable and even admirable monotheists; Hindus were wild and strange.   The 

depiction of the two religions in E. M. Forster’s highly sympathetic A Passage to India shows Aziz 

as rather like a Protestant, the Hindu Professor Godbole as a wild ecstatic irrationalist, given to 

all sorts of childish and incomprehensible rituals.  If this is the reaction of a sympathetic observer, 

hostile English voices were far more blunt.  To Churchill, Hindus were “a beastly people with a 

beastly religion.”  (He always sought to play up the Muslim contribution to the war effort and to 

deny that Hindus were reliable helpers at all.) 

As historian George Mosse has shown in his important book Nationalism and Sexuality,28 

norms of sexual respectability were crucial elements of both British and German nationalism.  

People believed that their success as nation depended on upholding “virtuous” and “respectable” 

norms of sexual conduct.  Integral to these norms was a very sharp distinction between male and 

female sex roles, in which the male was the active, aggressive party and the female was passive.  

                                                 
27 See Boyarin.  
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Around these sharp distinctions a normative culture of manliness grew up.  The true man was not 

sensuous or pleasure-loving; he was duty-driven and self-controlled.  “Sexual intoxication of any 

kind was viewed as both unmanly and inherently antisocial.”29  Anyone who seemed too “soft” or 

sensuous was branded as a “degenerate,” a label integral to the persecution of both Jews and 

homosexuals, who were believed to be subverters of the social fabric.  Although Mosse does not 

study closely the colonial operations of these norms, he does observe that the concept of 

degeneracy was quickly transferred to “inferior races” who inspired anxiety.  “These races, too, 

were said to display a lack of morality and a general absence of self-discipline.”30   

The Hindu male was a natural object of this critique.  Polytheism was already thought 

degenerate and primitive, the worshop of gods in animal form even more so.   When we combine 

these features with the overt sexuality of the Indian gods, particularly in its sensuous, playful 

form, the Hindu male looks like the antonym of the respectable,  and Hinduism looks (from the 

British point of view) like a religion that could never be compatible with national unity and national 

success.   The British conveyed in many unsubtle ways the thought that it was because of this 

degeneracy and these “inferior” morals that the Hindu needed to be ruled for his own good.  (The 

use of Hinduism as emblematic of the sexually degenerate spread to places where no or very few 

Hindus had ever lived: in U. S. Supreme Court opinions in the nineteenth century, Hinduism 

customs such as sati and child marriage often are mentioned as examples of what a decent 

society may not tolerate, even when it protects religious freedom.31)   

Like Jews in Germany,32 Hindu men in India internalized this critique, reacting with self-

hating shame to the Victorian English critique; they became determined to show that they were 

indeed respectable.  Surely the Victorian Puritanism of Bollywood movies and of other related 

aspects of contemporary Indian life represents at least in part a shame-based attempt to behave 

in ways that would be found admirable, or at least respectable, by the British.  A real man does 

not lounge around like Krishna, but behaves like a proper military man.   The milder form taken by 

                                                                                                                                                 
28 George L. Mosse, Natinalism and Sexuality: Middle-Class Morality and Sexual Norms in Modern Europe 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985). 
29 Mosse, p. 10.     
30 Mosse, p. 36.   
31 See Reynolds, etc.   
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this shame was Puritanism and denial of the sensuous.  The more militant form was (as in the 

early enthusiasm for Chatterjee’s anthem) a militant culture of aggressive masculinity that 

emulated British nationalism.  Thus Tagore’s Sandip has tried very hard not to be a Hindu male, 

but to emulate the military ways of his rulers.  Old habits die hard, however; Sandip’s attempt at 

self-fashioning runs up against a certain sensuousness and gentleness in his nature that he 

cannot fully dislodge.  This discovery of the “degenerate” in himself inspires yet further shame.    

Combined with this sort of reactive shame was another, more indirect, but even, perhaps, 

more powerful.  The first sort of shame reacts directly to the British critique, saying, “I must be the 

sort of man that will be found respectable.”  The second sort reacts more generally to the abject 

situation of the conquered, to the deep wound of not being in control of one’s own life.   The 

subject males says not only, “I am not respectable,” but also, “I am not a true man because I 

have let this happen to me, and perhaps it happened to me because I was not a true man.”  In 

part this shame is the internalized self-hating version of the British repudiation; in part it is 

something distinct, a longing to be like the dominating outsider because he is simply so 

successful.  We see this more complex shame, too, in Tagore’s Sandip, who hates his subjection 

and finds himself attracted to the sort of manliness that seems sufficient to avoid it.  Sandip 

perceives English sexuality as military, bright, hard-edged, definite.  It doesn’t lounge around, it 

doesn’t delay, it doesn’t go through a Krishna-like alternation between joy and anxiety, 

hopelessness and tenderness, lotus-eyed longing and bliss.  Sandip feels that he could conquer 

if only he were the right sort of male.  When traditional Hindu maleness was in any case being 

mocked and assailed, held to be incompatible with national unity and national success, it is no 

wonder that its bearers should feel it as the source of their subjection.  The thought gradually 

grows: we can only be a true nation, a successful and unified nation, if we become the right 

(aggressive, non-sensuous) sort of male.   

Looking back in history, the Hindu right, from Savarkar onward, associated indirect shame 

before the British conqueror with indirect shame before the Muslim conqueror.  It is of course 

very difficult to know whether the shame-reaction to Muslim maleness was common during the 

                                                                                                                                                 
32 See Mosse, p. 36: “It was the reaction of outsiders trying to get inside and finding the door locked for no 
conceivable fault of their own; of people who wanted to be normal but who found themselves trapped into 
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Moghul Empire, during what periods and within what classes it was common, and so forth.   

Contemporaneous artistic and architectural evidence shows deep cultural syncretism; the 

greatest Moghul poet, Kabir, is himself reverent toward both Allah and Ram, and his spirituality is 

intensely anti-aggressive.  Most of the historical and literary evidence involves later construction 

and reconstruction.  Even the life of the Hindu ruler Shivaji, who surely did display aggression 

successfully against the Muslims, comes down to us as a tissue of legends; it is impossible to 

reconstruct contemporary attitudes confidently from this material.33  As historian James Laine 

remarks of one writer of the hero’s life, “Oddly enough, he authored such a narrative of simple 

clarity while living in a world of great complexity.”34  What we can say with confidence is that 

today people of the Hindu right remember the Moghul Empire as a time when powerful Muslim 

aggressors tyrannized over them and humiliated them, destroying their temples.    They link the 

remembered evils of that time closely to evils of British rule, portraying their history as that of an 

ideal time of unity and peace, followed by a succession of humiliating conquests.  There is a 

sense of profound shame that Hindus were not able to stand up to these conquerors -- except 

during the brief reign of Shivaji, who is therefore widely venerated as the correct sort of man and 

leader.  Even in the womb, one seventeenth-century life of the hero narrates, his presence 

inspired his mother with gender-inappropriate cravings:  

To mount tigers, elephants and forts,… 
To hear the sound of drums 
Calling men to war;  
To bear bows and arrows, 
Swords, spears and shields; 
To conquer forts and win victories… 
These were the (odd) cravings 
Which came daily to the pregnant queen.35

 
Shivaji, we might say, has such overpowering aggressive masculinity that, even as a fetus, he 

can make a woman into a male. 

Indirect shame is closely connected to direct shame.  In the case of the British, the obvious 

fact that Indians were being assailed as not sexually respectable was closely linked, through the 

painful experience of conquest and subjection, to a wish for the sort of “respectable” masculinity 

                                                                                                                                                 
abnormality…” 
33 See James Laine.   
34 Laind, Shivaji, p. 60. 
35 Laine, p. 33, translating from Paramananda. 
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possessed by the conqueror, which the internalized self-hatred of direct shame had already 

represented as absent from the Indian male self.  And although we have no evidence that 

Muslims were really attacking Hindu men as not sexually respectable, there is an obsession with 

representing Muslims as sexually rapacious and aggressively triumphant, as if that very fact were 

already a critique of Hindu male purity.  It is easy to believe that the winner is laughing at you.   

This construction of direct shame gives rise, again, to a wish for the masculinity that is imagined 

to be that of the Muslim – even while at the same time this masculinity is being condemned as 

unduly rapacious.   

The British were clever rulers.  They understood that humiliation and emasculation often 

give rise to aggression.  They were therefore careful to arrange for the subject Indian male to 

have his own outlets for aggression, in a place that would not threaten British supremacy.   As we 

have seen, the British codified commercial and criminal law for the nation as a whole, but they left 

family law in the hands of the different religious communities.  This separation of family law from 

other legal arenas was all the more easily accepted because it tracked a distinction between the 

"public realm" and the "private realm" that was traditional not only in Western political philosophy 

but also in Indian legal and philosophical traditions.36  

In Hindu Wife, Hindu Nation,37 a study of the construction of gender and national 

identity in 19th- and early 20th-century Hindu India, Tanika Sarkar argues that this 

separation of domains served the purposes of empire well. While establishing secure 

domination in the most important matters, it also quieted dissent by allowing the males of 

the subject population a sphere of rule: the household, where a man who had few rights 

in the outer world could be a king. Control over women's bodies was thus substituted for 

control over other aspects of daily life. And self-respect that was injured in the daily 

encounter with the racial hierarchy of the outer world could be built up again by the 

experience of secure kingly rule in the sphere of the family.  

As time went on, this control increasingly channeled an aggression that was 

                                                 
36 See my analysis in "Is Privacy Bad for Women? What the Indian Constitutional Tradition Can Teach Us 
About Sex Equality," Boston Review 25 (2000), 42 7. 
37 Tanika Sarkar, Hindu Wife, Hindu Nation: Community, Religion, and Cultural Nationalism (Delhi: 
Permanent Black, 2001).   
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inspired by the experience of humiliation in the outer world, but denied all expression 

there.  The domination of women took an increasingly violent form, and the British 

indulged these expressions.  In the face of a complaint involving the rape and death of a 

12-year-old child wife, for example, British judges resisted indigenous Indian demands 

for the reform of laws governing marital age and consent. They argued that local 

traditions required deference, and that judges were not entitled to go against them.38  

Such maneuvers had the effect of insulating domestic violence, even of this appalling 

and fatal sort, from criticism and change. At the same time, given that self-respect and 

manly status were increasingly defined around the control of women's bodies, reform met 

with increasing internal resistance: for who would want to give up the one area of manly 

pride and honor? The female body came to represent the nation: by controlling it, men 

controlled India, even if they didn’t.  

This widespread image of the female body as the nation helps to explain why, 

during the waves of communal violence at the time of independence, possession of 

women was such an important issue to the contending sides, as Muslims established 

Pakistan, and as Hindus and Muslims killed one another in large numbers during the 

mass migrations surrounding the separation of the two nations. Women were raped in 

huge numbers; often they were abducted as well and forced to bear the children of the 

Muslim or Hindu who had abducted them.39 The rationale of these rapes and abductions 

is easy to connect with the earlier history: if the female body symbolizes the nation, then 

in the struggle of two emerging nations the possession and impregnation of women is a 

potent weapon in consolidating power. Even when women were not abducted but were 

raped and then brutally murdered, this too was an act symbolizing the power of one 

group to damage the domain of rule of the other group, dishonoring the group in the 

                                                 
38 Nehru argued that the British more generally supported the "obscurantist, reactionary" elements in Indian 
culture as the authentic ones, in order to prevent Indians from progressing: see Jawaharlal Nehru, An 
Autobiography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, centenary edition 1989), 449.  
39 On this history, see, among other important feminist works, Embodied Violence: Communalising Women's 
Sexuality in South Asia, ed. Kumari Jayawardena and Malathi de Alwis (London: Zed, 1993); Ritu Menon 
and Kamla Bhasin, Borders and Boundaries: Women in India's Partition (Delhi: Kali for Women, 1998); 
Urvashi Butalia, The Other Side of Silence: Voices from the Partition of India (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2000); The Trauma and the Triumph: Gender and Partition in Eastern India, ed. Jasodhara Bagchi 
and Subhoranjan Dasgupta (Kolkata: Stree, 2003).  
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process.  Direct shame expresses itself by showing that one is “respectable,” controlling.  

Indirect shame expresses itself by ruling even more cruelly and effectively than the 

rulers.   

Thus the aggression connected to shame and humiliation found its expression, as 

time went on, in violence against women.   Physical domination over the women of one’s 

household, and, where possible, “colonial” appropriation of the women of the adversary, 

shored up a sense of wounded manhood and established a sphere of kingly rule, even in 

the midst of subordination and unrule.   Superficially, one might suppose that the 

symbolic association between woman and the body of the nation would lead to 

veneration of women and delicate treatment of their bodies.  But the idea that control 

over territory is to be asserted by violence and destruction – the same idea that the 

conquered people remembered as having been enacted against them – led, here too, to 

the thought that one only securely dominates by violence, immobilizing the woman and 

erasing all possibility of resistance. Under colonialism, a nation is a ground on which men 

may gratify their desires for control and honor. By being exalted into a symbol of 

nationhood, a woman is at the same time reduced—from being a person who is an end, 

an autonomous subject, someone whose feelings count, into being a mere ground for the 

expression of male desire. Thus, although much of the time the male who sees a woman 

that way will still want her to live and eat and bear children, there is no principled barrier 

to his using her brutally if that is what suits his desires.  Once the woman is no longer 

seen as a distinct individual, with her own desires, her own agency, it is very easy to 

think of her as merely a thing that should be controlled.  Thus Sandip’s idolization of 

Bimala lies all too close to his desire to rape her.  Never does she become for him a real 

human being, someone whose thoughts and wishes matter.40

What of the women of the Hindu right?  As Tagore presciently suggests in his 

complex characterization of Bimala, they fulfill two different and contradictory roles.  On 

the one hand, and most commonly, they are the domestic and passive beings who can 

be controlled by their husbands, as the British strategy suggested.   In my discussions 
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with members of the Hindu right, the woman has typically functioned as a silent 

presence, supportive and submissive.  Devendra Swarup’s insistence on the importance 

of sharp gender divisions and of female purity was enacted, it seemed, in his own 

household.  On the other hand, there are also women who join female shakhas or 

become VHP activists.  These women are characterized doubly: they must fulfill the 

traditional female role, but they are also allies in the pursuit of domination.  In the RSS, 

such women (for example the politician Uma Bharti) are portrayed as pure and austere.  

In the VHP, however, such women are depicted as fierce tigresses and other wild 

animals.41 At Ayodhya, women chanted, “We are the women of India.  We are not 

flowers, we are sparks.”  Such women are not encouraged to take a formal political role, 

nor does the movement support their full civil rights.42  But they are permitted to be allies 

in the pursuit of violence, honorific men.  This change, a recent phenomenon, is possible 

because it is the Muslim woman, and Muslim sexuality, on whom stigmatization and 

anxiety focus.  To this topic we must now turn.  

 

IV.  Population: the Double Logic of Shame 

The idea of woman as a ground of male kingly rule takes us some way into the 

grim darkness of Gujarat, but questions remain.  For example, if the Muslim woman 

symbolizes territory to be conquered and dominated, why were Muslim women women 

brutally and sadistically tortured, and then burned alive, rather than being abducted and 

impregnated? To be sure, many people were murdered at Partition, and in the general 

violence many women were used simply as objects of the desire to maim and kill. On the 

other hand, the logic of colonial possession was also amply evident in that case, since 

men really did want to take these women to their country and force them to bear their 

children. And in large numbers, they did so.  In Gujarat, we hear nothing of this sort. 

Women were simply tortured and killed. So we wonder why the reaction against 

subordination led to this particular type of fatal obliterating violence.  Surely the behavior 

                                                                                                                                                 
40 See my “Objectification,” in Sex and Social Justice (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 213-39.   
41 See Basu, et al., 79-87. 
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of the torture-rapist is not a paradigm of respectability or a way of restoring manly honor.   

So why didn’t direct and indirect shame lead to abduction, rape as impregnation, and 

other well-known devices through which men at war establish their domination over the 

subject nation?  Such actions, while not exactly respectable, are at least recognizably the 

actions of a dominating nation, and they lead to respectable family life.    

As Sarkar says, however, there is something dark and unusual about the Gujarat 

tortures, something suggesting obsession with the female body and especially its genital 

organs. Torture and abuse, particularly the insertion of large metal objects into the vagina 

and other forms of genital torture, play a dramatic and unusual role in these events. The 

feminist analysis of objectification shows why there would be no large barrier to using 

women's bodies in these ways. But why would men inflict such tortures?  Defense 

Minister George Fernandes treated the rapes dismissively, as if they were nothing new,  

saying on the floor of Parliamant, “All these sob stories being told to us, as if this is the 

first time this country has heard such stories—where a mother is killed and the fetus 

taken out of her stomach, where a daughter is raped in front of her mother, of someone 

being burnt. Is this the first time such things have happened?"  Most witnesses, 

howeever, disagreed.   As one commentator writes, "The violence in Gujarat was 

different from earlier incidents of communal violence, both for the scale of the assaults 

and for the sheer sadism and brutality with which women and girls were victimized."43 

This new something, I would argue, is connected to the operations of disgust and shame, 

operating in a sinister combination.44   

To begin to understand this new dimension, we may turn to one of its oddest 

manifestations.  One of the strangest expressions of the Hindu right’s conceptions of masculinity 

and sexuality is an obsession with the fantasy of a growing Muslim population and a shrinking 

Hindu population.   In reality, the proportions of the two groups have remained remarkably stable 

over the past forty years.  The Hindu population has moved from 84.4 percent in 1961 to 83.5 in 

                                                                                                                                                 
42 Basu, 86.   
43 For Fernandes’ speech, and this critical response, see Editor's Note to "'Nothing New?' Women as Victims 
in Gujarat," in Gujarat, ed. Siddharth Varadarajan (Delhi: Penguin, 2002), 215; see also Agnes, p. 17. 
44 The discussion of disgust draws on my Hiding from Humanity. The book draws on psychological research 
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1971 to 83.1 in 1981, 82.4 in 1991, and finally to 81.4 in 2001.45  The Muslim population figures 

are 9.9 percent for 1961, 10.4 for 1971, 10.9 for 1981, 11.7 for 1991, and 12.4 for 2001.  So there 

is a very slight decline in the Hindu population and a more significant but still quite small increase 

in the Muslim population.  When we turn to the rate of growth, however, we find that, while the 

Hindu population growth rate has slightly declined, from 24.8 percent between 1961 and 1971 to 

21.5 percent from 1991 to 2001, the Muslim rate of growth has also declined, from 31.2 percent 

between 1961 and 1971 to 29.3 percent between 1991 and 2001.  So the idea that Muslims have 

been outstripping Hindus in their birth rate has no substance.  Nonetheless, it is constantly 

harped upon by politicians of the Hindu right.  Narendra Modi campaigned on the slogan, “Hum 

do, hamare do; Woh paanch, unke pacheees," "We are two and we have two, they are four and 

they have four” – meaning that Hindus have one wife and Muslims three wives, and that as a 

result Hindu families contain two children and Muslim families four children.  We can see that this 

is quite false: Hindu families display a very high rate of population growth, and Muslim families, 

while having a slightly higher growth rate, are extremely far from having double the number of 

children that Hindus have.  In any case, only about 5 percent of Muslims are polygamous, and 

approximately the same percentage of Hindus are polygamous, although polygamy is legal for 

Muslims and illegal for Hindus.   The Hindu Mahasabha has been harping on the theme since 

well before independence,  usingU. N. Mukherji’s 1909 book, Hindus: A Dying Race to argue that 

Hindus are indeed in danger of extinction.46

As Mohan Rao argues in his study of population panics, Malthusian Economics, 

exclusionary cultural and racial views often portray the non-respectable “other” as hypersexual 

and therefore as hyper-fertile.  Although George Mosse’s study of German and British ideas of 

sexual respectability focuses on attitudes to sex roles and to homosexuality, not on population, 

Mosse’s conceptual categories fit nicely with Rao’s findings concerning British population 

anxieties, which typically portray the Irish and the Jews as hyperfertile, the British as committing 

“race suicide” by allowing these people to remain in society and reproduce.  Such positions were 

not only right-wing positions: they were espoused by the socialist economist Sidney Webb in his 

                                                                                                                                                 
on the emotion of disgust by Paul Rozin and others. 
45 India, Census, online; I give the “adjusted” figures, which omit Jammu, Kashmir, and Assam. 
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1907 work “The Decline in the Birth Rate.”  (Webb and his wife Beatrice spent time in India and 

wrote Indian Diary, published in 1987.47) 

Why do Hindus believe the myth of the “dying race”?  Why was it so explosive an issue in 

Narendra Modi’s reelection campaign in Gujarat?  And why does it stubbornly resist 

congrontation with fact?  When I point out the census data to my interlocutors on the Hindu right, 

they refuse to back down, saying that the census has not counted huge numbers of illegal Muslim 

immigrants from Bangladesh.  So there is a precommitment to a picture, and this picture is 

resistant to fact.   

In part, we may indeed see the attribution of hyperfertility to Muslims as an expression of 

“indirect shame”: Hindus feel emasculated, and they are expressing a kind of envy of the 

hypermasculine, hyperaggressive other.   But we can begin now to see that Muslims function in a 

more complex way in the symbolic life of the Hindu right.  On the one hand, Muslims are indeed, 

like the British, the hypermasculine dominators, whom a self-hating shame instructs Hindu males 

to emulate.  At the same time, however, Muslims also symbolize sexuality run rampant, sexuality 

out of control, a flood or tide of sex and birth that threatens to drown the nation.  In other words, 

they also represent what one might call the feminine element, the element of bodily desire and 

vulnerability that a respectable man needs to distance from himself and discover in other 

subordinate groups only.  In other words, they function like the British in one way, but in another 

way they are like the Jews in Germany or the Irish in England, or the lower castes in earlier 

Indian debates about fertility48: emblems of the dark, out-of-control part of oneself from which the 

dominator needs to escape.  Muslims can function symbolically in this double way because they 

are at one and the same time a subordinate group whose growth is feared (like the Jews in 

Germany and the Irish in England) and, at the same time, a remembered dominating presence, 

the ancestors of and handy surrogates for the British rulers who inflicted centuries of humiliation.   

As British physician Lionel Penrose noted, concerning European eugenic movements: 

It is a well-known psychological mechanism that hatred, which is repressed under normal 
circumstances, may become manifest in the presence of an object which is already discredited in 

                                                                                                                                                 
46 See Rao, chapter 6.   
47 Sidney and Beatrice Webb, Indian Diary, ed. Niraja Jayal (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987). 
48 See S. Anandhi, “Reproductive Bodies and Regulated Sexuality: Birth Control Debates in Early Twentieth 
Century Tamilnadu,” in Mary E. John and Janaki Nair, eds., A Question of Silence?  The Sexual Economies 
of Modern India (Delhi: Kali for Women, 1998), discussed in Rao.   
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some way.  An excuse for viewing mentally defective individuals with abhorrence is the idea that 
those at large enjoy themselves sexually in ways which are forbidden or difficult to accomplish in 
the higher strata of society.49

 
Aggression against the sexuality of the subordinated group, Penrose argues, is really a form of 

shame-induced hatred of and revulsion at one’s own sexuality.  The presence of a socially 

discredited group can allow the release of this hatred.   Muslims, like the mentally disabled in 

Penrose’s example, are a socially stigmatized group on whom fantasies about sexual excess can 

conveniently be projected.  Unlike the mentally disabled (and more like the Jews as imagined by 

European anti-Semitism), they are also a group whose power is feared, and whose fertility can 

therefore be the object of an added hatred deriving from that fear.   In the context of the 

aspiration to national unity, the threatening “other” must be defeated; at the same time, the 

external symbol of one’s own sexuality, stigmatized and criticized by the colonial ruler, must be 

obliterated. 

Now, then, we need to dig deeper into the story of shame and revulsion, asking what 

general dynamic in human life is being enacted in this culturally specific scenario.  As both Mosse 

and Klaus Theweleit stress, shame, in the context of nationalism, typically involves a self-

referential component: what is stigmatized in the other is what is feared and repudiated in the 

self.  The ordinary history of human life makes it natural that this should be so.50  The earliest 

experiences of a human infant contain a jolting alternation between blissful completeness, in 

which the whole world seems to revolve around its needs, an agonizing awareness of 

helplessness, when good things do not arrive at the desired moment and the infant can do 

nothing to ensure their arrival.  The expectation of being attended to constantly – the "infantile 

omnipotence" so well captured in Freud's phrase "His Majesty the baby" is joined to the anxiety, 

and the shame, of knowing that one is not in fact omnipotent, but utterly powerless.  Out of this 

anxiety and shame emerges an urgent desire for completeness and fullness that never 

completely departs, however much the child learns that it is but one part of a world of finite needy 

beings.  This sort of “primitive shame” is closely linked to one’s awareness of one’s bodily nature; 

it typically takes as its target those parts of oneself – bodily need, sexual longing – that are the 

                                                 
49 Quoted in Rao, chapter 6.   
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markers of a finite needy bodily nature.   If they are shameful when seen as in oneself, they can 

be better managed if one can imagine them projected outward, so that they appear to 

characterize some other group of people not oneself. 

Closely linked to the operations of “primitive shame” is the allied emotion of disgust: for 

one’s own bodily fluids and processes are not merely objects of concealment, they are, very 

often, objects of loathing.  The primary objects of disgust are the bodily waste products (feces, 

body odor, blood) and decay (corpses, rotting food); disgust easily extends itself to insects and 

animals who seem to have the primary disgust properties: bad smell, sliminess, stickiness.  

Disgust is an emotion heavily caught up in symbolic and magical thinking. Its objects are 

reminders of our animality and mortality, either because they are in fact corpses or waste 

products or because they come through a process of association to symbolize waste, excrement, 

and mortality. Disgust works by shielding human beings from too much daily contact with aspects 

of their own humanity that are difficult to live with, the very ones of which people are deeply 

ashamed.  Thus if we don't touch corpses or oozy decaying smelly things, we may be able to 

ignore our own mortality. If we neatly dispose of our bodily waste products, we more easily forget 

that we are made of stuffs that end up on the dungheap. 

It is not enough for human beings to protect themselves from contamination by the primary 

objects of disgust, such as feces and corpses. Humans also typically need a group of humans to 

bound themselves against, who come to symbolize the disgusting and who, therefore, insulate 

the community even further from its own animality. Thus, every society ascribes disgust 

properties—bad smell, stickiness, sliminess, foulness, decay—to some group of persons, who 

are therefore found disgusting and shunned, and who in this way further insulate the dominant 

group from what they fear facing in themselves.  This role was assigned to the Jews in many 

European societies:  they were characterized as disgusting in those physical ways, and they 

were represented symbolically as vermin who had those same properties.   Women in more or 

less all societies are assigned this role: they are the bodily (smelly, sticky) part of human life from 

which males distance themselves, except when they cannot help being drawn by the lure of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
50 For a fuller version of the argument that follows, see Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), and Hiding From Humanity: Disgust, Shame, and the Law 
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disgusting.  Proto-fascist writer Otto Weininger famously argues that Jews were really women: 

both groups share the properties of hyper-physicality and hyper-sexuality from which the clean 

German male must distance himself.  (Weininger recommended that women give up sex so that 

they might transcend this destiny.)51   

Thus the stigmatization described by Mosse is not merely a handy device to cement national 

unity.  It goes deeper than that, because it is a strategy through which human beings attempt to 

cope with the shame of being merely human.   Thus it is likely to turn up ubiquitously in human 

life, although its particular social form and its intensity may certainly be shaped by nationalistic 

aspirations.   

Projecting disgust and shamefulness onto another group subordinates the group.  As Mosse 

stressed, it says, “This group is not respectable like us.” The group to whom disgust properties, 

and shamefulness, are ascribed exemplifies animality and thereby (in the eyes of the dominant 

group) lowness in contrast to the allegedly pure dominant ones. But because the subordination is 

inspired at root by anxiety and denial, it is not a peaceable subordination. Disgust minorities are 

not treated like nice household pets. Instead, the rage that people feel against their own mortality 

and animality is often enacted toward them, whether by humiliation or, in addition, by physical 

violence. At its extreme point the anxiety issues in projects of ethnic cleansing: if only we could 

completely rid ourselves of this group, the thinking goes, we would be free of our own death.  

In virtually all cultures, we said, women are among the groups to whom disgust properties 

are imputed and whose bodily nature is portrayed as shameful. But there is a subtle difference 

between disgust toward Jews, say, and disgust toward women, for women are, to dominant 

males, sexually alluring as well as disgusting, and one of the alluring things about them is the fact 

that they exemplify the forbidden terrain of the hyperphysical, which is the disgusting.52 Men are 

revolted by the idea of their semen inside a woman's vagina, and they think it quite shameful to 

                                                                                                                                                 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004).   
51 Otto Weininger, Sex and Character (English Edition 1906).   
52 The proto-fascist writer Otto Weininger famously argued, in his Sex and Character (English edition 1906) 

that Jews were really women: both groups share the properties of hyperphysicality and hypersexuality from 

which the clean German male must distance himself. His recommendation to women was to give up sex so 

that they might transcend this destiny.  
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be occupied in putting it there, and yet they can't keep from wanting to put it there.53

In a brilliant analysis of Tolstoy's The Kreutzer Sonata,54 feminist thinker Andrea Dworkin 

argues that this fact about disgust toward women—that men can't keep from wanting them and 

then feeling sullied and disgusted by them—undergirds objectification: as Tolstoy's narrator says, 

he can't see his wife as a person and an end as long as he sees her as this alluring disgusting 

thing that he needs to use for his pleasure. But this objectification takes a particularly violent turn. 

For the very understanding of dominant masculinity that makes all reminders of animality 

disgusting is deeply threatened by sexual desire for women. The man sees, in his desire, that he 

is not who he pretends to be: he is an animal wanting to exercise animal functions. This deep 

wound to his ego can only be salved by destroying the cause of his desire. Thus Tolstoy's 

narrator has murdered his wife. Only after she is dead, he tells us, can he see her as a human 

being—because then he no longer desires her. Similarly, according to Dworkin, Tolstoy himself 

records in his diary violent repulsion and antagonism toward the young wife who tempts him out 

of his purity. Dworkin suggests that male desire is often, if not always, mingled in this way with 

the desire to violate and destroy. 

Dworkin's analysis of disgust misogyny would have been even stronger had she grounded 

it in a more general analysis of human disgust, but at any rate it is clear that she has identified a 

feature of misogynistic disgust that makes it (even) more violent than many other instances of 

disgust.  We would expect that disgust toward women of minorities already marked as animal 

and therefore shameful is likely to be even more intense: thus Jewish women, in Nazi-era 

literature, were represented as hyperanimal and hypersexual beings, who exercised a fascinating 

allure but who must all the more resolutely be resisted by the pure German male, as he 

attempted to establish his purity and domination.   Thus Muslim women, in the population myths 

of the Hindu right, are represented as hypersexual beings whose fertility is a direct threat to the 

purity, and the domination, of the Hindu male self. 

                                                 
53 See also William Ian Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997); 

although I contest most of Miller's normative conclusions, I admire much of his analysis.  
54 In "Repulsion," in her Intercourse (New York: The Free Press, 1983).  
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V. Purity and Violation 

Beneath our culturally specific scenario of direct and indirect shame, then, there lies a 

general human longing – to escape from a reality that is found to be too dirty, too mortal, too 

decaying.  For a group powerful enough to subordinate another group, escape may possibly be 

found (in fantasy) through stigmatization of, and aggression against, the group that exemplifies 

the properties the dominant group finds shameful and revolting in itself.   When this dynamic is 

enacted toward women, who are at the same time alluring, the combination of desire and 

revulsion/shame may cause a particularly unstable relationship to develop, with violence always 

waiting in the wings.   

Not all individuals and groups, however, pursue purity and domination with equal 

aggressiveness.  Here cultural and historical differences become significant.  Some societies, for 

example, strongly inhibit the projection of shamefulness onto vulnerable people and groups.  Walt 

Whitman even imagined that a democracy might possibly exist altogether without disgust at the 

body or shame at its sexual functions – and, therefore, without racism, misogyn, or hatred of 

homosexuals. He movingly imagined such a society, bits and pieces of which are real.  

In contrast, some societies seem in general more structured around disgust and 

contamination than others. One might see post–World War I Germany, for example, as such a 

society: Klaus Theweleit's remarkable Männerfantasien55 has shown the extent to which disgust 

at the female body is a motif underlying a great deal of the political life of that era, after the 

humilating defeat in World War I, with its loss of a generation of men.  In the wake of that wound 

to German maleness we see a virtual obsession with the idea of male bodily purity against a 

contaminating tide of femaleness -- with impossible fantasies of men made out of metal, 

uncontaminated by any fluids or blood or stickiness or stench.   

The Hindu right’s obsession with purity seems to arise out of a similar history – of defeat, 

subordination, and felt lack of respectable masculinity.   The direct shame of the British critique of 

Hindu masculinity, an ingredient not present in Germany, only intensifies this obsession.  To be 

sure, there are sources in Hindu traditions on which one could draw for the portrayal of the Hindu 

                                                 
55 Klaus Theweleit, Male Fantasies, trans. S. Conway, two volumes (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
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male as pure, lacking in lust, and uncontaminated by femaleness, and (especially in the Laws of 

Manu) for the portrayal of the female as dirty and potentially contaminating. But virtually any 

human tradition includes such sources. And the current Hindu-right construction of the Hindu 

male is terribly far removed from much that is central to the Hindu tradition historically, with its 

delight in sexuality, its playfulness, its sensuous enjoyment of the body.  In the Ramayana 

televised in 1987-8-7, instrumental in the public construction of the Hindu self, the gods were 

depicted as more or less sexless, and babies as sweet little things arriving more or less out of 

heaven. Even Shiva, a god profoundly connected with sexuality and the phallus, is desexualized 

in a most bizarre way. The narrator repeatedly insists that the Hindu tradition, unlike other 

religious traditions, stresses peace and purity—in combination, of course, with militant aggression 

against the “other,” the enemy.  A similar obsession with purity is evinced in the reactions to the 

scholarship of Doniger, Courtright, and Laine, who were not in the least shaming or stigmatizing 

the Hindu tradition, but writing out of a sincere love of its acceptance of the body, which they 

were not so easily able to find in their own religious traditions.  The history of direct and indirect 

shame explains these reactions quite well: the colonial “other” is imagined as shaming and 

denigrating, even when this is far from the case.  (Most of the critics of these scholars had not 

read their books.) 

In short, the specific cultural scenario I have outlined explains why we might expect the 

members of the Hindu right, and the men to whom they make their political appeal, to exhibit an 

unusual degree of disgust anxiety, as manifested in a fearful, even paranoid insistence on 

representing the Hindu male as pure and free from lust (while being, at the same time, 

successfully aggressive).  The child Ganesha throws off his childish pot-bellied delight in sweets 

and becomes a potent warrior, with rippling muscles and a sword in the air.   

Against whom will all this shame and revulsion be enacted?  Against an “other” who 

conveniently represents the ungovernable humanity from which both shame and revulsion drive 

the subject who has so long been humiliated.  The body of the woman, always a convenient 

vehicle for such displacement, becomes all the more alluring as a target when it is the body of the 

discredited and feared “other,” the hyperfertile and hyperbodily Muslim woman.  
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Sexuality and its vulnerabilities are difficult enough for any human being to deal with at any 

time. All cultures probably contain seeds of violence in connection with sexuality. But a person 

who has been taught to have a big stake in being above the sexual domain, whose political 

ideology insists on purity, and whose experience of cultural anxiety connects impurity with 

humiliation, cannot bear to be dragged into that domain. And yet, of course, the very denial and 

repression of the sexual create a mounting tension within. Tolstoy's diaries describe how the 

tension mounts inside him until he has to use his wife, and then he despises her, despises 

himself, and wants to use force against her to stop the cycle from continuing. 

The hate literature circulated in Gujarat portrays Muslim women as hypersexual, enjoying 

the penises of many men.  That is not unusual; Muslim women have often been portrayed in this 

denigrating way. But it also introduces a new element: the desire that is imputed to them to be 

penetrated by an uncircumcised penis. Thus the Hindu male creates a pornographic fantasy with 

himself as its specific subject. In one way, these images show anxiety about virility, assuaging it 

by imagining the successful conquest of Muslim women. But of course, like Tolstoy's narrator's 

fantasies, these fantasies are not exclusively about intercourse. The idea of this intercourse is 

inseparable from ideas of mutiliation and violence. Fucking a Muslim woman just means killing 

her. The fantasy image of the untying of the penises that were "tied until now" is very reminiscent 

of the explosion of violence in Tolstoy, only the logic has been carried one small step further: 

instead of murder necessitated by and following sex, the murder just is the sex. Women are killed 

by having large metal objects inserted into their vaginas.  

In this way, the image is constructed of a sexuality that is so effective, so closely allied with 

the desire for domination and purity, that its penis is a pure metal weapon, not a sticky thing of 

flesh and blood. The Hindu male does not even need to dirty his penis with the contaminating 

fluids of the Muslim woman. He can fuck her with the clean non-porous metal weapon that kills 

her, while he himself remains pure. Sexuality itself carries out the project of annihilating the 

sexual. Nothing is left to inspire fear.  

A useful comparison to this terrifying logic is the depiction of warlike masculinity in a 1922 

novel of Ernst Jünger, Der Kampf als inneres Erlebnis (Battle as Inner Experience):
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These are the figures of steel whose eagle eyes dart between whirling propellers to pierce the 
cloud; who dare the hellish crossing through fields of roaring craters, gripped in the chaos of tank 
engines . . . men relentlessly saturated with the spirit of battle, men whose urgent wanting discharges 
itself in a single concentrated and determined release of energy. 

As I watch them noiselessly slicing alleyways into barbed wire, digging steps to storm outward, 
synchronizing luminous watches, finding the North by the stars, the recognition flashes: this is the new 
man. The pioneers of storm, the elect of central Europe. A whole new race, intelligent, strong, men of 
will…supple predators straining with energy. They will be architects building on the ruined foundations 
of the world.56

In this fascinating passage, Jünger combines images of machinery with images of animal 

life to express the thought that the new man must be in some sense both powerful beast and 

god, both predatory and invulnerable. The one thing he must never be is human. His masculinity 

is characterized not by need and receptivity, but by a "concentrated and determined release of 

energy." He knows no fear, no sadness. Why must the new man have these properties? Because 

the world's foundations have been ruined. Jünger suggests that the only choices for males living 

amid death and destruction are either to yield to an immense and ineluctable sadness or to throw 

off the humanity that inconveniently inflicts pain. Disgust for both Jews and women become for 

such men a way of asserting their own difference from mere mortal beings. 

I believe that something like this paranoia, this refusal of compromised humanity, infects 

the rhetoric of the Hindu right, and, indeed, may help to explain its continuing fascination with 

Nazi ideas. But Jünger's novel does not connect the "release of energy" directly to misogynistic 

torture and murder, although, as Theweleit shows, other documents of the period amply do so. 57 

To explain that connection we need to ask what the idea of man-as-metal is an escape from, 

what it is denying. As in Jünger, so too in Gujarat: what seems to be denied is human 

vulnerability itself, the smell, the fluids, the stench of the body. The woman functions as a symbol 

of the site of weakness and vulnerability inside any male, who can be drawn into his own 

mortality through desire. The Muslim woman functions doubly as such a symbol. In this way, a 

fantasy is created that her annihilation will lead to safety and invulnerability -- perhaps to “India 

Shining,” the campaign slogan that betrays a desire for a crystalline sort of domination. The 

paranoid anxiety that keeps telling every man that he is not safe and invulnerable feeds the 

desire to extinguish her. 

                                                 
56 See discussion in Theweleit (English edition), vol. 2, 160-62. 
57 Although we do not hear a great deal about Nazi rapes of Jewish women, there is a great deal of evidence 
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Only this complex logic explains, I believe, why torture and mutilation are preferred as 

alternatives to abduction and impregnation—or even simple homicide. Only this logic explains 

why the fantasy of penetrating the sexual body with a large metal object played such a prominent 

role in the carnage. Only this explains, as well, the repetitious destruction of the woman's body by 

fire, as though the world cannot be clean until all vestiges of the female body are simply 

obliterated from its face. 

Why this terrible and murderous vulnerability? In Germany it was easy to connect such 

fantasies to the devastation of World War I, the loss of a whole generation of males, and a 

humiliating military defeat. In the case of the Hindu right, no comparable catastrophe provides an 

easy explanation -- unless it be the long, cumulative catastrophe of being subjugated for many 

centuries, first by the Muslims, then by the British, now once again, perhaps, by the rich 

developed nations of the world.   Murder brings peace, an India that is “shining” because all 

traces of weakness and dirt have been wiped from its body.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
of rape, forced prostitution, and the forced exchange of sex for survival.  Many relevant documents are 
excavated in Catharine MacKinnon, an article forthcoming in a collection edited by Melissa Williams.  
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