HINDU POPES

India seems to be imitating Europe's medieval past

Ramachandra Guha

hen the Babri Masijid witd dermolished in December 1992, &

prominent mashunt of Ayadhya called it the first step in
miaking the town the "Vatican of the Hindus", 1 was fecently
reminded of that statemient while reading the Oxford historian
R W. Southern's'elassic Wastem Society ond the Church in the
Middle Ages. This book skilfully sets medicval Christianity inits
social eontoxt, “Southem analyvses the relations between church
mnd ‘state, and the ¢eotome bases of both. He faregroutids’ the
primacy of the papacy, yet tells us uléo fhout the monostic orders
which attracted some of the sblest munds of the time.

Reading Southern, 1 asked myself - where would 1 [ind &
comparable account of Hinduism? Where is the book that clegantly
wid zuthoritatively mapsout the diflsrent thealogeal trends, sects,
orders and suthoritics that make up this' particular religious
complex? So far as | know, no such study exists. For seligious
history is sn undeveloped feld in Tndia despiie the diversity of
Faiths 1o be Tound in the subcontinent, and despite the continung
hold of religion on the popular imagination,

Asascholar [ hope that wiorks like Western Society and the Church
in the Middle Ages will inspire comparablc studics of Indian
religions traditions and mstitubions, Mcanwhile, a5 a <itizen, | was
struck by the parallels berween Christianity as it was praclised in
medieval Bwrope, snd the centemporary Indian movement snown
as Hindutva, Coasides the following.

One, medieval Chnstiamty was obsessed with defeating Islam,
viewed gy the muin and sometimes sole enemy. Represeatative here
158 letter writlen in 1267 by the pope in Bome to the Greek smperr
in Constantinople. "Ie Crusade is being prepared,” wrote the pope,
"andl the whole of Burope 15 nsing at our bidding. If vou will sttack
the Moslems on one side while the Crusaders attuck them on the
other, we skall see an cod of their dammoble rehgion for ever”

Two, the Watican drew vk of its-authonty om the presence of
the physiwal remmsins ol Jesus's proselyzing spostle St Peler, he
who browght the Sath o the previously pagao temuin of Eutope.
Rome was the "maost haly burial place of e most blessed bady of
St Peter”. The pope was the representative uf 5t Peter, 51 Peter the
representative of Jesus; and Jesus the sen of god, Having the
apostle’s remams buttressed the Vatican's clain to be the centre of
the Chrstign communitly, In & simdiar fashion, the associmtion of
Ram, the best loved incamation of Vishmy, with Ayvodhya, shall
pustify that city's clanm to be the Vatican of Hinduism.

Three, medieval Chiistinnity was a centralized, quasi-totalivarzan,
political systens Thus the edicts ol the mfusntial 1Th Century

pope. Gregory VI, proclaimed that "the pope can be judped by no
one™ that "unappeal tothe papal court inhibite judement by all
inferior courts”; that the pope "alone can mike néw laws, sel up
new bishoprics, and divide old ores"; and, most mmportantly, that
“the Raman church hos never errad and never will err sl the end
of tima™,

This eredo reminds one of conmimunism in it pomp. Nether Mao
nor Lenin were ever known to have made s mastake, Nor, Ibelicve,
hiss the sarsanphchalak of the Rashtnys Swiavemsevak Sangh.

Four, the pope and his bishops were especizlly keen to gan the
allegiance, and preferably obeisance, of the political rulers of the
day. As Southem observes, the church suthonities were-alwaye al
pains to-emphasize “the mnferiority of the secular to the spinual
power!, Kings and nobles had confinually to defer 1o the pope.
Much is the casc with modem day Hindutva, Our prime minister
bowes snd scrapes before the shankaracharyn, and our chief nuntsters
arc-swormn in before rows upon rows of bearded gentlemen dressed
mseffron

Five, while some religious leaders had 8 genwine interest in matwers
el the apint, some others were more Keen on matters of the mundans
world. In the histonical record, says Southem there are "lew signs
thirt the cultivation of (o Christisn) character was the main
prevecupation of the bishops of the western church, It 15 as
orzanizers, adminisirators, magnates and pohiticians that the
surviving documents mamnly depict them!, Likewise, a future
historion studying the periodical Hterature of the India of the
Nineties 15 likely to condlude that sanis and sadhus preferred politics
and pdmunistration to theology and doctrine. Southern writes of a
particular German bishop that he was "simply a political agent m
scelesiastical dress" . Much the same could be seid of many of our
lmdu holy men today,

Sixy nolwithstandimg the professed ideals of the church, then,
"sepular motives were cverywhere uppermost-and everywhere
prevailed”, L the 120k amd 1 3th centures, writes Seuthen, " many
contemperaries were beginning to think that the ¢hurch was a
conapiracy between seculur und ecclesiistical anthorities for the
exploitation of coclesiastical wealth," How true this is of so many
temples todoy,

Seven, as men of this world, the elérey took mest interissl in their
uwn well-being. Southern calls the priesthood "the groutest of &1
trade unions” in the Middle Ages. Hindu swamis likewise have
been guick to undersmand the importance of actung collectively in
therr own self-interest.




Sociologists have written of Hindutva as being an altempt to
"Semiticize” Hinduism. By this they mean that a previously plural,
diffuse. unorganized and even snarchic religion is being refashioned
along more Formal Tines, [Hindutva nims to ereate a ¢lear chaim of
comimand, & definite centre of authority, where previously there
was none, For Hindus have failed 10 act a5 2 unified, cohesive
community, compluins the sangh parivar. They have been hampered
by the ahsence ol one holy book, a Quran ora Bible, and thaabsence
ol one holy place, 3 Rome or a Macea. Ram, and Ayodhya, will be
made tostep mto the breach,

O the three preat religions that are "Semitic” in origin, Judaism
has had the least influence in India. But Islam and Christianity
have hoth made a powerful impact on the subcontinent, Indeed,
much of modern day Hinduism can be understood as a response 1o
the challenge of those two faiths. Some Hindus, like Gandhi, were
provoked by Islam and Christiandty toanack the evils in their own
society, such as discimmation agaitst women and low castes. Other
Hindus, such as those clusterad in the sangh parivar, seem to have

tuken an allogether different lesson from the Semitic religions.
From themn they have leamnt to blur the boundaries between church
and staze; to-clam imfallibity for their own faith, and o demoniee
other faiths.

Karl Marx once ¢luimed that "the more developed society shows
to the less developed the image ol its luture". In this, 28 in so much
eise, the bearded German prophet got it wrong. For modern India
seeks to emulate medieval, not modern, Europe, Sadly, this is true
both for Hindutva and for its political opponents, The apostles of
the sangh parivar sre inspired by long dead mullahs and padies;
but S0, It scems, are inen such as Laloo Prasad Yaduv, Listen now
ta this final quote from RV, Svuthern's Western Society and the
Church in the Middle Ages: "Nepotism, political bribery, und the
appropnation of institutional wealth to sndow one's family, were
not crimes in medieval rulers; they were part of the am of
governmenl, no |¢ss necessary in popes than in other men,” Indin's

present, Europe's past? I

Show & Tell in Abu Ghraib

What are the thousand words, I wonder, that are worth the pictures of grinning US soldiers sexually
humiliating Iraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib prison? An essay by Michael Ignatiefl about human rights as
the justification for war? An article by Samuel Huntington on the superiority of Western values? A
rousing column by Tom Friedman calling on America to make Iraqa modern democratic state? Maybe
Bernard Lewis could write up a talk about Islamic paranoia, or perhaps Alan Dershowitz could reprise
i an op-ed his argument that torture can be morally permissible—a view that found a ready, even
gleeful, heanng, | seem to remember, in journalistic circles after 9/11..,

The fact is, whatever the reason or excuse, however unrepresentative those photos arc ever showa to be-
-and whatever punishment 1s eventually meted out to the perpétrators--the United States has just lost its
last remaining rationale for the misbegotten invasion of Irag. The WMDs are missing, the nuclear WCHPONS
never cxisted (cven the "nuclear weapons program has been deud since 1991): vou don't haar much
anymore about Saddam having been behind 9/11, although thanks to the media's slavish channeling of
White House propaganda, 70 percent of Americans will probably go their graves believing him Osama's
best friend. Now Lhe rescue of the Iraqi people from tyranny and brutality is turning out to be snothar
[antasy. The humanitarian argument persuaded a lot of people—good people--to give this war the benefit
ol'the doubt. Does anyene still think Iragis are about 1o shower their invaders with roses and sweetmeats?

Courtesy, The Nation, Katha Pollit.
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