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To the one in the grove

The one with the roof

The one who lay forgotten

And to the thousand-year-old

in Neduvaramcode.

And above all,

to my mother

Pushpa
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INTRODUCTION

A Brief History of Hinduism

In the summer of 1902, when the maharajah of Jaipur set sail to attend the coronation of King Edward VII in London, parked in his steamer was a team of Indian cows. The cow, venerated by orthodox Hindus, had for generations now enjoyed a place of eminence in the overseas retinues of high-born ‘natives’. In 1831, Raja Ram Mohun Roy, the celebrated Bengali thinker and spokesperson of the Mughal emperor, landed in England with a cow.1 Just under two decades later, Rana Jung Bahadur of Nepal also travelled West with cattle, allowing Indian attendants alone to milk them, lest they lose their sacred quality.2 The Gaekwad of Baroda got on a ship to Europe in 1887 with two cows, though in this case, the adventure sadly proved taxing for the animals—they died before the vessel docked in Aden.3 Such tragedy notwithstanding, the cow did preserve its status in the international rosters of itinerant Hindu princes. It served, after all, not only as a source of ritually pure milk on foreign shores but also as a breathing totem of custom and faith for men wedged between traditional religiosity and colonial modernity.

It was a conundrum Madho Singh II of Jaipur (1862–1922) felt keenly when he accepted his invitation to the coronation. He was an old-fashioned man, who only recently had censured a courtier for crossing the ‘black waters’ of the ocean and going abroad—an undertaking prohibited to good Hindus.4 And now he was himself called upon to travel to London and pay homage in person to his English suzerain. Naturally, the maharajah turned to his priests for advice—the issue was not if he could go as much as how he might do so without causing violence to the sensibilities of his people and the religious sanctity of his position. The Brahmins did not take long to give the ruler their counsel: It was decided that if the maharajah went with his family deity, Sri Gopalji, he could bypass the injunction against international travel.5 For that way, technically, it would be the sanctified image that went to England, and as a good devotee, Madho Singh would only be ‘following’ Sri Gopalji from his Jaipur shrine to the headquarters of the empire. Where mortals could not directly flout custom, god would show the way.

What followed was elaborate preparations for Sri Gopalji and his princely escort, joined by 125 less exalted others, to sail. The SS Olympia, a sparkling new (and thus, undefiled) steamer, was acquired and customized for Jaipur’s purposes. Two dozen Brahmins travelled to Bombay in advance to ‘purify’ the ship, and six months’ worth of water from the Ganga, India’s most sacred river, was transported in silver urns—that way, the maharajah was spared the abhorrent prospect of swallowing English water.6 Baggage weighed at 2000 maunds (about 70 tons) was heaped into eight wagons of a train; this being done, Madho Singh himself set out from Jaipur. In Bombay, a second round of rituals followed to venerate the sea-god, copying, reportedly, the precise protocol established by Rama, the hero of the epic Ramayana, in some imprecise mythical time. This involved dropping gold and silver onto the waves, not to speak of ‘raw rice, cocoanuts, flowers and milk’.7 Having thus traced ‘the footsteps of his ancestor’, the ruler, who claimed descent from both Rama and the sun, finally went forth to the land of his white masters, in the all-validating shadow of god.8

Arriving in London after a series of memorable incidents—such as in Marseilles where Madho Singh distributed mangoes to a French crowd—this marriage between expediencies of the age and stage-managed custom resumed. When the maharajah started from Victoria station, it was Sri Gopalji’s image that occupied the first carriage, Madho Singh following behind—a sight that caused, according to a chronicler, public amazement.9 Newspapers, the account stresses, praised the maharajah’s devotion to his deity, and the reader is constantly reminded of how he upheld every Indian habit and tradition in his daily routine.10 Madho Singh did, of course, go to the opera, the races, to the Crystal Palace, Madam Tussaud’s and other still-popular tourist spots in the capital of Inglistan, but all with Sri Gopalji’s blessings. Indeed, when the coronation was postponed after Edward VII became unexpectedly ill, the maharajah ‘appealed day and night’ to his Hindu deity, who magnanimously intervened, we read, and restored the Christian king to strength.11 If the crowning took place at all, that is, it was because an Indian god, with his royal camp follower, happened to be in London to save the day.

By September, the maharajah was home, presumably with his cows in reasonable good health. Madho Singh had proved his loyalty to the Raj not only by attending the coronation in person but also, it was said, by calling at Buckingham Palace every day during Edward VII’s illness.12 The story goes that while other visitors used the time to holiday in Scotland and Paris, the ruler of Jaipur refused to leave London till the British padshah (emperor) recovered. He also ensured there was little criticism at home for breaching custom—Brahmin pandits, a Muslim aide and men of the commercial classes had accompanied him, creating a stake (or culpability at any rate) in the escapade for multiple interests.13 Or as an English daily explained, this ‘true Oriental’ who identified with ‘all the ancient religious traditions’ that were ‘so unspeakably dear to the souls of the Hindus’, had nevertheless proved ‘absolutely faithful to his duty as a vassal of the King-Emperor’.14 For Madho Singh occupied two very different worlds, and with the services of sympathetic priests and a mobile deity, maintained a fine balance between both.
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One of the brightest gifts of the Indian priest is the ability to bypass awkward corners between theory and reality through the manipulation of tradition. For centuries, kings were consumers of this marvellous Brahmin talent. Nearly each time a peasant chief or warrior achieved a degree of power, for instance, it was the Brahmin he turned to, seeking legitimization through an upgrade in caste and ritual status. Cows were, as always, critical: One ceremony required the aspirant to wait inside an artificial gold bovine while his priests chanted mantras. And at the appropriate moment, the man would spring from the womb of his new ‘mother’, reborn into the superior rank he sought. In a 1659 episode, a freshly minted monarch of Tanjore reportedly even sat in the lap of the priest’s wife, bawling like a baby, lest there be confusion about the proceedings.15 Either way, for the Brahmin ritualist, this reaffirmed his unique right to bestow status; for the would-be king, meanwhile, it was elevation from an ordinary provenance into a league of semi-divine proportions.16 And once both sides had got what they wanted, the cow was dismantled, the priests taking home (most of) its pieces.17

But droll as this sounds, it marks also a more serious dynamic. India is a civilization raised up on astute compromises. It could be no other way, given the linguistic, ethnic, geographical and cultural diversity of the land. Keepers of the song and lore which shaped its national narrative confronted such dizzying contingencies that a degree of plasticity was integral to holding it all together.18 After all, in the 3000 years preceding Madho Singh’s journey to Europe, the country had witnessed wave after wave of change. Vedic culture, with its fire altars and sacrifices, promoted by Indo–Aryans, met competition from cults that venerated gods in images; this encounter caused Hindu practice to emerge by the end of the first millennium CE as a grand system of temple worship.19 Buddhism and Jainism sponged away patronage, and though they faded, these too marked the landscape with hybridity. Then came Islam from overseas: It could neither be defied, given its proximity to power, nor absorbed into one of India’s capacious traditions—here a more uncertain adaptation appeared. Finally came the trauma of colonialism, backed by withering evangelical Christian attacks—the theme of this book—birthing yet another face for Hinduism. All throughout, Brahmin texts lamented this kali yuga—a black age of corruption and doom—when the undeserving sat on thrones and ‘order’ (as they defined it) took a leave of absence.20 But formal cries aside, they adjusted each time, maintaining a façade of continuity while actively innovating, blending old with new.

This, in fact, is patent from the beginning. In ancient times, as Indo–Aryan culture fanned out from the Indus Valley in the subcontinent’s north-west, to the eastward Gangetic heartland of India, it stumbled onto groups with varied social beliefs.21 For Brahmin promoters of the Vedic religion, these were originally mlecchas, or barbarians, regardless of whether they were advanced urban people or tribes deep in the forest. Why, even eaters of garlic—taboo for many Brahmins even now—were mlecchas.22 Most of present-day India, tellingly, was branded mleccha-desa, or barbarian country, including Gujarat and Sindh in the west, Bengal and Bihar in the east, and the southern peninsula; to visit these places was to commit ‘sin through the feet’.23 But, in practice, with the rise of new kingdoms, opening up of commercial links, migrations sparked by intra-Aryan conflicts, and that plain old human attraction to fresh avenues, Brahmins did set foot in such territories. The idea of the mleccha-desa remained, but mutated quietly from a geographical definition to the more versatile concept of a place where the Brahminical order was not in vogue.24 And naturally, it fell upon Brahmins to propagate their system wherever they went, transforming assorted mleccha-desas into lands receptive to them and their four holy texts, the Vedas.25 Or as the father of Hindu nationalism would later put it, there began a ‘process of assimilation, elimination, and consolidation’, outlining what we today call Hinduism.26

Necessarily, however, this was only possible through a give and take of principles and positions. The orthodox tradition of Brahmin elites envisioned a world of four caste groups, functioning in carefully policed harmony. At the top sat, of course, Brahmins themselves, guarding the gates of divine access. Then came Kshatriyas, or a ruling class, whose duty was to protect Brahmins and the world they had designed. The Vaishyas were the productive classes, followed by a fourth set in the Sudras, or a general mass, to serve everybody else. In actual fact, though, this division never existed in such perfection in most of India.27 It was an aspiration—the portrayal of an ideal Brahmin world—rather than reality as it existed. Tradition wrote off troublesome details of this type as a defect of the kali yuga. Better epochs did, it was claimed, exist, but these had (conveniently) passed in the time of mythical heroes and legendary kings. Now, there were only Brahmins and problems, and a fight to ‘restore’ the correct way of things—a stance that not only justified the selling of Brahminical ideas in virgin territories with all the gloss of a sacred mission but also, simultaneously, relieved Brahmins from the pressures of rigidity, allowing sensible bargains. For their vision of the world was mostly theoretical, its practical enactment proving messier than official narratives allow. Hinduism, as it would emerge, was not so much what Brahmins wanted; instead, it is the story of their negotiations with a bewildering variety of counter-thoughts and alternate visions. Change is coded into its DNA.

Of course, Brahminical ideas held leverage too, and as monarchies emerged in India, dynasts found this creed attractive.28 Its theories on social stratification, the portal various rites opened to the gods and its means to supply legitimacy established a reciprocal (if also tense) bond between power and religion.29 Or as a key text offers: ‘The Kshatriya does not flourish without the Brahmin, and the Brahmin does not prosper without the Kshatriya’—hence such rituals as of the golden cow to invent Kshatriyas where there were none.30 Unsurprisingly, Brahmins frowned upon areas following non-monarchical systems and were, therefore, disinterested in their ideology.31 Moreover, contenders appeared in the form of Buddhism and Jainism, growing popular with those segments excluded from the accord between Brahmins and royalty. Focused not on pleasing gods as much as ethical living, these Sramanic (‘striving’) schools elevated non-violence, good conduct and the purity of the soul—simpler narratives capable of appealing to broader interests.32 Once institutionalized, Sramanic traditions competed fiercely with Brahmins—one Buddhist text ranks dogs above Brahmins33—and Megasthenes counted both among the class of ‘philosophers’ he encountered in India. Indeed, the third century BCE edicts of the emperor Ashoka, personally a Buddhist, admit these tensions and, wisely, advocate tolerance.34

The rise of the Mauryan empire in India in this period, and the access it provided to unexplored pastures meant, additionally, that the field was open for missionaries.35 Buddhism, for example, spread out not only westwards and south, but also overseas, its growth causing lasting anxieties to Brahmins. The empire itself emerged from an erstwhile mleccha-desa, absorbing ‘purer’ Aryan territories as it grew; thus, before reconciliation was reached, an early emperor, branded a lowly Sudra, was recorded as a slayer of (legitimate) Kshatriyas.36 The advent of Greeks, Indo-Scythians and other foreign tribes in the north-west meant that unforeseen political and cultural ideas were also entering the fray from a different direction, adding to the competitiveness of the religious market. In the circumstances, Brahmins had again to adapt—they could either fade into irrelevance, blaming mlecchas for their decline, or co-opt those aliens, arriving at nimble compromises.37 Already, as their Indo–Aryan ancestors abandoned nomadic ways for settled agrarian life in the Gangetic belt, their religion had changed: Its emphasis slid from the ritual act to philosophical reflections collected in the later Vedic corpus, the Upanishads—which, in turn, may have been catalysed by exchanges with other indigenous groups.38 Anchors were still maintained in the Vedas but much perched outside was also accepted. One method enabling this was hierarchy: All ideas were welcome, but those closest to the Brahmins’ own were deemed higher or superior, and those more grating, lower.39 This was tolerance but within certain parameters.

Either way, as Christianity dawned in the Middle East, in India too religion was transformed. Old gods of the Vedic age, such as Indra and Agni, made way for two powerful deities, Vishnu and Siva, with their own mythologies and strategies to counter Sramanic ambitions.40 Siva, for one, is believed to represent the combination of a pre-Vedic Indic divinity with a Vedic god,41 while Vishnu went from a ‘one-act’ figure in the Vedas to a ‘god of colossal proportions’.42 In many ways, it was a case of mix and match: Non-Vedic gods could be merged with Vedic counterparts, and Brahmins accepted popular elements from the other side, while cladding it in their theological principles. Ideas were transmitted through hugely appealing epic poetry, which held clues as to such adaptation. The Mahabharata, for instance, sells the (Brahmin-approved) concept of monarchy over other systems,43 but the polyandrous marriage of its five heroes to a single wife suggests un-Aryan influences too.44 Into the first millennium CE, then, what we frame within the blanket term ‘Hinduism’ had shed most of its Vedic appearance, becoming a more mixed commodity known as the Puranic religion.45 Originally shaped by bards through oral traditions, this was codified by Brahmins into a Sanskrit corpus—the Puranas—varnished with their own philosophical preoccupations.46 And their dissemination far and wide, where they assimilated diverse traditions and wove these into a shared religious frame, coincided with the next great imperial phase in India.
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1. Vishnu by Pierre Sonnerat in his Voyage aux Indes Orientales et à la Chine (1782).

[image: An illustration of Siva with four hands. Two of his hands form a sign, while he holds an ascetic staff and an animal in the other hands. He has an eye on his forehead and a face on top of his head and wears a garland of skulls.]
2.Siva by Pierre Sonnerat in his Voyage aux Indes Orientales et à la Chine (1782).

Under the Gupta dynasty—possibly of Brahmin descent47—by the fifth century, Brahminical culture entrenched itself in faraway corners of the land, carrying pet precepts while seeking to reconcile these with a landscape of mindboggling diversity.48 On the one hand, the Puranas reveal a rivalry between adherents of the two big gods—where the Sivapurana exalts Siva and presents Vishnu as awestruck, the Vishnupurana pays back in kind, showing its own protagonist as the superior.49 But that aside, they were knitting all kinds of regional cults and beliefs into a comprehensible whole. Siva’s family and retinue offered a means, evidently, to incorporate local divinities, including totemic animal gods such as the part-elephant Ganapati.50 Vishnu’s partisans, meanwhile, built on the theory of avatars to locate in his camp other regional gods. Ten incarnations are popular, while the total of twenty-four is supposedly inspired by Jainism’s tradition of that many spiritual teachers.51 Individual avatars’ prehistories signal much: The boar incarnation, thus, syncretized a pre-Aryan cult, while the man-lion merged an animal deity into the tradition.52 Why, as Buddhism—despised with a vehemence by Brahmins once—declined, the Buddha too was recast as an animal-friendly form of Vishnu, albeit a ‘deceptive’ one, sent to bamboozle the wicked by vending falsehoods.53

By design, therefore, the Puranas were quite flexible. Or as a Brahmin wrote in 1804, through ‘their equivocal style, our devine [sic] Legislators gave us an opening to reform any part … as change of circumstances and vicissitudes of time may suggest’.54 As ever larger tribes and societies were drawn in, more and more redactions appeared, including sub-Puranas for distinct regions and castes.55 The longest in the scheme, the Skandapurana, has even been described as a ‘scrap-bag’. In the indologist Wendy Doniger’s words, every time someone ‘came upon a story that seemed to be … old but did not … have any known provenance, he could remark, without fear of contradiction, “It’s in the Skanda Purana”’.56 To modern minds, trained to look for chronological exactness, this could be frustrating. One sthala Purana—linking a sacred site to the grand narrative—was found repeating a late corruption of a city’s name, instead of its historical identifier, causing a nineteenth-century man to demand that, if nothing else, the ‘holy’ text ‘surrender its insolent pretensions to antiquity’.57 All sthala Puranas, he warned, ‘profess to be integral portions of the old [main] 18 Puranas, but it is an open secret that their manipulation can scarcely be said to have yet ended’. Indeed, there were even in the colonial-era ‘bards’ who supplied Puranas ‘on order’ in convincing verse.58 The Bhavishyapurana, an ‘ancient’ text about the future, notes not only India’s Muslim sultans, thus, but also a certain Victavati—Queen Victoria.59

But quibbling about historiographical wantonness is to miss the point, for the Puranas are works of genius. They acquired their fluid form not to meet present-day scholarly standards but to tie the local with the pan-Indian, and the evolving with the stable; to universalize what was provincial, while seeding the parochial with the universal.60 Rising above geographical and cultural plurality, everything was accommodated in an (admittedly cluttered) Sanskrit master narrative. Even if tenuously, they established links, unified disparate elements, all while giving the Brahmin vision of society immortality by owning traditions that otherwise might rise in opposition.61 As Vedic ritualism faded, thus, and new gods and cultural spaces appeared on an ever-widening horizon, Brahmins linked this present to freshly forged pasts of myth and tradition.62 Indeed, Brahmin culture too was transformed; ‘like a python swallowing its prey whole, Brahmanism’s feats of incorporation changed and distended its [own] shape’.63 That is, as Puranic Hinduism ingested diverse peoples and gods through its ‘gargantuan powers of assimilation’, its effects travelled along a two-way street, leaving its Sanskrit synthesizers also altered.64 Or as was stated with a more negative spin, ‘Brahmanism having failed to conquer’, was itself ‘conquered by the multitudes’.65 It was entirely natural, then, that the resultant product—Hinduism—became a ‘macro-reality of organically united micro-realities’:66 a detail that would cause controversy, even shame, in the colonial period, when under European influences religion was imagined as more neat and coherent.67

The examples are fascinating. The Chenchu tribe in Andhra territory became part of the great narrative after a myth invented a union between an avatar of Vishnu and a Chenchu woman.68 In Assam, the Ahom kings of Southeast Asian Tai descent were Hinduized from the fourteenth century, the process requiring hundreds of years.69 Meanwhile, in merging the local goddess cult with the Sanskritic, its ‘left-handed’ mode of worship (featuring liquor and meat) was not only endorsed but adopted even for Brahmin deities (who ordinarily receive flowers and milk).70 In Tamil country, a leading god, Aiyanar, was transformed into Siva’s son born of a beguiling female form of Vishnu (horrifying a touchy European who felt Vishnu could hardly be respectable if he committed ‘uncleanness’ with a man).71 In Maharashtra of the twelfth century, a pastoral deity, Vitthal, who to this day commands love, became a Vishnu avatar, despite contestations by Jains who claimed him as theirs.72 Indeed, the process is still in play—the Musahar community in Brahminism’s Gangetic home have two brother deities; these have lately been recast as the sibling heroes from the epic Ramayana, drawing this marginalized caste more firmly into the Brahminical order.73 Unsurprisingly, all this had its politics too: In Kerala—a region where Brahmin ascendancy occurred relatively late—a goddess who liked human sacrifice was persuaded to pull on with substitutes. But in the process, her non-Brahmin custodians were also ejected to make way for Brahmin priests.74

Equally for Brahmins, however, while they attempted to construct narrative unity, their own identity was sliced. Far from being a uniform, well-oiled machine working in coordination, they imbued local colours and peculiarities; different groups cultivated distinct traits and markers in a concession to regional sensibilities. Thus, there were Brahmins entitled to study the Vedas but also Brahmins denied it; there were vegetarian Brahmins as there were those who ate more than grain and greens;75 and there were Brahmins who buried their dead, while most chose cremation.76 For the societies Brahmins penetrated also made demands of them. Namboodiris in Kerala, for instance, adopted not only superficial aspects linked to dress but also, initially, the local system of matrilineal succession.77 Even native candidates for Brahminhood had to be accepted, the process masked by Puranic tales. One tells, thus, of how Brahmins on the Konkan coast were ‘created’ by a Vishnu avatar from the ‘funeral pyre of sixty men’, so he could have assistance during a ritual.78 Others in Maharashtra—supposed, at some point, to have presided over human sacrifice—were formed from camel bones, fertilized by the semen of an ass, this origin myth obviously manufactured by rivals to denigrate.79 Tribal priests, absorbed into the Hindu scheme, were upgraded as Brahmins,80 and Iranian ‘sun-priests’ too were welcomed and rebranded as Maga Brahmins in Rajasthan and Bihar.81 It is not surprising, therefore, that even on the cusp of modernity there were feuds about whether some Brahmins were Brahmin at all.82 Brahminhood itself became a contested, jumbled category—this was not one caste, but many: a factor that would cause inordinate confusion to India’s British rulers in times ahead.83

Understandably, negotiation, including through economic and social relations, underpinned all this. Country powers often invited Brahmins to settle, not just to cement kingship but also for extending an organized agrarian political economy, which held material incentives.84 Thus, in north Kerala, different groups-turned-castes slowly grew dependent on one another, this reflecting in their gods occupying slots in shared groves. As the scholar Dilip Menon observes, ‘Deceased ancestors, local heroes and heroines, gods of the Vedic pantheon, and nature gods all rubbed shoulders in a seamless fabric of worship.’85 Families moving from the plains to tribal uplands accepted carnivorous forest gods, the tribes reciprocating with room for incoming vegetarian deities.86 A Tamil story in which a Brahmin figure’s severed head is attached to an outcaste’s body, transforming her into a goddess, also hints at such ‘fusion’.87 In the same region, not only was an androgynous goddess turned into Siva’s wife,88 but at the festival marking this ‘marriage’, another god appears as a ‘guest’. Deity to the Kallar tribe, he was reimagined as Vishnu, his inclusion in the tale having something to do with bringing a refractory people under control.89 Things did not always work out, though: At Devarapura in Karnataka, the Kurubas celebrate the Kunde Habba (Ass Festival). Drunk and dressed in drag, men hurl expletives at the deity for abandoning them and eloping with a goddess, perhaps echoing a reluctant compromise.90 Tellingly, even in the eighteenth century, Brahmins were unwelcome here, risking torture in politically fractious times.91

The bigger point, then, is that while Puranic culture grew into ‘a vast ocean’, it is important to remember that ‘the Brahmanical stream, no matter how big and forceful, still [represented] only one amongst numerous others flowing into’ it.92 What made the difference, however, was that Brahmins went out of their way to identify each river and claim for it a common source with others; in creating an overarching explanatory frame, they sought unity while maintaining a formal supremacy for themselves and their ideas. Indeed, though the Vedas became less and less relevant to the everyday practice of Hinduism even for Brahmins, Puranic texts that did actually matter were legitimized by constructing links, even if largely nominal, with the Vedas.93 And so long as the Vedas were not denied and the caste superiority of Brahmins were accepted, practically anybody—holding a variety of ideas—could be brought into the frame.94 That way Vedic texts remained formally supreme even if it was a later, more mixed corpus that better represented religious reality—a situation we might describe as a ‘win-win’.

It is this many-faced, multi-layered system that we today call Hinduism. This was not a religion with one book or one fount. But what did press it together was belief in similar myths and legends, told and retold in multiple forms and languages. There was always a hill nearby where Rama rested, or where characters from the Mahabharata dwelt; there was always a Puranic story in which local people were part of a great cosmic event.95 Indeed, such was the popularity of the Puranas that the far-removed Vedic system—theoretically Hinduism’s foundation—had little bearing on the lives of most people considered Hindu. While an understanding of the Vedas endowed scholars with respect, the fact that it had little immediate relevance even led to jokes. A twelfth-century intellectual likened Brahmins to load-bearing donkeys, with their archaic books,96 and the term chandasa, for Vedic experts, also acquired a pejorative connotation, as ‘a stupid ritualist who does not understand the ways of the world’.97

But the Brahmin did, quite patently, understand the ways of the world. He had to make room for gods he did not first recognize and for ideas that rose up from other traditions. He did have to concede space to beliefs from beyond his Sanskrit universe, shrewdly deploying the lament of the awful kali yuga to excuse such pragmatism. So much so that most of what constitutes Hindu culture today is ‘not … the offspring of Brahmanism as its [child] by adoption’.98 It was not the ideal scenario, of course, but it did give Brahmin ideologies a foothold in many localities. Equally, the provincial was not beholden to Brahmins, for it too shaped this narrative.99 But Brahmin elites—linked across regions by a shared language in Sanskrit and a veneration for the Vedas—attempted to integrate the ideas of even rivals into an amorphous whole, claiming every innovation as unblemished tradition.100 While Hindus had many ways and practices, then, it was arguably Brahmins who helped sculpt Hinduism. And most importantly, this endowed this class with control over the pan-Indian narrative—a source of immense power, which would in time catalyse Hindu nationalism.101 Simply put, every time new forces emerged, the Brahmin was equipped, in return for preservation, to provide from his all-encompassing bag of myths, material tailored to fit the moment. Indian civilization, after all, is built on stories—and if it met anything unfamiliar, it simply absorbed it and told yet more stories.
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By 1000 CE, India’s cultural landscape was on the verge of fresh transformations. Until then, just as Brahmins wooed all varieties of groups, Buddhists and Jains too had employed similar strategies, often working from an overlapping toolkit. For instance, if Buddhism evolved its own gods and rites, to the extent of sometimes appearing like a mirror of its rival,102 the idea of a Buddha-yet-to-come found a Brahmin parallel in Vishnu’s prophesized final avatar.103 Many similarities extended even to metaphysics and philosophy—the noted eighth-century theologian Sankara is in friendly accounts cast as Siva-incarnate, born to decimate Buddhists, while others (including critics from rival Hindu schools) accused him of having simply dressed the Buddhist wolf in Brahmin clothing.104 Suspicion of Sankara’s philosophy—that the godhead is formless, eternal and infinite; that the tangible world, including deities and rituals, is illusory—is not surprising. Leaving aside theological hair-splitting, traditions built around Siva, Vishnu and increasingly the supreme female energy, Shakti, prevailed on the ground; to suggest these were illusory was controversial. All agreed, of course, that there was only one paramount being, and that others were subordinate manifestations. But depending on one’s leanings, for most, that being was either Siva or Vishnu or Shakti—and these gods were perfectly capable of acquiring different forms and personalities, touching the (equally non-illusory) human world.105

[image: An illustration of Shakti with four hands. Two of her hands form a sign, while she holds tridents in the other two hands. A flame is behind her.]
3. Shakti, the great goddess, by Pierre Sonnerat, in his Voyage aux Indes Orientales et à la Chine (1782).

Part of this commitment to a personified god, as opposed to the abstract entity, was the result of bhakti, or devotionalism. While local cults appear to have always showed an affection for sacred spots with images, into the early centuries CE pan-Indian faiths, including Sramanic traditions, embraced the temple.106 A complex system of worship would develop over the next millennium, as gods, after due ceremony, took up residence in images of wood, stone or metal. Worship was no longer about fire sacrifices to invisible deities, or a philosophical acceptance of the almighty; the emphasis moved to the individual beholding divinity. Gods were humanized: They could be cajoled, flattered, reprimanded, loved, spurned, threatened but always embraced by emotion.107 There were child gods, and adult gods; gods who were angry in one shrine, benign in the next. Temple rites saw deities being roused in the morning, taken around in processions and for baths (including post-menstrual dips),108 celebrate marriages, and do all that humans did—but on a scale befitting their status. Soon, royalty became sponsors of temples: Valuable real estate was bestowed, and rulers, advertising their power, assumed protectors’ duties.109 In the peninsula, thus, under the Pallava kings, great edifices began to emerge.110 In time, the temple evolved roles as banker, cultural timekeeper, economic engine and a supplier of stability when political sands shifted. And as Brahmins adapted to endorse and co-opt these novel forms of worship—which many first scorned—bhakti received theological certification as a legitimate route to liberation.111

Moreover, by the medieval period, early shoots of sectarian identities—as defined now, where people perceive themselves as followers of a specific faith—started making their appearance. As the historian Manu Devadevan argues in the case of Karnataka, ‘(w)orshipping a deity was [hitherto] simply a part of everyday life, not a marker of identity’; just as ‘wearing cotton clothes, residing in a thatched hut or making love never produced identities like cotton-wearer, thatched-hut-dweller, or love-maker, so also the worshipping of Siva or Visnu … did not confer identities’.112 This was a spiritual bazaar where multiple groups peddled religious wares, to an audience buying from all. Kings too, even when they had favourites,113 tended to balance groups: Inscriptions in Andhra style a Vishnukundina ruler as a devotee of Siva in one record, while praising him as pro-Buddha in another. Bengal’s Palas built Hindu temples even as they supported Sramanic monks.114 In Kerala, an Ay king preferred Vishnu but gave to Siva too, while his heir aided Jains and Buddhists.115 The Western Gangas claimed Brahmin descent but served as patrons of Jainism without hesitation.116 While seemingly paradoxical, this mix and match had a logic: Even Buddhist royalty had an incentive in upholding Brahmin theories on caste, for example, viewed more as a sociopolitical instrument than as a religious principle.117 Temples entrenched this: The control of land meant that shrines developed patronage networks, supporting musicians, priests, dancers, farmers, artisans and, over time, whole communities, all while injecting into these specific social ideologies.118

Aiding this process of religious identity formation, especially at elite levels, was the energy with which Puranic stories welded together diverse physical temple sites. The result was the creation of what the scholar Diana L. Eck has called a ‘sacred geography’, with pilgrimage becoming a popular means to experience divinity; a path that did not involve asceticism or monkhood.119 Thus, in present-day Kurukshetra, a banyan tree marks the ‘exact spot’ where Krishna in the Mahabharata imparted wisdom to Arjuna, in his great preamble before battle.120 Chadayamangalam on the west coast is where the vulture Jatayu fell as he tried to prevent the evil Ravana from abducting Rama’s wife in the Ramayana; and once Rama had killed his enemy, it was at Rameswaram on the east coast that he cleansed himself, consecrating a temple. Dantewada in Chhattisgarh, known for a goddess of tribal origins, was linked to Shakti and cast as the spot where a danta (tooth) from the corpse of Siva’s wife fell as he danced with it in furious agony; her genitals fell in Assam in the north-east, her navel in Tamil country, her hair in Karnataka, a breast in Bihar and a hand all the way north in Kashmir. A single story, thus, entwined temples across vast reaches, reinforcing the claim of an essential unity.121 By encouraging devotees to travel to such sites, not only were they told that they could gain spiritual release, but it also generated a culture of commonality despite different vocabularies, tongues and histories. Viewed this way, latter-day India’s slogan of ‘Unity in Diversity’ acquires a different origin.122

That said, if there were currents binding temples and their surrounding communities into a grand narrative, its politicization, elite domination and growing ritualism (with attendant paranoias around caste purity) meant dissent was not far away either. It was among Tamils, in the Tamil language—which rivals Sanskrit in claims to literary antiquity—that bhakti emerged. Indeed, poetic expression of this constitutes the oldest Hindu literature not in Sanskrit.123 Over several centuries, the songs of Tamil poet-saints celebrated sacred spots. But when this devotionalism spread to Karnataka, it featured criticism. Here, Virasaiva thinkers eschewed temple worship, adoring Siva through stone ishtalingams carried by each believer instead. Virasaiva ranks featured washermen, barbers, toddy-tappers, cobblers, sex workers and burglars—sections less invested and likely to be included in temple culture.124 Basava, its leading voice, dismissing religious complexes,125 wryly remarked, ‘The rich will make temples for Siva. What shall I, a poor man do? My legs are pillars, the body the shrine, the head a cupola of gold. Listen, O lord … things standing shall fall, but the moving shall ever stay.’126 On extravagant Brahminical rites and mantras, he quipped: ‘Parrots recite. So what? Can they read the Lord?’127 Such bhakti, which would engulf the subcontinent in diverse shapes, is often romanticized as ‘Indian analogues to European protestant movements’; as a religious culture ‘of and for the underdog’.128 In other words, even in devotional spaces, there was no one way, and diversity of approach remained—a different dynamic from that stereotype of India as unchanging and timeless.129

Was there, however, no conflict at all as these varied paths crossed each other? Today, religious tension in India is imagined along a Hindu–Muslim axis: There was an all-encompassing Hindu identity to which cruelty was done by an invading faith. In actual fact, however, feuds were not uncommon between partisans of Siva and Vishnu (Saivas and Vaishnavas), and of both against Jains and Buddhists. Saiva poetry, thus, presents Vishnu as subject to Siva; as one who cannot presume to even comprehend that god.130 Vaishnavas returned the favour by showing Siva as Vishnu’s appointment, his followers ‘ignorant innocents’.131 One Saiva saint is eulogized for defeating Buddhists in a debate only to lose face when jousting with a Vaishnava.132 In a temple chronicle, the twelfth-century Vaishnava saint Ramanuja flees Saiva persecution in one area, only to convert the Jain king whose land he enters.133 Even in the twentieth century, Vaishnavas could ‘boast’ of having never patronized Saiva shrines.134 That said, agents of Vishnu and Siva still worked within a common ‘religious ethos’ with ‘ubiquitous Puranic myths’; Sramanic rivals, on the other hand, were more alien.135 Even in the oldest Tamil poetry, thus, the bigger enemy is the Jain or Buddhist.136 Rivalries between Siva and Vishnu sought to subordinate one to the other; feuds with Sramanic religions aimed to vanquish them. Trenchant disputations were routine. A seventeenth-century account claims, for example, that when once a Jain gave a dressing down to his Brahmin rivals, they were so hopelessly emasculated that it was a surprise ‘the townspeople did not lust after them as if they were women’.137

By the eleventh and twelfth centuries, after sacred sites became significant factors, such rivalries assumed violent proportions. Saiva hagiographies are a case in point: In them, Vaishnavas are murdered for telling ‘lies’ about Siva and an image of Vishnu is melted by a Saiva’s power.138 A bloody twelfth-century royal succession in Andhra saw two factions backed by rival sectarian groups,139 while in 1598, Saiva priests jumped off a tower to protest the amplification of Vishnu in a prominent Tamil temple town.140 In 1789, Vaishnava and Saiva ascetics in Maharashtra clashed over precedence during a ritual dip.141 In fact, as late as the 1860s, the predecessor of Madho Singh of Jaipur—who we met at the start of this chapter—launched a campaign of oppression against Vaishnavas after pledging his loyalty to Saivism.142 Even so famous a temple as Tirupati—among India’s most popular—witnessed disputes about the identity of its deity. The image evidently features matted hair and serpents—aspects typical of Siva—while a smear of sandalwood paste on the forehead is said to conceal that god’s third eye. Though the deity holds objects associated with Vishnu, that these are supposedly detachable sparked suspicions. By the twelfth century, at any rate, Vaishnavas were in control, arguing that Vishnu too in some contexts sports matted hair, and that the articles were picked up by the deity personally. As for the sandalwood mark, it does not conceal a third eye but a wound Vishnu received when he took a blow to save a cow!143 Yet again stories came to the rescue.

What can be inferred, then, is that from major shrines to obscure ones, it was possible to reclaim and reinvent them according to shifting patterns—something that direly affected the Sramanic religions once they lost out to Puranic rivals.144 Thus, what is now a Hindu temple in Nagercoil used to be Jain in the sixteenth century.145 Long before, kings in the Deccan converted Buddhist shrines in Ellora chiselling out Buddhas to ensconce Vishnu—those figures that were spared were, by the nineteenth century, visualized as Hindu anyway.146 Lord Curzon, viceroy of India, was startled in 1903 when visiting Gaya—location of the Buddha’s enlightenment—he found its temple in Saiva hands.147 At Kandiyur in Kerala, home to a ninth-century Siva, a Buddha was discovered buried nearby.148 To the north, at Paruvasseri, a Jain image, meanwhile, became Vishnu.149 Violence and natural calamities often tilted the balance: In Karnataka, it is estimated that as many as 2000 Jain sites were destroyed or repurposed in the late medieval period.150 Saiva stories buttress such speculations: They show their heroes coming across towns with ‘new Jain monasteries and temples’, while Siva suffers ‘like a small fish in a pond surrounded by hungry herons’. Rousing others to challenge the Jain ‘dogs’, they ‘uproot and shatter’ their ‘dolls’.151 Though the numbers are inflated, a single Saiva saint is credited with killing 32,000 Jains, while another slaughters 8000.152 Tamil poetry has a Vaishnava steal a gold Buddha to fund a temple for Vishnu,153 while another declares: ‘Snatch the rice from the mouths of those who burden the earth! Stuff them with grass instead!’154 In fact, as recently as a century ago, Tamil temple processions featured images ‘representing a Jain impaled on a stake’.155

India’s religious universe—both within the Puranic system as well as in its dealings with faiths of the Sramanic kind—was clearly, thus, of extraordinary complexity. Saivas and Vaishnavas baited one another, while Buddhists and Jains were reduced to submission.156 Caste became a stringent part of existence, with some segments cast as so ritually impure as to be untouchable. Even proponents of bhakti, while democratizing devotionalism and access to god, hesitated to challenge caste in secular settings.157 What is remarkable is that Brahmins nearly everywhere won towering social positions, though again, this too was not without criticism. The thirteenth-century Basavapurana from the Andhra region is full of hostility for them, for example. Here, Brahmins are cast as the ‘real’ untouchables: In one story, a lady, when brushed by one, takes a cleansing bath; in another, an untouchable covers his (meaty) lunch to save it from a Brahmin’s polluting (vegetarian) eyes, reversing the hierarchy. In the first tale, the saint even has a dog recite the Vedas, to curdle Brahmin pride.158 As usual, however, enmity was tamed into compromise; near contemporaneous with the Basavapurana is another work, by a Brahmin, to soften militant Saivism.159 More effort would be invested in this direction so that by the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, retellings of Saiva saints’ lives not only expunged dislike but proactively brought them in line with Brahminical ideals.160

For Brahmins, though, there was no happy ending. For by then, India’s religious and cultural landscape had been disrupted by another new force: the creed of Muhammad.
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Among the legendary rulers of Kerala on the western seaboard, with its maritime history, were some who disappointed Brahmin chroniclers. One king bought into Buddhist doctrines, we are told, until challenged by Brahmins to a great debate. When his team lost, the man was banished from the country.161 Then there was another. Having committed an injustice, he was denied atonement by the religions at hand; so, he took reprieve in an option fresh off foreign merchants’ boats, called Islam.162 Later retellings are more colourful. Admiring the evening sky, this king one day witnesses the splitting of the moon. Learning of Muhammad’s miracle from some Arab traders, he divides his lands among vassals, boards a ship to the Middle East and becomes a Muslim.163 Whether or not the legend bears truth, the tale of the convert king caught on. On the one hand, it legitimized a dozen Hindu dynasties along the coast as beneficiaries of the king’s partition of territories.164 But, on the other, it also carved out space for the presence of a Muslim community in Kerala. Indeed, just as Brahmins claimed they were settled in these parts by a Vishnu avatar, the story of the convert rajah opened narrative windows for Islam also to smoothly slide into local imagination.165 As Muslims familiarized themselves with the land, in other words, they too deployed stories comparable to those in the Puranas.166

Islam’s advent in the north, however, was not via networks of maritime commerce but through battlefields—a bloodier setting where incentives to blend in through creative writing were not urgent. Tales were, of course, woven, but for foreign audiences—the eleventh-century raids of Mahmud of Ghazni were magnified disproportionately in Arabic texts so as to valorize him in the Islamic world as the bane of infidels. Though Gujarat’s Somnath temple, which he plundered, was not special, it was positioned before Muslim powers as the Mecca of idolatry. Indeed, in one account, the Prophet having failed to destroy what becomes the idol in Somnath (!) is asked by an angel not to fret; this specific deity is reserved for our king.167 Mahmud set a gold standard for Muslim raiders, among whom parading and breaking idols proved a commitment to monotheism.168 India, viewed as the nerve centre of polytheistic image worship was fertile territory, thus,169 for his successors to both enrich themselves and to construct legitimacy. So, while Somnath survived Mahmud’s iconoclasm, it kept attracting copycats. Memories of these desecrations would acquire a life of their own. Not only would the British attempt to ‘avenge’ Hindus in the Victorian age but postcolonial India’s first president also laid the foundation stone personally for the present temple, as if correcting a historical wrong.170 Unlike in Kerala, then, where mythmaking eased Islam’s entry, in the north, it would come to be perceived by some as a devourer of Hindus, and a civilizational adversary.

Understandably, responses to Islam see-sawed between these extremes, depending on who was speaking. It was, as one mind frames it, a ‘strange combination of acceptance and rejection’.171 An eleventh-century Buddhist text, for instance, irreverently suggests that advocates of the Vedas might gel gloriously with Islam, given their shared fondness for violence.172 But jibes aside, Brahmin intellectuals struggled, not least because it was tough to draw the Muslim neatly into the Puranic universe. For already evolved and packaged in the Perso–Arabic world, his religion was unlikely to succumb to the typical overtures. Some of it was about principles—if Brahmins ordered the world into castes, Islam, in theory, proposed egalitarianism.173 And while there was no single pan-Indian Hinduism, Brahmins had, as we saw, formed a ‘consciousness’ of unity, to which Muslim power posed a threat.174 As a faith, Islam had, of course, been part of India’s spiritual platter for some time, and by the eighth century, the term musalmana (Muslim) found its way into Sanskrit.175 But joined to and reinforced by autonomous power, with alternate ideals of kingship, god and self-expression, it loomed as a rival to Brahminism and its umbilical ties to political authority. ‘For the first time in her history’ (or in a long time at any rate), ‘India was to reconcile to the existence [and possibility] of a separate culture-community’—something that, given the abruptness with which it happened, triggered mixed feelings, its worst coming to a head with the subcontinent’s partition in the 1940s.176

But this sense of separateness appears early on. For instance, in twelfth- and thirteenth-century literary coverage of clashes between a Hindu king and an invading Muslim counterpart. In his own courtly production, the former is presented as Vishnu-incarnate, here to quell all the chaos unleashed by foreign savages.177 Their misdeeds include crashing temple rites, eating meat, treating Brahmins with contempt and following a lifestyle repellent to Hindu eyes.178 On the Muslim side, meanwhile, a Persian text employed comparable strategies: The Hindu is Satan’s instrument; the sultan was fighting ‘enemies of the faith’; and he sought not material profit but to advance the ‘Islamic way of life’.179 Both professed divine validation, posing as defenders of order. Such tall claims, in fact, would become formulaic. Thus we have a fifteenth-century sultan described in Persian accounts as such a zealous infidel-killer that each time he liquidated 20,000, he would throw a party.180 So too a fourteenth-century Hindu inscription is predictable when it reports how the ‘darkness of the Turks’ having ‘enveloped the world’, the country, ‘tortured’ by the halting of temple rites, was akin to ‘a forest engulfed by a rampaging fire’.181 While this reveals tension, how much reflected real violence and how much polemics—as in feuds between Jains and Buddhists, Saivas and Vaishnavas—is debatable.182 And yet the existence of such tension is itself telling.

In any case, once Islamic power settled in India, as opposed to making periodic visitations, its appetite for temple-smashing was much reduced. By the thirteenth century, a Muslim dynasty was entrenched in Delhi, and its armies would overwhelm most of the subcontinent. In the process, kingdoms were conquered, Hindu royalty toppled and temples reduced to rubble.183 But thereafter, as a foreign elite ruling over a populous country, compromises were inevitable. Or in the words of a vizier, Muslim power was like salt in a dish—desirable but best sprinkled in moderation.184 Sultans issued coins with Sanskrit inscriptions and, over time, formed a policy of tolerance, even if only out of practical considerations.185 Parallel acts of desecration did occur but as the scholar Richard Eaton phrases it, Hindu sites suffered ‘on the cutting edge of [the sultanate’s] moving military frontier’ as it expanded into new territories.186 Yet, the threat was ever-present: 400 years later, thus, the formidable Tipu Sultan in his home provinces was a patron of shrines, honouring Hindu spiritual heads and having temple rites performed in his name. But when he invaded Kerala next door, without irony the same man deployed violent rhetoric, shattered idols and proved a terror.187 The reverse too occurred—Chhatrapati Shivaji, founder of the Maratha state, in his seventeenth-century kingly narrative is Vishnu manifested to destroy ‘unruly Muslims’.188 This while his father was apparently named after a local Muslim divine.189 Accommodation and suspicion, then, coexisted—a situation sustained into the present.

Better impulses did, of course, assert themselves, then as today. Indeed, while contradictions were stressed during conflict, in everyday terms, constructive exchange was inevitable. In the Deccan, thus, a Muslim notable, impressed by Hindu thought in the sixteenth century, found himself a guru. His desire to become a Brahmin was foiled, but Murtaza did reincarnate himself in Sanskrit as Mrityunjaya.190 In Bengal, the cult of Satya Pir has its central figure combine Brahmin religious markers with the garb of a Muslim fakir.191 Seventeenth-century Karnataka was home to a miracle-working Hindu, raised by Muslims,192 while in Andhra, a Hindu king and his Muslim vanquisher were reimagined as forms of Siva and Vishnu.193 In Maharashtra, similarly, the deity Khandoba received Muslim veneration,194 while in Sindh, some portrayed Ali as Vishnu’s newest avatar.195 In Benares—Hinduism’s most sacred city—a traveller saw Muslims abandon Islam for the Brahmin’s faith.196 Equally, the Muslim saint Kabir grew so popular with Hindus that some posthumously gave him a Brahmin pedigree.197 Meanwhile, at the court in Delhi, the Mughal emperor Akbar celebrated Hindu festivals and had a Veda and the Mahabharata translated into Persian.198 Pleased Brahmins issued panegyrics likening him to a deity.199 As for Somnath, once tormented by Islamic powers, it soon became custom for local Muslims en route to Mecca to ‘pay their respects’ here.200 Why, attempts were made to concoct Puranic origins for Islam itself: In one account, the Prophet springs from Vishnu, while another suggests it was Siva who gave Muhammad leave to propagate a new religion.201

Islam, then, was different but not ‘inexpressibly alien’, not least because Muslims in India were themselves diverse and the opposite of a monolith.202 Matrilineal Muslims in Kerala had more in common with their matrilineal Hindu neighbours, for example, than with Deccan Muslims, whose food, culture and general being was of a different order. For the most part, people managed to live together, transcending disagreements. One enabler was simply the country’s diversity. While Islam was distinct, this, in a society full of plural identities, was not unusual. If Muslims were in Sanskrit narratives described as asuras (demons) and mlecchas, the terms were also used at times by Hindus against other Hindus.203 Where Muslim rulers destroyed temples, Hindu kings too—even if they did not demolish or break idols—occasionally plundered them.204 So also while the sixteenth-century philosopher Eknath produced a dialogue in which a Hindu and Muslim trade barbs, in another he challenges (intra-Hindu) caste prejudices.205 That is, Hindus did not think of themselves as only Hindus, viewed in contrast to Muslims—that claim appeared in the modern period. Until then, identities were shaped by multiple parameters such as caste and region and language, religion being one of many factors. Thus, two persons might share a linguistic identity as Telugu speakers, and yet have little intercourse if one were Brahmin, the other ‘untouchable’. In fact, the Brahmin might deal more regularly with Muslim authorities, serving as a bureaucrat or cultural middleman, transacting in courtly Persian.206

Yet, the religious divide was not artificial or a colonial invention, as is sometimes argued by the well-intentioned, who seek to bridge current religious cleavages in India. For at an intellectual level, notions of ‘Us and Them’ always persisted between Muslims and Hindu elites. After all, even in efforts to reconcile Islam with Hinduism, recognition of each as dissimilar is implicit.207 Even under the kindest sultans, temple worship was tolerated, not endorsed; Brahmins were respected, but no Muslim power was likely to admit their pretensions to superiority.208 A steady undercurrent of suspicion remained, then.209 And there was no shortage of violence. In 1244, ‘Muslims were killed following an assault … by the Hindus during Id prayer’ in Haryana.210 Despite Kerala’s culture of tolerance, a mosque was attacked in the fourteenth century for tiling (as opposed to thatching) its roof, and by this claiming parity with a temple.211 Fifteenth-century Kashmir saw Hindu and Muslim shrines set ablaze, in addition to provocative cow slaughter.212 A Hindu rajah in Rajasthan, was, for opposing Mughal inroads, saluted in religious language: he denies ‘the kalamam (kalima)’ and elevates the ‘veda-purana’.213 In seventeenth-century Karnataka, conflict occurred when Hindus took an idol of Ganapati by a Muslim shrine; they were decried as ‘infidels’ with an ‘accursed’ deity.214 Some decades earlier, in a Telugu text, a southern emperor is shown viewing both the Hindu king of Orissa and a neighbouring sultan as enemies; but the former is a notch better for keeping faith in the right gods.215 One especially graphic statement comes from a Bihar-born poet in the early 1400s:


The Hindus and the Turks live close together.

Each makes fun of the other’s religion.

One calls the faithful to prayer. The other recites the Vedas.

… The Turks coerce passers by into doing forced labor.

Grabbing hold of a Brahmin boy, they put a cow’s vagina on his head.

They rub out his tilak [forehead mark] and break his sacred thread …

They destroy temples and construct mosques.216



To sum up, then, ingredients always existed in India to support a binary between Muslims and non-Muslims. And in some contexts and spaces, this alerted Hindus—despite their various differences—to the possibility of political oneness. That is, if Brahminism held a ‘consciousness’ of unity, faced with an opponent, that feeling would slowly harden. In the modern age—which pushed political integration, introduced technology such as the press and the need to stand up to colonialism—new meaning was invested in broad-based labels. Two ideas appeared of the Indian nation: a pluralistic one with room for all, celebrating syncretic aspects of the Hindu–Muslim encounter. And another, equating India with a Hindu nation, galvanized by memories of persecution by Muslim kings and, as we shall see, Christian colonialists. Logic could be found for both. Emperor Jahangir, for example, was transfixed by a Brahmin ascetic called Chitrup in 1617.217 ‘Without exaggeration,’ he diarized, ‘it was hard for me to part from him.’218 They bonded over spiritual issues, finding plenty of common ground—evidence that Hindu and Muslim could get along.219 And yet, the same monarch also once, almost on a whim, destroyed a temple and its ‘hideous’ idol—confirmation for the cynical that Islam could never be truly trusted.220 Chitrup too affirmed his separate identity. When asked what he thought about the Prophet, he replied: ‘You yourself say he was sent by God. He is the guide of the people to whom the True King has sent him. He need not trouble himself about us, courtiers of the Almighty.’221 Islam had value for those who believed in it, he seemed to argue. But for those who met god through other paths, the divine message was already clear.
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4. Emperor Akbar (Jahangir’s father) and Gosain Jadrup (Chitrup).

As always, in India, even if the destination were the same, the road could never be one. And as much as this could be read as pluralism, ever present was also the prospect of disunion.
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It is possible that by now the reader of this rambling essay will relate to an eighteenth-century padre’s frustration. ‘These heathens,’ he grumbled, ‘are very shifting in their discourses. One tells me one thing and another something different.’222 Or perhaps we declare too many things at once, all of which happen to be true. He deserves sympathy, either way, for Indians also are likely to find the country’s religious evolution bewildering. Masked under that disarmingly plain term ‘Hinduism’ is a many-layered phenomenon—from a leaner Vedic personality, it became something richer in the Puranic age; exchanges with tribal cults, Buddhism, Jainism and Islam activated fascinating transformations. Things were perplexing enough by the early modern era, until the arrival of European powers—and, in their wake, politically backed Christianity—slapped on a fresh coat of complexity. Alongside came other upheavals. The Mughals stretched their power to its limits, and when Akbar’s great-grandson died in 1707, their empire went into decline. Emboldened vassals shook themselves free, and in the resultant flux, a petty overseas venture—the English East India Company—inched out from its coastal enclaves to become a great hegemon. It is the story of Hinduism in this period that makes up the rest of this book; or specifically, the context in which Hindu nationalism—Hindutva, so dominant now in India—found its raison d’être. This is not, then, a study of the religion across the ages but a survey of 400 years at most—a span that supplies the historical setting and much of the emotional stimulus empowering present-day Hinduism.

It is often argued, however, that Hinduism is a Western ‘invention’; that before the modern era, there were just castes, sects and a heap of contradictory traditions, possessing none of the streamlined clarity associated with Christianity and Islam. Certainly, ‘Hinduism’ as a term is of recent vintage. It appeared first as a label for foreigners to lump together unfamiliar people. And yet, once created, Hindus seized that expression, recognizing something familiar there. To suggest this was passive acquiescence in a foreign-made identity is simplistic.223 As we saw, the encounter with Islam had initiated a feeling of oneness among Hindu thinkers, building on an older unifying Brahminical impulse. Confronted by colonialism, such instincts grew firmer, and Hindus themselves invested substance in the outsider’s name tag. Hinduism was not ‘invented’; it represents the latest milestone in a long-running religious process. Like a river that might originate in small streams, this one too had many beginnings. But it has been flowing for long, only picking up a new name at a bend along the way. So, while the name is modern, the river is old. Besides, to compare Hinduism in a blanket sense to Christianity and Islam is to presume that religions must all fit one template to qualify; that anything which does not meet certain parameters—prophets, a core set of codes—is somehow a pretender. The fact, however, is that religions can emerge in different forms in different places, just as they might borrow from one another.224 Historically, Hinduism did not fit the mould of book-based religions, though in its modern form, it does appropriate many of the latter’s features. In the past, it was like an ever-expanding tapestry of uncertain shape; modern dynamics, however, hastened the stitching-up of its outer borders.

This closing of the door is the principal focus of this book. And, as we shall see, it was born of a sustained and often painful interaction with the colonial West. We will begin with Europe’s early encounters with Hindus—a phase in which white men met a new culture but treated it not with open minds but jaundiced eyes. Indeed, European ideas of Hinduism were in good measure shaped by their own cultural and political preoccupations; they saw what they wished to see and interpreted Hindu culture to suit predetermined priorities, as highlighted in the first two chapters. By itself, this would not have mattered—on the contrary, Christianity looked like it was growing worryingly Hinduized in India. But having gained power, white men’s slanted perceptions acquired force. Hindus would now begin to look at themselves in a mirror crafted by foreign hands, seeing a somewhat distorted reflection: The making of this mirror is the theme in chapters three and four, as brown men under white rule came to terms with what was being projected. And yet, ‘native’ minds were not blank slates. Or as an annoyed missionary put it, ‘It is possible for a Hindu to have his whole soul apparently absorbed in a subject, and yet for his real thought to be as far from it as the east is from the west.’225 With growing assaults on Hindu culture—the subject of the fifth chapter—‘native’ agency asserted itself. And as the final two sections of the book demonstrate, this took the form of both an internal soul-searching, as well as external resistance, leaving Hindu society transformed yet again. That is, if the British had certain ideas, Hindus too had distinct motivations; in remaking themselves, they ingested part of the colonial fare—strategically finding parallels within their traditions—refusing to swallow the rest. The result was a hybrid: old in many respects but also renewed to survive the modern world and its pressures.

There is a saying, though, that to look for the ancestry of saints, and the origins of rivers is an enterprise fraught with peril, bringing, as it does, mainly disappointment. The same could apply to investigating modern Hinduism. The religion today has a grand, linear narrative which, to its most rigid believers, is the only truth. They see an eternal faith, above history and even the possibility of scholarly scrutiny. To try and study how all this acquired its current appearance under the domination of strangers,226 is possibly hopeless at best, controversial at worst. But I take the risk, for it is a remarkable story, featuring mahatmas and polemicists, missionaries and ‘natives’, little gods and great gods, text and tradition, and, of course, foreigners of different persuasions. There is battle, of men and ideas both. There is the ascent of prejudice, which did more damage than wars of conquest. There is colonization not only of land and resources but also of the mind and its frameworks. But it is a story of defiance too, aspects of which are bloody, others cerebral. Crucially, colonialism seeded a feeling among many Hindus that their identity needed muscle; and in forging this defensive frame, they would position themselves against the West and Muslims both. That colonialism gave Hinduism a new look is just another turn in a history full of reinvention. Yet, its political consequence is also an exclusionary creed. This, to some Hindus, is an aberration: the repulsive offspring of a saintly mother. Advocates of militant Hinduism, however, view things differently. Faced, they would argue, with dangerous rivals in Islam and Christianity, Hindus cannot but fortify their new, unified identity. Pluralism sounds charming, but regimentation is essential to survival. That wrathful child was born for a reason, they insist, and in the following chapters we examine its advent.

What this book is not is a history of Hindu philosophy or of the lofty ideas of ancient sages. It is not a study of the Vedas and holy texts, or a quest to unearth deep meanings obscured in theological traditions. It is only an investigation into human action and reaction, in a context of political conquest, cultural domination and resistance. For those who prefer happier, more syncretic aspects of Hinduism’s history—which are, without question, inalienable parts of it—or a romantic celebration of the faith, proceed no further. The pages ahead offer something rather less reassuring.

But while this is not a comforting account, it will, hopefully, prove interesting. And in its own way, illuminate why things are the way they are in the land of the Hindus.




ONE

Monsters and Missionaries

In November 1579, three devout Christians set out from the Konkan coast for the capital of Akbar the Great in upper India. They were servants of the Society of Jesus, an order of Catholic priests founded a few decades before, and locally headquartered in the Portuguese enclave of Goa. The leader of the party was Rodolfo Acquaviva, scion of one of Italy’s wealthiest noble houses, who had jettisoned all aristocratic pretensions for the Jesuit’s cassock. With him were Francis Henriquez and Antonio Monserrate—the former a Persian convert and the latter a Catalonian.1 Their combined quest was to win over the Mughal emperor himself, whom they knew as Zelaldinus Equebar (Jalaluddin Akbar). He had, after all, personally summoned them, asking that they bring Christian texts ‘in order that we may learn the Law and its full meaning and perfect truths in every respect’.2 Upon arrival in February 1580, they were welcomed formally first and then at a private reception, where the emperor, to general amusement, appeared in European cloak and hat. Habitually, Akbar offered his guests a mass of gold, but riches did not excite the missionaries; instead, it was his warmth that made an impression. As Monserrate reported ecstatically, ‘these signs foretold the speedy conversion of the king to the true religion and the worship of Christ’—a case of wishful thinking if ever there was one.3

The season in which the Jesuits arrived was bubbling with controversy, the emperor having irritated the Muslim ulema (clergy) at court. Only recently he had obtained a document from the most prominent of them, ceding him authority in adjudicating religious disputes—a decree signed unwillingly by many who thought it a scandalous encroachment. But it was hardly the first time Akbar deviated from orthodox ideals: A few years earlier, he had also established a ‘house of worship’ where rival disputants debated theological ideas. Alongside Muslims, this ibadat khana also hosted Brahmins, Jains, Zoroastrians and others, who could loudly express scepticism and challenge one another’s beliefs. When our three Jesuits arrived, therefore, they were invited to also join, though their passion—and unfamiliarity with court etiquette—meant it was a disaster: The emperor had to take them aside and ask them to mind their language after an outrageous inaugural performance.4 Nonetheless, Acquaviva and his friends remained hopeful. On receiving the Bible, not only did Akbar kiss and raise each volume over his head, he also asked which one contained the gospel and ‘showed yet more marked reverence to it’.5 Soon, they were requested to translate the text into Persian, while the emperor, to the horror of some, placed one of the imperial princes under the visiting fathers’ tutelage.6

This intellectual climate in the Mughal court flowed chiefly from Akbar’s uncommon keenness to interrogate received wisdom and ancestral convictions of all stripes. Ruling over a diverse, multicultural society, imperial policy had evolved into one of sulh-i-kul where, as his heir wrote, ‘there was room for practitioners of various sects and beliefs’, on the understanding that ‘all religions have a place within the spacious circle of God’s mercy’.7 Even the grand gateway to the chief mosque in the capital, Fatehpur Sikri, carried an inscription celebrating the teachings of Jesus,8 with the quote: ‘The world is a bridge; pass over it but build no house upon it.’ When Zoroastrians brought a holy fire, Akbar publicly prostrated before it to show respect.9 And, of course, there was Hindu influence that upset conservative Muslim courtiers, their resentment an ill-concealed secret; one merry Hindu writer even claimed that Akbar’s was really a Hindu government.10 To the Jesuits this was all quite confusing. As they recorded—in a way revealing as much about themselves as their subject—given the emperor’s attitude, it was surprising that ‘Zelaldinus has not yet been assassinated’.11 For they too viewed Akbar’s heterodoxy as a character defect. ‘He cared little,’ Monserrate reported grimly, ‘that in allowing every one to follow his own religion he was in reality violating all religions.’12

At a personal level, of course, Akbar remained very encouraging of the Jesuits, which kept them motivated in their endeavour to bring him to Christ—he was once seen walking with an arm around Acquaviva’s shoulders, a mark both of ease and favour.13 They accompanied him on a major military campaign also: a rebellion by his brother in Afghanistan orchestrated by some of the ulema as a concrete measure against Akbar’s alleged heresies. Why, the emperor entertained their unsolicited advice even on topics not their concern: Once the pious fathers encountered a group of transgender people and were apoplectic that ‘such a class’ were allowed in the capital. They recommended that ‘these libertines’ be banished ‘as though they were a deadly plague’ or ‘burnt up by devouring flames’. Amused, Akbar laughed.14 But his tolerance of ideological diversity was certainly a perplexing substance, and the Jesuits had no desire to evaluate their own dogmas against the emperor’s yardstick of reason. Debates in and out of the ibadat khana could grow heated, and Akbar, while venerating Mary and Jesus, steadfastly refused to believe god had produced a son through a virgin.15 Frustrated, Acquaviva soon complained: ‘Nothing, Father, and I say it with tears, nothing strikes the air but that diabolical name [of Muhammad]. Scarcely ever do we hear the most sweet name of Jesus. For the Moors only call him Jesus the Prophet, and say that he is not the Son of God.’16

It was late in the day before the fathers realized that Akbar had no intention of converting at all—his interest lay in grasping the principles of each competing faith to craft a new philosophy for himself as a monarch, and in scrutinizing all religions fairly. Even as he discussed Christian thought, he was bowing to the sun, drinking holy Ganga water, banning animal slaughter17 and otherwise flirting with multiple traditions—a ‘fickleness’ unbearable to the Jesuits.18 It also did not help that Mughal officers in the south were soon at war with the Portuguese; when the emperor explained that it was triggered by local provocations, Monserrate dismissed this on the grounds that ‘no reliance must be put on the oath of a Musalman, since Muhammad himself teaches that it is lawful to swear falsely to an enemy’.19 In the end, the Jesuits withdrew, for they did not wish to give the emperor ‘the pearls of the Gospel’ simply so he could ‘tread and crush [them] under his feet’ to satisfy some ungodly curiosity.20 Henriquez took off in 1581 and the next year Monserrate followed; by the time Acquaviva departed in 1583, their chief consolation was the ‘discovery’ of Tibet further north, where ‘a great harvest’ of ‘white’ heathens, untarnished by Muslim influence, could, it was hoped, be reaped.21

That, however, was a task for others. For soon after his return to Goa, Acquaviva was hacked to death when some companions and he planted a cross at the site of a smashed Hindu temple. At a time when the Inquisition promoted militant orthodoxy (more on that later) in Portuguese dominions, the fathers had been free to speak as they wished in the Mughal court: The Prophet was ‘a wicked and impious villain’;22 Islam was merely ‘the superstition of Muhammad’;23 the Quran was ‘stuffed with countless fables’ and ‘extreme frivolity’;24 and, since polygamy was sin, even Akbar’s wives, save one, were ‘courtesans and adulteresses’.25 In fact, the Jesuits themselves were surprised they got away with such potentially life-threatening




[image: A statue of the sun god Surya standing on a pedestal with a missing head. He is flanked by mythical figures.]
5. Broken image of Surya, the sun god, in Konch, photographed by Thomas Fraser Peppé (1870).





[image: An engraving of Vishnu as Narasimha with a lion head and multiple arms. Narasimha sticks out his tongue in rage, rips open a man\x92s belly and pulls out his guts.]
6. Engraving of Vishnu in his incarnation as Narasimha, the man-lion (1672).
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7. Deumo, the Devil of Calicut.






[image: Two men lead a woman towards the funeral pyre on which her husband lies. They all wear loose cotton fabrics.]
8. An Indian widow being led to suttee (sati) (1811), by François Balthazar Solvyns.


[image: A Sadhu wears a loincloth covering his genitals and a band around his head. Ash is smeared in stripes across his chest, along his arms, on his forehead and under his eyes.]
9. A Sadhu (1799), by François Balthazar Solvyns.









[image: The banner of the Inquisition in Goa features a man in a cape holding a branch of laurel leaves and a sword. He stands on a cloud that has a dog with a stick in its mouth.]
10. Banner of the Inquisition in Goa.









[image: An engraving depicts Francis Xavier standing on a stone pedestal on the shores, holding the cruciform and speaking to the Indians.]
11. A seventeenth-century engraving of Francis Xavier preaching to Indians.
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12. Roberto de Nobili.
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