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Distroting A Great Religion

FIR against Netflix film betrays not just intolerance but also ignorance about a
Hinduism

Pavan K Varma, [ The writer is an author and former diplomat ]

In the rather lacklustre Netflix adaptation of Vikram Seth’s A Suitable Boy the main protagonist, Lata, is
shown Kkissing a Muslim boy with a temple in the background. Gaurav Tiwari, president of the B]JP’s Yuva
Morcha, indignantly filed an FIR accusing Netflix of ‘deliberate or malicious acts intended to outrage
religious feelings’. The police in B]JP ruled Madhya Pradesh where the FIR was filed, backed by the state’s
home minister, promptly took cognisance of the ‘offence’ which is punishable by a prison term of three
years, or fine, or both.

[ have delved deep into Hinduism and I am, therefore, dismayed at the way BJP and RSS, which claim to
be pro-Hindu, are allowing their agenda to be consistently hijacked by this kind of ignorant bigotry which
is an affront to all right thinking Hindus.

Are Tiwari, and those backing him, against kissing, or against kissing with a temple in the background, or
a Hindu woman kissing, or a Hindu woman kissing a Muslim man? If they are against kissing, then they
should immediately read the Bhagvata Purana, Vishnu Purana, Kama Sutra, Kalidasa, Jayadeva’s Gita
Govinda, Bhartrihari, Bilhana, Chandidasa, Bihari, Vidyapati, even Tulsidas where he describes the power
of Kamadeva - and scores of other classics written by Hindu writers - which celebrate desire with a
sensuous verve that has few parallels in world literature.

However, reading is not everybody’s cup of tea. Perhaps, then, they could take some time off from their
mindless intolerance to try and understand the remarkably balanced view of life that Hinduism has
always espoused. In the Hindu world view the four purusharthas or goals of life are dharma, artha
(material well-being), kama (physical sensuality) and moksha (salvation).

The Thirukkural, also known affectionately as the Tamil Veda, is divided into three sections, namely aram
or righteousness, porul or wealth, and inbam or love. Hinduism must be one of the few religions which
gives, as part of the highest goals of life, philosophical legitimacy to the balanced pursuit of desire, and
celebrates its expression with an aplomb that makes mincemeat of the hypocritical prudery of the likes of
Tiwari.

If the objection is to kissing with a temple in the background, the so-called custodians of morality must
visit Konarak or Khajuraho, and understand the philosophy about why the temple itself is adorned with
beautiful erotic sculpture. It was not Hindus but our British rulers who were appalled at Hinduism'’s frank
but sensible acceptance of the sensual.
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In British Raj opinion, the Hindus were ‘tied to hateful, horrible beliefs and customs - unmentionable
thoughts’; their world of darkness was filled with ‘lust’; their culture had ‘no moral codes’; their form of
worship was ‘to a very large extent disgusting and even immoral’; and, they suffered from ‘unparalleled
sexual degradation’. The Christian Literary Society in Madras even filed a case in 1862 against Krishna
himself for encouraging ‘adultery and fornication’. Fortunately, the court could not do much for lack of
evidence!

The colonial critique was an illiterate assessment of Hinduism’s enlightened accommodation of kama as
part of a profound exploration of the highest spiritual truths. Amazingly, in a truly ironical twist, the
Hindu ultra-right, parroting the Victorian morality of our erstwhile rulers, is protesting kissing, and goes
about haranguing youngsters in parks, in the name of ‘protecting’ Hinduism. Ignorance certainly makes
very strange bedfellows!

Besides, the patriarchal mindset of such critics fail to understand the tradition of strong women within
Hinduism. Gender discrimination may be widespread today, but equally, there are powerful role models
in our past of self-willed women clear about following their choices.

The Upanishads speak of Gargi, who was unyielding in her fearless debate with sage Yagnavalkya, and of
Maitreyi who held her own in discussing the intricacies of metaphysics with her husband; Ubhaya Bharti
confidently questioned the great Adi Shankaracharya himself on the art of making love; Andal, Mirabai,
and Karaikkal Ammaiyaar of the bhakti period pursued their own path defying all conventional mores;
the scintillating Mahadeviyakka in the 12th century left her husband and even discarded her clothes;
covered only by her tresses she had a remarkable dialogue on the basis of equality with Basavanna and
Allama Prabhu, leaders of the powerful Virashaiva Lingayat movement, who respectfully admitted her in
their sect.

Our Constitution gives the sacrosanct right to consenting adults to marry anyone of any faith. Forced or
fraudulent religious conversion is wrong, and is punishable under existing laws, without the need for the
anti ‘love jihad’ law which demonises Muslim men and infantilises Hindu women, with the clear aim of
fanning religious hatred.

The problem with the ultra-Hindu right is that its aggression is in inverse proportion to its knowledge.
These self-anointed guardians of Hinduism are trying to make it run on Talibani diktats. This kind of
debasement of the conquering eclecticism of the sanatan dharma, and it’s nuanced audacity of thought, is
as big a setback for it as the Turkic invasion or the British conquest.

There were leaders in the BJP earlier — Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Arun Jaitley, Sushma Swaraj - who could
perhaps have stemmed this unlettered fanaticism. But even in their absence, Hindus must urgently
resolve to prevent the hijacking of their great religion by those who know so little about it.
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