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INTRODUCTION

I

One of the critical questions in the present study on women, religion and politics is how to conceptualize women’s involvement in right-wing political-religious movements worldwide. Scholars and activists, particularly those working within a feminist framework, found it challenging to explore why women are drawn to and engage in right-wing politics characterized by a monolithic, authoritative, patriarchal structure and to what extent women’s participation in these movements reflects an independent choice of action. A variety of interrelated factors like class, caste, ethnicity, sexuality and others could influence women’s decisions to join right-wing political-religious movements. Similarly, right-wing women frequently dealt with the conservative perspectives of right-wing ideologies as they tried to make sense of their lives based on their identities and experiences. Given the paradoxical nature of the relationship between feminism and right-wing politics, it becomes essential for scholars to understand the issues and perspectives of right-wing women, who have mostly been marginalized in scholarly narratives (Klatch 1994; Pateman and Gross 2013). Historically, left-wing movements have been considered more responsive to the feminist demands of gender equality and social justice. Left-wing feminists continued to offer a critical perspective on the gendered dynamics inherent in traditional patriarchal institutions. They questioned whether feminist ideals might exist with right-wing principles that often defend conventional gender roles and hierarchies. While there may be variations within right-wing movements regarding their approach to gender issues, understanding the appeal of right-wing political-religious movements to women has challenged feminist scholars.

The frequency of women publicly supporting right-wing political-religious movements is not a unique trend. Right-wing women’s movements have thrived in different forms across historical periods; however, scholarly attention has frequently favoured liberal feminist movements, which might have obscured the importance of right-wing women’s movements. Despite the cultural significance ascribed to women within right-wing movements, they went largely unrecognized for a long time. Regardless of their symbolic representation within the rising wave of cultural revivalist movements worldwide, the women of the right-wing have received limited academic coverage in terms of the variety of discourses and perspectives they offered and the approaches they adopted to engage with the questions of gender and power. Throughout history, right-wing movements have evolved around traditional ideologies and have frequently emphasized the importance of upholding traditional values, gender roles and cultural identities. Women are portrayed mainly as moral custodians of these ideals, entrusted with protecting cultural identity, family values and patriarchal gender standards. However, it is essential to acknowledge that these stereotypical representations did not reflect the true spirit of agency, authority and activism demonstrated by women in the right-wing movements.

Besides, the relationship between right-wing politics and gender has received insufficient coverage up until now despite the increase in women’s engagement in right-wing parties and movements in recent times. The gap in research could have been attributed to an emphasis on the long history of liberal democracy in Western countries after the end of the Second World War and an inadequate understanding of how gender dynamics have contributed to the development of right-wing politics in different parts of Europe and the United States. As the right-wing parties have gained political prominence in various democracies of Europe and America in the recent past and often displayed tendencies to combine the extremist trends of xenophobia, anti-immigrant and hyper-active masculinity, it became necessary for feminist scholarship to investigate the role of gender and sexuality in the reproduction of right-wing politics in present time. Gender stereotypes that portray women in the conventional roles of a mother or caregiver often raise questions about why women would engage in right-wing extremism, as the traditional understanding of women as peaceful actors’ conflicts with the idea of women being involved in radical movements. However, such stereotypes might also project women activists as docile individuals who operate within familial ties and uphold maternalistic standards, lacking personal agency. However, other than playing significant roles in the capacity of leaders or supporters, women might take active roles in these movements as organizers, propagators and cheerleaders. Their success in all these capacities was primarily influenced by how they understood gender individually as well as from the point of view of the group with the intersection of categories like ethnicity, caste, class and religion.1

With regards to right-wing extremism becoming a more mainstream phenomenon globally, fears of immigration in general and, specifically, of assaults by ‘outsider-other’ men on local women served to re-explore the long-standing notions of ethnic purity in connection to the gendered stereotypes of family, homeland, motherland and others. These dimensions contributed to developing a vast spectrum of feminist scholarship on the structural framework of right-wing ideology (Heinemann and Stern 2022: 314–19). An essential aspect of this research focused on employing ‘gender as a meta-language’ to analyse the nuances of inequality and power dynamics. This gave a more comprehensive understanding of ‘struggles over hegemony and resources forged by neoliberalism’ (Dietze and Roth 2020: 8). Approaches leading to the study of correlations that exist between right-wing politics and feminist principles raised a primary inquiry joint to all methodological frames: how do the right-wing parties endorse their concerns over gender and feminism when left-wing parties have a reputation for being more receptive to feminist issues? (Erzeel Celis and Caluwaerts 2018; Kuhar and Paternotte 2017; Neiwert 2018). Given the absence of a universally accepted definition of feminism and the fact that feminists strive to improve the status and influence of women regardless of their ideological inclination, conservative objectives of empowering women within traditional terms and existing gender stereotypes may frequently align with right-wing politics. It can adopt a more balanced pro-feminist gender ideology that resonates more effectively with female voters (Dietze and Roth 2020: 7–21). With a claim to advocating for women’s empowerment in the economy, employment, education and politics while upholding traditional values, right-wing leaders may claim to label themselves even as ‘feminists’; however, it is essential to note that the demands of the liberal feminists to challenge the embedded gendered hierarchy in society and systems that impede gender equality do not simply resonate with the idea of promoting women’s achievements within traditional structures.

II

Given the complex nature of the concepts mentioned, it is vital to understand the convergence of gender and power dynamics in a particular cultural and political context. It would help to give a more comprehensive understanding of the factors that contributed to the inclusion of women from different backgrounds in right-wing movements and the ways they reflected extremist militant ideas in conversation with right-wing political propaganda. Moreover, it is essential to acknowledge the intricate nature of gender construction in the right-wing movements, as it simultaneously limits women’s access to power and allows them to determine their boundaries and means of functioning. Considering these factors, especially the question of women’s political empowerment and their means of exercising it, we can examine how right-wing ideologies in India conceptualized women’s role in politics and how women explored their agency and authority in that political sphere.

Historically, Hindu women of the middle class and higher castes have played a vital role in shaping India’s national imagination and cultural identity. They are the ones who encountered the consequences all too frequently of a conflict between women’s rights as equal members of society and the community’s rights to engage in gender-biased cultural practices (Chaudhuri 1999: 128). Since colonial times, upper-caste Hindu women have been considered an essential component of the nation-building process, associated with the revival of Hindu traditions, community standards and religious-cultural practices. Despite the post-colonial Indian state’s commitment to ensuring equal political and economic opportunities for women and equal responsibilities shared with men, women are still primarily recognized as custodians of national culture, charged with reviving and preserving the value system that contributed to the strength and integrity of a Hindu nation. This gendered understanding of nationalism could best be understood in the ideological discourses of Hindu nationalism, which was rooted in the history of the nineteenth-century Hindu resurgence movement.2 The Hindu insurgence in the nineteenth century was developed mainly in response to perceived challenges to Hindu identity and culture under British colonial rule and later was marked by efforts to assert the spirit of cultural nationalism in the face of the influence of the so-called ‘external’ cultures in India. This spirit of Hindu resurgence significantly impacted the shaping of women’s roles, identities and responsibilities. It was expected of women that they would embrace and manifest the virtues of sacrifice, purity, modesty and devotion to transmit traditional values across generations with utmost dedication and to safeguard the sanctity and integrity of the Hindu nation when faced with external challenges.

In a 1923 pamphlet titled ‘Hindutva: Who Is a Hindu?’, Marathi nationalist V. D. Savarkar presented a systematic spectrum of defining Hindu nationalism in political terms, as well as outlined the fundamental characteristics necessary to claim Hindu identity in racial, cultural and nationalist terms. Hindutva’s multidimensional ideological mission emphasized the cultural, linguistic and historical unity of Hindus as a civilization and employed religion as a facade to push forward its agenda (Bhat 2001; Sharma 2003). Savarkar’s ethno-nationalist project of Hindutva, the dominant form of Hindu nationalism, established the basic ideological premises for advancing the claims of a Hindu Rashtra – the symbolic representation of a Hindu golden age long lost in history. In this representation of a Hindu Rashtra, the idea of hegemonic masculinity based on the portrayals of either a Hindu soldier or a warrior monk has been internalized to militarize the nation. Glorifying the masculinity of Maratha warrior king Shivaji, he urged all Hindus to master marital skills and strength like those of Shivaji.3 The endeavours to regain the masculine traits by the Hindus only accommodated a limited group of women who could symbolize the spirit of manly strength and vigour like that of Rani Laxmibai of Jhansi by concealing any apparent indicators of their femininity or sexual orientations. In the later discourse of Hindu nationalism, the Queen of Jhansi, Rani Laxmibai, epitomized the stereotypical character of a courageous mother who fought for her son’s right of inheritance against the British and defended the honour of her homeland by flaunting the qualities of a male warrior and rejecting feminine characteristics. The combination produced a unique portrayal of desexualized/celibate women warriors who, by discarding all their feminine desires and sexual urges, attained a state of ‘purity’ and ‘chastity’ like that of an ascetic. However, such a combination was rare, if not unavailable. Due to the nationalist expectations of women performing motherly duties and domestic responsibilities, it seemed challenging for them to adopt masculine qualities and participate in public life. Hindu nationalism, therefore, gave equal weight to the roles of the devoted wife, the valiant mother and the celibate female ascetics (warriors) in the construction of the nation, but only under the condition that women restrain themselves from making excessive public displays of actions and gestures that promote female sexual orientation (Basu and Banerjee 2006: 482).

Emerged as a project of cultural nationalism, the rhetoric of Hindutva inherited its original structure from the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). It gradually expanded to a few organizations engaging the youth, women, labour, ascetics and others – popularly known as the Sangh Parivar. Thrived on the ideology of Hindu nationalism and its dominant political formulation, Hindutva, these right-wing groups shared a common belief in a dominant form of national culture and sought to revive the essential tents of this culture both within and outside the domain of politics. Hindu women were brought into the ideological landscape of Hindu nationalism as the submissive marker of the national identity, reproducer of the national culture as well as active participants in political struggles. These gendered imageries of women provided rich terrain for exploring the agency and authority of women and the ways women used that authority to redress their experiences of gender inequality. Hindu right-wing politics has evolved as a didactic reference point to address the narratives and imageries constructed and mediated by women in various spaces. That is why it would be reasonable to see Hindu nationalist women’s agency as not simply a desire for autonomy and independence from the traditional structures through resistance only. Their behaviour and practices often lacked the spirit of autonomy and independence, and they usually found to adhere to religious teachings and sacred texts that displayed gender discrimination. To comprehend the autonomy of these people, whose identities may contradict Western feminist norms, it seems quite challenging to explore how their autonomy operates within cultural constraints rather than outside them.4

Rejecting the oversimplified notion that right-wing women are either empowered or victimized, it is important to highlight the actions of Hindu nationalist women, particularly ascetics or sadhvis, who have challenged traditional gender roles; however, they have also found ways to derive a sense of empowerment by making use of certain religious beliefs and practices (Arthur 1998; Brink and Mencher 1997; Burke 2012; Franks 2001). The Hindu nationalist movement, including the contemporary Hindutva project, should be understood as a distinct paradigm for analysing women’s agency and how it manifests in Indian society (Leidig 2020: 215–37). Women ascetics operated from within the movement desired to uphold the racial-cultural purity of the majority community and exerted control over mundane matters such as discussing topics like sex, marriage and live-in relationships, which are typically considered taboo for ordinary Hindu women to address openly. By donning saffron clothing, covering their entire bodies, concealing feminine symbols and emphasizing celibacy and chastity, these women were able to feel powerful and protected in a society that is heavily influenced by the West and frequently sexualizes women’s bodies (Burke 2012: 7–8).

Women, who served as symbolic representatives of Hindu nationalism, played significant roles in cultivating the Hindutva agenda in late colonial and post-colonial times while often being disregarded by male leaders and organizations of the movement. The Rashtra Sevika Samiti, founded in 1936 as the women’s branch of the RSS, played a significant role in pushing the Hindutva agenda through multiple activities and grassroots networking among women from RSS-affiliated families. Although the Samiti has been instrumental in attracting several women to the Hindu nationalist cause by providing skill-based physical and intellectual training, it still faces a lack of acknowledgement and widespread attention nationwide. Due to its limited exposure, the Samiti became a highly desirable case study for understanding how Hindu women were persuaded to join a right-wing organization that contradicted the principles of liberal feminism and crafted its discourse on women’s empowerment. Feminist activists and academics found it very troubling and challenging that with the passing years after independence, a reasonable number of middle- and lower-class women openly supported Hindu nationalist ideologies and appeared to be self-conscious political subjects within the greater context of the Hindutva movement (Sarkar and Butalia 1995). Part of their concerns stemmed from the belief that the Hindutva movement displayed tendencies and elements like right-wing extremism since it aspires to establish an ethnonational state, the Hindu Rashtra, in India. The issue is that, in contrast to Europe, where right-wing extremism is loosely rooted in the tenets of racial supremacy and xenophobia, there is no standardized definition of the phenomenon in India (Ghasiya, Ahnert, and Sasahara 2023: 1–18). Scholars have expressed a notable tendency to compare the origins and approaches of Hindutva with Fascism in Italy.5 The first comparison is based mainly on the association between Hindutva ideologues and Mussolini during the 1930s, as well as Hindutva’s subsequent emphasis on a model of an ethnonationalist authoritarian masculinist state in India. The claims of Hindutva’s fascist connection acquired more solid ground in the instances of Balakrishna Shivram Moonje’s meeting with Mussolini in Italy in 1931. His admiration for the fascist approach to the physical and military training of young boys, as well as the subsequent exchange of ideas between fascist leaders and Hindutva ideologues, further consolidated the claim. Scholars have also observed a resemblance between the operational style of the RSS and the Italian youth groups, which further supports the claim that the development of Hindutva was closely associated with the dominant variant of right-wing extremism in Europe (Casolari 2000: 220.) It is imperative, nevertheless, that the multifaceted origins and development of Hindutva cannot be exclusively ascribed to right-wing ethnonationalism or fascist impulses.

Despite this, the concerns of liberal feminists about the connection between women and Hindutva as an expression of right-wing extremism did not gain significant traction due to the absence of ground-level data and research on the subject, as well as the mainstreaming of Hindutva in the democratic political setup in India. How right-wing women activists advocated for the notion of ‘nari-shakti’ (inner strength and power of women) in tandem with Indian tradition became quite fascinating for a vast section of the Hindu women who felt disconnected from the liberal feminist movements. The notion that liberal feminism is solely a Western import and based on the global trends of the feminist movements also fed a kind of psychological estrangement amongst a section of Hindu women. Despite facing various forms of oppression because of factors like caste, class or religion, these women found the idea of ‘nari-shakti’, rather than ‘ nari-mukti’, as the best possible approach to reclaim their status within their respective cultural settings.

The ideology of Hindu nationalism and its reflection in the Hindutva movement as a ‘patriarchal-masculinist’ project raised questions about whether women’s participation was influenced by their thoughtful decisions or conditioned by other factors. Critics have often viewed Hindutva’s practice of frequently positioning women in traditional gendered roles as a manifestation of patriarchal oppression and reluctance to acknowledge the possibility of women’s emancipation through agency and empowerment. Considering these theoretical frameworks for dissecting the gendered nature of a right-wing ideology or movement, it is crucial to recognize that by associating the central narrative of Hindutva with a psychology of fear and anxiety that Hindu women experience from a 
threatening ‘religious other’, one could ignore the powerful voices of Hindu nationalist women who contested the ideas that women are perpetual victims. At this point, it is crucial to consider whether Hindutva women can define agency while they both combat and embody structural conventions. Participating in violent activism, practising militancy or supporting extremism could be viewed as a demonstration of women’s agential capacity to act when they decide to combat a shared enemy by their preferred methods. However, it is essential to determine whether these ostensibly autonomous actions were the product of their free will or were heavily influenced by social pressures. It is crucial to consider how external factors and pressures to conform to societal norms could have overridden personal or collective rights, impeding these women’s capacity to uphold their position within a political community.

In her 2005 book, Polities of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject, Saba Mahmood raised concerns about whether women’s agency could be achieved without the influence of customs, traditions or other impediments. She also questioned the feasibility of defining a universal category of acts of resistance that exist independently of the ethical and political contexts that give them specific significance. In right-wing movements like Hindutva in India, women have transitioned from being passive and submissive to being agents of change. This transformation is not independent of the existing structures but also not within the framework of self-sustaining subordination. To analyse the participation of women in the Hindutva movement, particularly in cases of radical-extremist actions, we must consider agency not only as resistance to male domination but also as their ability to interfere with the meanings of dominant cultural practices and use them for their benefit. This viewpoint helps us comprehend how women in the Hindutva movement transit through patriarchal systems and make their actions impactful. This perspective does not require higher theoretical exactitude to examine the right-wing movement in response to criticism from liberal feminist scholarship. Instead, it enables us to investigate the motivations and desires of a specific group of women within a particular historical context who demonstrated both submission and action in their practical life engagements (Mahmood 2001).

III

This present book is an ambitious venture to delve into the world of Hindu female ascetics, or sadhvis, and their intricate relationship with the ideology of Hindu nationalism. The primary aim of this book is to find a somewhat different approaches to exploring the symbolic social-political activism of the sadhvis who subscribed to the ideology of Hindu nationalism and contributed to understanding the intricacies of the Hindutva movement in contemporary India. By analysing their unique messages, experiences, practices and activities within the Hindutva movement, this study endeavours to illustrate the contributions of ascetic women in shaping the Hindutva agenda, mobilizing ordinary Hindu women and providing a more nuanced analysis of gender dynamics in a patriarchal right-wing framework. By adopting these perspectives, one could gain a fresh understanding of how gender and power have been reconfigured within the Hindutva movement in tandem with the changing course of electoral politics. This demonstrates how the social standing of female asceticism is contested and influenced by a cultural-religious discourse that is intricately connected to India’s majoritarian political system.

The political engagement of sadhus and sadhvis coincided nicely with the rise of the Hindu nationalist Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP) during the Janmabhoomi-Babri Mosque conflict at Ayodhya. In a historic move, the BJP presented a group of sadhus and sadhvis as a united front dedicated to building a Ram Temple in Ajodhya, increasing the party’s popularity. Previously, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) – the religious wing of the BJP – mobilized a section of the individualistic ascetics to stand by the Ram Janmabhoomi issue; the BJP, on the other hand, managed to gather support from different Hindu sectarian orders by mobilizing the collective strength of the sadhus. The strategic alliance between the BJP and the ascetics reshaped the context of secular-democratic politics in the country. It enhanced the party’s appeal among a cross-section of the masses. The Ram Janmabhoomi movement encouraged women’s political engagement and featured figures like Sadhvi Rithambara and Uma Bharti. Uma Bharti emerged as a crucial figure who galvanized female supporters for the cause, and Sadhvi Rithambara rose to prominence for her passionate speeches. The Ram Janmabhoomi movement witnessed women engaging in provocative sloganeering, participating in processions and doing street-type activities during hours of political unrest; however, the employment of female ascetics (sadhvis) in actual episodes of aggression and violence marked a significant turning point in the history of women’s activism in India. Through effective maneuvering of prevailing cultural constructs of masculinity and femininity, these female ascetics transcended traditional gender expectations and transformed the prevailing discourse on women’s involvement in politics. Their presence and activities inspired ordinary Hindu women to engage actively in the Hindutva movement. They established a precedent for future generations of female activists to act as warriors in defending the Hindu nation.

The intricate relationship between female asceticism and radical politics has raised severe concerns in academic circles, specifically among scholars working within a feminist framework. Firstly, the growing number of women joining right-wing organizations that are commonly referred to as ‘patriarchal’ and ‘conservative’ forced scholars to consider the various contexts in which women’s agency can arise in a somewhat contradictory way (Gardiner 1995). Secondly, the positioning of women amidst the complexities of politics and asceticism also illuminated the multifaceted ways in which women in Hindu nationalist ideologies assert their agency and subvert patriarchal structures. Feminist researchers should recognize that the notions of victimhood and agency become very nuanced when studying right-wing women, as their ability to act is often shaped by conventional gender norms and impacted by factors such as caste, class and religion. Keeping the complicated relationship between right-wing women and feminism in mind, this book examines the limits and underlying assumptions of asceticism as a political and cultural concept. Specifically, it explores how the sadhvis within the Hindutva movement have adapted and manipulated the language of asceticism to advance their agendas. By doing so, this book challenges the notion that right-wing women’s movements are uniform in their organizational structures, ideological beliefs and methods of protest, thus dispelling the feminist narrative of their monolithic nature. This study highlights women ascetics as a prominent group within the Hindutva movement in present-day India while also acknowledging the deficiencies and constraints of existing scholarly research on the political aspects of Hindutva. Here, I have adopted a twofold approach to ‘activism’. Initially, some elements of political activism were carried out by female ascetics and celibate preachers from significant Hindu nationalist organizations like Rashtra Sevika Samiti, Durga Vahini, VHP and other fringe groups. These sadhvis and preachers often served as the true epitome of female militancy and divine mother-power. On the one hand, they were also found to have a non-compromising attitude towards fundamental domestic values. Besides, these women and their supporters actively promoted the portrayal of women as both symbols of power or shakti and perpetual targets of cultural, political and physical threats posed by both external and domestic adversaries. This book, thus, examines the intricate dynamics of religious authority in an alternative dimension, explicitly focusing on female ascetic leaders and gurus. It analyses the activism of sadhvis and preachers associated with various organizations affiliated with the right-wing Sangh Parivar, considering factors such as caste, class, race and ethnicity. In addition, this book has recognized an alternative method of cultural activism focused on service, as practised by a group of pro-Hindutva sanatani sadhvis, to spread the moral and religious aspects of Hindu identity, or Hindutva to a broader population.

Feminist scholarship has encountered a notable obstacle in determining the degree to which women’s participation in right-wing politics both reinforced the notion of women as nurturing mothers and simultaneously promoted the image of women as fierce warriors fighting against evil forces. The sadhvis of the Hindutva brigade effectively demonstrated this dual position by dissolving the distinction between passive femininity and power. Their acts showcased a nuanced and diverse portrayal of women in the Hindutva movement. Some of these sadhvis engaged in identity politics, highlighting interreligious hostility and racism while also advocating for the need to increase the Hindu population to counter the perceived threat of minority population growth. However, these individuals also support assertive and aggressive activism by women to reclaim their rightful position in society and safeguard their culture and traditions. The sadhvis have been a powerful presence in the Hindutva movement due to their unique blend of traditional ideals and contemporary action. However, the current body of literature needs more attention to the diverse manifestations of female asceticism and its types. An in-depth focus on the structures and many manifestations of female ascetic activism and its theoretical consequences coincides with the scholarly objective of exploring uncharted territories and offering fresh viewpoints on the topic.

Tanika Sarkar and Urvashi Butalia’s Women and the Hindu Right, published three years after the Ayodhya incident in 1992, represent an early examination of the challenges faced by Indian feminists due to women’s involvement in right-wing politics. The essays in this volume challenge the feminist assumption that women are solely involved in politically violent moments as passive subordinates of their men. They also demonstrate that women join right-wing groups to experience a strong sense of community bonding because they have their own political visions and interests. Taking the discussion further, Paola Bacchetta (2004), a prominent scholar studying right-wing women’s movements, highlighted how women create a distinctly feminine way of talking about their nation when fighting for nationalism. This discourse sometimes overlaps and conflicts with the discourse of male nationalists, but they cannot be considered the same. Bacchetta points out that the Rashtra Sevika Samiti’s name does not include the term ‘swayam’ (self). The embracement of the woman’s self in service to the family and the nation emphasizes the need for a more inclusive approach to Hindutva movements that depict women as protectors of Hindu society rather than just biological reproducers and cultural custodians of moral standards. Amrita Basu’s article Feminism Inverted (1995) addressed the cases of influential women leaders who emerged as powerful orators during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. Despite experiencing caste prejudice, poverty and social vulnerability, none of these women portrayed themselves as ‘victims’ of patriarchal injustices; they created a unique ‘feminist’ space of their own. Scholars often noted concern about the Hindutva movement’s use of agents and symbols that feminists had diligently crafted and promoted; however, they also recognized the militant activism of right-wing women, especially in the expressions of hatred against the religious ‘others’ as a sense of cultural apprehension and backlash against the progressive forces. This sense of cultural discomfort and anxiety could result in a loss of confidence in the emancipatory potentials of the ideology, if it ever existed, and remain a challenge to the progress of empowerment in general (Bedi 2006; Bachetta 2004; Banerjee 2003; Phalkey 1999; Sen 2007).

IV

The principal criticisms levelled against the Hindutva movement pertain to its orthodox and hegemonic approach, as well as its so-called ‘restrictive’ stance on gender. However, such critiques have been mainly dismissed or challenged because everything promoted or practised within the context of Hindutva is rooted in the all-encompassing philosophy of Sanatan Dharma. Regarding the issue of gender equality or women’s rights, when confronted with the progressive zeal of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Hindu nationalists chose to conveniently restrict Hindu women to being solely governed by religious and cultural principles known as dharma and sanskriti. Their repeated emphasis on the question of protecting women from cultural ‘enemies’ spoiled the possibilities for women to take on some active political roles in colonial times. Even subsequently, women’s public performances and activist positions were permitted solely within the boundaries of dharma and sanskriti.

To get an overview of Hindutvawadis’s perspectives on gender, regardless of organizational differences, let me introduce some quick points on the narrative called ‘Sanatan Dharma’, which has been used as a defensive strategy to reinforce Hindu nationalism and Hindutva in every plausible context. Interestingly, ‘Sanatan Dharma’ has many interpretations and meanings. It lacks a consistent meaning in classical texts and does not seem employed to describe any religious group or philosophical school. These factors have enabled Hindutva ideologues to define the phrase whenever it is appropriate to meet historical needs. As a result, the meaning of Sanatan Dharma has evolved significantly from the eternal one established in classical literature to the one expressed in nineteenth-century orthodox Hinduism.

The contemporary Hindutva movement, which is believed to get its primary impetus and strength from the visions of a Marathi nationalist V. D. Savarkar as espoused in his 1923 publication ‘Hindutva: Who is a Hindu’, often employs the term ‘Sanatan Dharma’ to establish legitimacy for their views and endeavours aimed at safeguarding and upholding Hindu dharma and culture. The spirit and essence of a timeless ‘religion’, which offers a wide range of connotations in the classical literature, including moral and ethical responsibilities that empower individuals to live according to a set of prescribed codes of conduct, deemed to be convincing as a driving force behind the ideological development of Hindu nationalism especially since the latter half of the twentieth century. Interestingly, Savarkar’s idea of Hindutva, a political-cultural manifestation of Hindu nationalism, did not include Sanatan Dharma as a universal identity for all Hindus. He did not equate the concept of Hindutva with his understanding of Sanatan Dharma, nor did he establish ‘Hindus’ in the narrow religious sense.6 The term Sanatan Dharma, which most Hindus interpret as the truths revealed in a wide array of classical texts such as Shruti, Smriti, Dharmasastras, Puranas and associated rites, did not appeal to him because he found all these truths contradictory in nature. Rather than subscribing to shruti-smriti writings or treatises, he preferred associating Sanatan Dharma with natural principles and convictions acquired through direct experience. The universal and eternal expression of Sanatan Dharma, even in the nineteenth century when most debates and discussions on Hinduism took place, did not accurately reflect the dynamic nature of Hinduism. The reformist intellectuals of the nineteenth century, who recognized the necessity of redefining the structure and nature of Hinduism like Christianity, eventually considered the concept of Sanatan Dharma unappealing. This is because it did not provide them with a historically organized framework of Hinduism nor a sense of unity or uniformity. Most Hindus appeared unwilling to accept criticism or challenges regarding their dharma as ‘sanatan’, something they had a duty to uphold against the reformist endeavours. According to Savarkar, what most Hindus regard as their dharma is not truly sanatan, but rather some attempts to uncover the truth. Thus, Hinduness could best be articulated only through the essence of Hindutva, which transcends the so-called religious beliefs of the Hindu and instead embraces the cultural and territorial unity of their motherland, India. The expressions of Hindu identity, thus, incorporate not just people who follow Hinduism as a religion but those who consider India their sacred motherland and uphold its values in high esteem. Being the practical visionary, Savarkar might have understood the more significant connotation of Hinduness in uniting all Indians under a common national identity; however, his compromising approach towards the traditionalists or the so-called sanatanis allowed for further interpretations of his ideologies.

It needs to be noted that Savarkar’s ideals of a horizontal organization of Hindu society transcended caste and sectarian divisions, at least in the early years of the twentieth century. However, the Hindu Mahasabha’s7 (of which Savarkar remained the leading figure) growing engagement with the sanatanis, especially with the leaders of the Sanatan Dharma Sabhas and later the Bharat Dharma Mahamandal,8 caused much speculation on their commitment towards a united Hindu nation, regardless of the sampradayik or sectarian differences. Sanatanis, operating under the auspices of various dharma sabhas, brought forth the orthodox expressions of Hindu identity since the late nineteenth century and shared an ambiguous relationship with the Hindu nationalists. The central platform of the orthodox sanatanis, the Bharat Dharma Mahamandal (later renamed as the Sri Bharat Dharma Mahamandal), supported by various monastic networks and sectarian orders, sought to uphold the Brahmanical worldview and related customary practices (described vaguely as Sanatan Dharma) in the face of Hindu Mahasabha’s strategy of Hindu sangathan (horizontal restructuring of Hindu society through upliftment of the lower castes) between the 1920s and 1940s. Contrary to a vaguely defined doctrinal paradigm, the sanatanis placed a higher emphasis on the popularity of customary practices and established caste hierarchies (Zavos 1997: 80). They expressed admiration for every caste and sect that made up the ancient Hindu society but rejected the idea that the caste structure could be transformed. The sanatanis also contested the core Hindutva ideology that sought to standardize the concept of ‘Hindu’ unity based on cultural and territorial factors, treating caste, religion and sectarian divisions as secondary considerations.

Interestingly, the Hindu Mahasabha sought to keep a tactical relationship with the Mahamandal, which enjoyed support from influential ascetic orders in northern India and traditional aristocrats with access to all significant socio-political platforms, including the National Congress. The networking of Hindu Sabhas in the north and north-western India during the late nineteenth century, under the influence of orthodox sanatani Hindus, shared common concerns with the Hindu Mahasabha, which was established in 1915 to protect the political interest of the Hindu community. These shared concerns included the declining number of Hindus, religious conversion, cow slaughter and abduction of Hindu women in the face of growing Muslim political influence in the country. As noted by Prabhu Narain Bapu, most of the Hindu Mahasabha leaders and ideologues displayed profound attachment to Sanatan Dharma movement in its early years. Conversely, the sanatani leaders influenced the ideological development of the Hindu Mahasabha in a conservative manner (Bapu 2009: 34–5) Notwithstanding this, the sanatani leaders remained skeptical of the Arya Samaj and later, the Hindu Mahasabha’s reformist fervour, particularly about caste reform. The Hindu Mahasabha reflected a greater degree of affinity with the Arya Samaj’s reformist principles against Brahmanical domination, idolatry and untouchability, as well as its strategy to deal with alleged threats from the religious ‘others’ (Islam and Christianity). Interestingly, prominent leaders of the Hindu Mahasabha, like M. M. Malviya and Swami Shraddhananda, who shared a common background with the Arya Samaj, nurtured a cordial connection with the sanatanis and played a crucial role in maintaining a delicate power equilibrium between the sanatanis and the Hindu Mahasabha. Despite their shared concerns, the Mahasabha did not endorse the Mahamandal’s attempts to legitimize the idea of Sanatan Dharma as the accepted Hindu belief system, which upheld the fourfold varna structure and related customary traditions. Instead, the Mahasabha focused on creating a unified Hindu identity, transcending caste divisions.

Notably, none of these groups harboured a considerable disagreement regarding matters related to women, as the Hindu Mahasabha and V.D Savarkar never advocated for large-scale reforms concerning women. In a recent study, Rina Verma Williams noted that, in contrast to the Congress Party, no woman ever held the office of Hindu Mahasabha president or even participated in elections as a candidate (Williams 2023: 100). Williams brought attention to the efforts of a single lady from Maharashtra named Jankibai Joshi, who tried hard to persuade the leaders of the Hindu Mahasabha to incorporate more women, but had little or no success. Jankibai wrote as early as 1943:9

The principles of Hindu Mahasabha have not yet touched the minds of Hindu women. According to the 1935 (Government of India Act Reforms, every literate Hindu woman was entitled to vote after the War (World War II). Political parties other than the Hamdi Mahasabha will exploit ignorance and apathetic condition of Hindu women, and they will strengthen their position against the Hindu Mahasabha.

She repeatedly requested the Hindu Mahasabha leaders to continue propaganda work among Hindu women. She apprehended that the women’s wing of the RSS, the Rashtra Sevika Samiti, would soon acquire prominence among Hindu women. Joshi considered RSS a rival of the Hindu Mahasabha because of the strained relationship between the two organizations in the 1940s.

Hindu Mahasabha – one of the most influential Hindu political and social organizations upholds a culturally conservative approach to women’s role in the public domain in the first decades of the twentieth century. The Hindu Mahasabha paid no attention to even symbolic representation of women in politics; however, it approved a certain amount of education for women. As referred by Francesca Orsini, Purushottam Das Tandon, a noted Hindu Mahasabha ideologue and activist, raised the question in 1916: which type of education should be offered to girls and to what extent should they have access to English education? Given the low rate of female literacy and conservative attitudes towards girls’ formal education in northern Indian provinces (compared to Bengal, Madras and Bombay), it was preferred to impart self-development-oriented education with an emphasis on preparing girls to be sugrihinis (good wives and good mothers). ‘Since a woman’s true dharma is pativrat dharma’, Tandon mentioned, ‘education should aim at strengthening that role, not threatening it’. ‘Otherwise’, Tandon continued, ‘people would prefer non-educated but modest and dutiful women to those who were educated but overlooked their dharma’ (Orsini 1996: 165; Tandon 1916: 111–13). The sugrihini model was mostly replicated through a Brahmanical worldview, supported by the Brahmanical texts, especially the Dharmasastras (Ray 1999: 64–5). Neither the Mahasabhaites nor the sanatanis commonly challenged the Brahmanical injunctions on women and gender norms but instead demonstrated a kind of reluctance in addressing the women’s question. The National Congress, on the other hand, developed a more critical understanding of women’s issues beyond upper-caste boundaries. Within the Hindi public sphere of northern India, which served as the operational heartland for the sanatanis and the Mahasabhaites, women attained formal education only through the reformist endeavours of the Arya Samaj. They obtained at least an amount of political representation and public recognition through the National Congress or women’s associations backed by the nationalist leaders. The Hindu Mahasabha, however, prioritized a different issue that suited its agenda better than promoting educational and political opportunities for women. The idea of self-strengthening within the Hindu society, particularly in terms of acquiring masculine vigour and aggressiveness, had been evoked repeatedly by the Hindu nationalists of the Hindu Mahasabha in the early decades of the twentieth century when their arguments took a delicate turn from anti-British themes to an anti-Muslim antagonism. Part of their endeavours was directed at safeguarding Hindus, and especially women, from alleged Muslim oppression and cultural threats through profoundly militaristic and aggressive endeavours. While women were allowed to engage in some degree of aggression for self-defence, if required, the political role of women was not figured out in the early Hindu nationalist discourse.

Over time, the underlying conflict between the traditionalists (sanatanis) and the Hindu nationalists ameliorated, if not finished. The involvement of sectarian gurus such as Mahant Digvijay Nath of Gorakhpur from the Nath Yogi tradition to the leadership position in the Mahasabha eased much of the tensions (Kasturi 2015: 59). In the 1950s, the sanatani sadhus, such as Swami Karpatri Maharaj and his organization Dharm Sangh (1940), along with its political branch, the Ram Rajya Parishad, gained significant influence in the realm of Hindu nationalism (Kasturi 205: 51).

After independence, the development of the so-called secular democratic state under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru prompted the Hindu nationalists and the Hindutvawadis to endorse one undefined but equally popular narrative of Sanatan Dharma as a counterforce to the new secular culture. This expression of Sanatan Dharma evolved into a modern concept and approach rooted in traditional standards. The stereotypical understanding of an eternal universal Sanatan Dharma and its historically produced implications of moral responsibility (dharma) and righteous action (karma) was emphasized as essential in preserving Indian identity against Western cultural imports and defining one’s duty to the motherland. With an emphasis on niskam-karma from the karma yoga of Bhagavat Gita, fresh expressions of karma and dharma were employed to determine masculinist endeavours of a man-making culture within the Hindu nationalist circle. In the visions of RSS ideologue M. S. Golwalkar, the idea of a ‘man-making’ religion (mostly borrowed from Vivekananda and Gandhi) became synonymous with strengthening the individual man and the nation. This resulted in the formation of a group of strong and selfless individuals dedicated to the service of the country (Chakraborty 2019: 136–7). In the typical Hindu nationalist formulations of Golwalkar, both karma and dharma of every Hindu are to serve the Hindu nation and keep it safe from outsider enemies (Golwalkar 1966).

Golwalkar’s visions to eulogize certain aspects of Brahmanical Hinduism and revive the Aryan race theory reproduced a renewed version of Sanatan Dharma in a more modern and pragmatic way. It was crafted against the background of the growing popularity of lower-caste politics, which caused a sense of insecurity among the upper-caste Hindus (Chakraborty 2019: 7). A crucial aspect of this insecurity manifested in how the Hindu nationalists utilized the newly established VHP (1964) as a defence mechanism against their perceived adversaries. It comprised of the religious others, the secularists and the radical anti-caste leaders. The category of adversaries, however, did not remain the same forever. I would see the VHP’s efforts to create a fragile and complex coalition of traditional intellectuals, ascetics and sanatani dharmacharyas from various sectarian orders as an integral part of this defence mechanism. The formation of the VHP reflected a well-managed attempt to systematically construct an intricate framework of Hindu identity (dominated by the upper caste) and solidarity anchored around political-religious matters. Similar to previous histories, tensions and discords persisted between the sanatanis and the Hindu nationalists, leading to conflicts of interest from time to time. Since its inception, the VHP has continued with its substantial efforts to integrate sanatanis, notably ascetics and spiritual leaders, within the framework of Hindu nationalism based on the concept of a Hindu Rashtra. Ideas and concerns about Hindu orthodoxy were considered within the context of a Hindutva movement that embraced certain tenets of the so-called Sanatan Dharma to integrate traditional practices and beliefs into their larger nationalist agenda. In the post-Savarkar era, Hindu nationalists developed their approaches to the ideology in response to the country’s shifting political landscape. Adjusting with the sanatanis became critical to remain pertinent and adaptable in India’s changing socio-political environment. The ability to adapt and be flexible enabled the leaders of the Hindutva movement to establish connections with a wide range of followers and choose issues and items that would appeal to the Hindu community.

Given that Hindu nationalism did not produce a comprehensive gender ideology, it consistently constructed gendered agencies for men and women suitable to its agenda in each historical situation (Deo 2016:1–22). To deal with the tensions inherent in their ideological core of connecting religion and politics, the Hindu nationalists often allowed women to embrace both submissive and active positions as required to serve the historical necessities. Regardless of their organizational methods and operational distinctions, the Hindu nationalist ideologues considered it entirely unjust to compare the treatment and resolution of gender issues within the Hindutva movement with those of a radical feminist movement. Highlighting the diverse roles that women are assigned in ancient classical texts and mythologies, subsequent Hindu nationalist activists recognized the importance of re-examining certain parts of traditional gender roles about contemporary transformations and possibilities. Nevertheless, they acknowledged the significance of identifying the various customs, expressions and convictions associated with the role and status of women in the vast unchartered territory of Sanatan Dharma, which offers many ideas for worshipping the divine energy symbolized by the feminine form.

Chapter outline

This book employs an analytical lens to track how a particular group of women ascetics participated in Hindu nationalism or the Hindutva movement in the 1990s and how their participation changed over time. These women ascetics appeared to be the defenders and advocates of a radical brand of Hindu nationalism and regularly returned to the stereotypical narratives of Sanatan Dharma while seeking justifications for their involvement in the movement. They shared a complex but balanced relationship with the RSS and BJP, offering minimal space for women’s activism within their organizations. A significant body of research has already provided insightful perspectives on Hindu nationalist women, especially concerning the rise of women-centric organizations within the framework of right-wing political discourse during the twentieth century. This book, nonetheless, adjusts the analytical perspective by looking into how female celibate activists, renouncers and ascetics established an intricate connection with right-wing religious politics and introduced varied meanings and implications of their participation in the public domain.

As previously stated, most of these women ascetics represented one or the other sanatani monastic orders or earned individual recognition without being affiliated with any sect or organization. During the late twentieth century, many sanatani ascetic orders and notable spiritual leaders joined under the umbrella of the VHP-led Hindutva movement, which focused on a few religious and cultural issues like temple construction and recovery of holy Hindu sites. Ram Janmabhoomi movement from the late 1980s, however, afforded women ascetics the long-awaited opportunity to step out to the streets or deliver provocative speeches with the support of their gurus affiliated with the Hindutva movement. The BJP effectively mobilized a bunch of women ascetics to gain the much-desired backing of ordinary Hindu women by facilitating women’s access, particularly the ascetics’, to the public domain. In the 1990s, the convergence of women’s politics with the mainstream Hindutva movement developed a more expanded context for evaluating the meaning and implications of women’s involvement as it was traditionally understood. In this context, the gender-based mobilization of women coincided with traditional standards, leading to a multifaceted dynamic within the Hindutva movement.

The book’s first chapter delves into the intersection of anxiety, tension and the participation of ascetics in politics, as depicted in existing literature. Emphasizing the multifaceted nature of asceticism in Indian society, the chapter investigates the contradictory depictions of Indian ascetics as solitary individuals and a collective force within the discourses of Hindu nationalism. It also examines the emergence and evolution of female ascetics (sadhvis) as a historical category, highlighting their role as both agents and subjects of Hindutva politics over recent decades. In the framework of Hindu nationalism, ascetic beliefs and values have been employed to legitimize the movement’s political agenda and goals. The connection between ascetics and Hindu nationalist leaders was not without challenges. While asceticism emphasizes withdrawal from worldly issues, Hindu nationalism, especially its current manifestation of Hindutva, promotes active participation in political and social activities. Therefore, various perspectives may have emerged among ascetics about the perception of Hindu nationalism; some may have seen it as an obstacle to their spiritual sadhana, while others saw it to resuscitate and restore sanatan ‘Hindu’ dharma. The multifaceted appeal of Hindu nationalism in Indian society could be understood in terms of its implications for preserving both nationalist and spiritual identities while considering both personal and collective sentiments. Thus, it becomes essential for the ascetics to carefully consider which attributes of Hindu nationalism they would embrace and which ones they would discard.

Many famous women ascetics, such as Sadhvi Rithambara, Sadhvi Uma Bharti, Sadhvi Niranjan Jyoti, Sadhvi Prachi and others, earned recognition as radical activists and joined forces with Hindutva to address the issue of lower caste women. They did so because the Hindu Right consistently tried to exploit caste and gender relations to promote the idea of a Hindu Rashtra. The second chapter of this study examines the question of including women from lower castes, particularly those from other backward castes, in the Hindutva movement. It also explores how the Hindutvawadis juxtaposed their ‘low-caste identity’ with ‘Hindu identity’ for political gains. This chapter aims to study the integration of renowned sadhvis into mainstream party politics, namely within the BJP, and how the party used their ‘low-caste identity’ with ‘Hindu identity’ for political purposes. It also explores the intense pushback these sadhvis faced from the party’s upper-caste officials. At the core of my discussion is Sadhvi Uma Bharti, a well-known Indian politician and Hindu nationalist campaigner from a disadvantaged caste background. Although Bharti started from a modest background, she gained fame in the BJP and Indian politics. Nevertheless, she has faced caste-based prejudices both inside and outside the party and felt mistreated by the party officials. She expressed dissatisfaction with the overwhelming influence of certain factions inside the party and thus faced marginalization or exclusion. However, as a proficient politician, she skilfully used her disadvantaged social status to gain support from a particular segment of society, particularly in Madhya Pradesh, where she achieved enduring political success.

The third chapter provides an opportunity to examine the radical characteristics of a group of Hindutva sadhvis during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. These sadhvis developed their ideology of Hindutva by actively choosing to situate themselves between two notions of victimization and agency. This chapter aims to chronicle the position of these sadhvis both inside and outside the immediate scope of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. The chapter mostly centres on Sadhvi Rithambara, an influential activist who made passionate speeches during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. She gathered popular support and sentiment to construct a Ram Temple in Ayodhya. This chapter examines several approaches of sadhvi activism, ranging from extreme to emancipatory or political to service-oriented, using Sadhvi Rithambara as a reference point. The goal is to get a comprehensive knowledge of the operational methods used by different sadhvis. This chapter thoroughly examines the 1990s, a time when Hindutva developed as a prominent and influential movement in Indian politics. It delves into how the sadhvis embraced Hindutva via their words and deeds.

The fourth chapter examines the manifestation of sex and sexuality in sadhvi politics and explores how sadhvis and religiously austere women might challenge the limits of femininity and celibacy. This involves both sexualizing those who are seen as different and suppressing their sexual desires. Next, this chapter investigates how the sadhvis, who were part of a Hindu monastic order, used the maternal power of women to solve gender-related problems within the framework of Sanatan Dharma and culture. I would want to understand how the Hindutva sadhvis, who are considered to have a non-sexualized identity as celibate renouncers, managed to establish and validate a balance between traditional gender standards of motherhood and wifehood and women’s altruistic and heroic responsibilities in advocating for the Hindu Rashtra. This chapter explores the portrayals of Hindu nationalist celibate woman warriors to see how these individuals were able to defy the traditional expectations of domesticity imposed by the Sangh Parivar. These warriors adopted key ‘masculine’ characteristics to strengthen the disciplined framework required to advance Hindu Right ideology. The storyline included a prominent display of prejudice against minority groups under the pretext of protecting Hindu interests. From the early decades of the twentieth century, the radical-extremist sadhvis received a great deal of attention from various quarters, primarily because of their incendiary comments or hateful campaigns against the religious ‘others’. Their opposition to ‘love jihad’, conversion to another religion, the slaughter of cows and the sexual exploitation of Hindu women could have been viewed as part of the Hindu nationalist history of resistance, which serves as a model for women’s political activity.

This fifth chapter traces the rise and growth of the nonmilitant wing of the VHP, the Sadhvi Shakti Parishad (SSP), and how it facilitated the idea of bringing women back to the spell of ‘eternal dharma’. Apart from organizing Hindu sadhvis on a common platform, the SSP worked as a link point for the akhara-based female gurus representing different dimensions of Hindu nationalism in contemporary India. The SSP sheltered a range of pro-Hindutva sadhvis, from radical activists to militant extremists, from sanatani gurus to rebel saints, and espoused different patterns of leadership by these female ascetics. By asserting a kind of strategic partnership with the Hindu Right, these sadhvis reversed their conventional subject position constructed around the gendered norms of Hindu nationalism. Eventually, they provided new meanings to women’s agency as part of a shifting category of cultural relationships within and alongside the dominant discourse of Hindutva. This chapter assesses the broader societal and political impacts of sadhvi activism in the national and international domains. It examines their contributions, controversies and the reactions they generate from different sections of society.

In the early 2000s, many sadhvis found themselves in a distinct cultural environment characterized by media, market and technology, which emerged with liberal economic changes. The fundamental principles of a new cultural domain were assimilated into implicit support for Hindutva, leading these female spiritual leaders to engage with society via programmes associated with the Sangh Parivar. The last chapter focuses on the increasing significance of sanatani sadhvis as ‘gurus’ who have provided symbolic resources for Hindutva. This has significantly changed public culture, with images, vocabularies and katha traditions considered authentic to Hinduism. To support my claims, I have chosen Mata Kankeswari, a sanatani sadhvi/guru, the first female Mahamandaleswar of the Panch Agni Akhara. I have employed her as a reference point to examine her participation in Hindutva politics within an urban context.

The book thoroughly examines the portrayal of female ascetics within the Hindutva movement by integrating many disciplines, including history, politics and gender studies. The objective is to investigate the impact of their symbolic portrayal as symbols of purity, spirituality and ethical superiority on their position within the Hindutva movement. Investigating how sadhvis participate in a modern reinterpretation of the Hindutva movement while maintaining conventional expectations of femininity is pertinent today. It provides opportunities for comprehending how women might engage in active positions within right-wing groups without necessarily questioning or reversing traditional gender norms. The study offers valuable insights into the formation of gender roles, spiritual authority and power dynamics within the movement by examining the tales and pictures associated with these ascetics. The objective is to present a detailed understanding of how these ascetics contributed to the formation of Hindutva in India, including many perspectives ranging from radicalism to emancipatory. This book enhances the disciplines of gender studies, political studies and religious studies by thoroughly examining the experiences and contributions of female ascetics within the domain of Hindu nationalism in India.




Chapter 1 

THE ENIGMA OF ASCETICISM AND POLITICS IN INDIA: CONCEPTUAL UNDERPINNINGS

The complex and varied issue of asceticism and politics has captivated academics, historians and thinkers from every culture. Spiritual detachment and the material pursuit of power and authority are seemingly unrelated, but their interplay has created several intriguing questions and challenges.1 Ascetics are sometimes viewed as able to provide moral leadership in the political sphere because of their supposed disengagement from worldly interests and self-gain. In times of corruption or crisis, their moral and spiritual authority may be treasured by the community. However, it could be stimulating to transform spiritual concepts into politically successful action, mainly because attempting so may entail substantial changes to economic and social institutions, which can be challenging to achieve within current systems. Understanding the intricate relationship between asceticism and politics necessitates an in-depth study considering major socio-cultural trends in local and global orders. In India, ascetics have a long history of influencing political decisions and social reform movements that address issues like caste discrimination, untouchability and women’s rights. Ascetic leaders have been instrumental in forming India’s national identity during colonial and post-colonial periods by highlighting cultural continuity, moral ideals and unity. Beyond politics, their contributions have significantly influenced how India portrays itself to the outside world. Despite that, the tension between these two seemingly contradictory paths makes the relationship between asceticism and politics intriguing and enigmatic. The potential paradox arises from the tension between the ascetic’s path of renunciation and practical engagement. It highlights the challenges of exploring the ethical dilemmas associated with using their influence for worldly causes while still adhering to their spiritual principles.

The tension and paradox between asceticism and politics persisted throughout India’s history; the post-colonial period added new levels of intricacy and complexity to this relationship, particularly in the context of Indian secularism. The adoption of secularism as the guiding principle of the Indian Constitution demonstrated its commitment to upholding the separation of religion and state. The delicate balance between religious identity and political engagement became even more discreet in a secular setting (Bhargava 2002: 1–32). In this politically engaged world, spiritual leaders were expected to find a middle ground between supporting secular governance’s loftier ideals and advancing religious communities’ goals. Although it does not happen regularly, we have observed the employment of religious symbols in politics and the selection of sadhus or ascetics to serve as representatives for political parties to win over members of a particular religious community. In India, the rise of the right-wing Hindutva movement in the latter half of the twentieth century and the involvement of the ascetics in these movements ushered in new dynamics that call into question stereotyped perspectives on the position and purpose of the ascetics in Indian society. The right-wing Hindutva movement actively sought the support and endorsement of ascetics, recognizing their influence and ability to mobilize large sections of the population. This has led to a reimagining of the role of ascetics in Indian politics, as they are now seen as key players in shaping public opinion and driving policy agendas. The right-wing ideas and political groups that commonly promote conservative, nationalist, and traditionalist principles frequently emphasize conserving cultural legacy and maintaining national identity. It strongly resonated with a substantial segment of the Indian populace. Various terminologies have elucidated India’s expansive range of right-wing politics. The term ‘Hindu nationalism’, which is widely used in right-wing politics, refers to a variety of political beliefs that have their roots in the spiritual underpinnings of Hindu religious and cultural traditions in India. The concept of Hindu nationalism is multifaceted and has been shaped by Hindutva, a political ideology that integrates cultural, national and religiously rooted identities of the Hindus and advocates for the cultural and political supremacy of the Hindu religion (Bhatt 2001: ch 4; Hansen 1999; Leidig 2020, 215–37; Sharma 2002: 20–4). The ascendancy of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in the 1980s was intricately linked to its promotion of the Hindutva ideology, which corresponds to Hindu nationalism. The ideology of Hindutva emerged as a prominent catalyst for the political agenda of the BJP, resonating with a considerable segment of the Indian populace that desired a more pronounced Hindu influence in politics and government.2 Hindutva is an ideological framework that includes both political and cultural dimensions to delineate Indian culture through the lens of Hinduism while advocating for establishing a nation exclusively rooted in Hindu identity, sometimes referred to as Hindu Rashtra. The BJP and its associated entities, commonly called the Sangh Parivar, exhibit a robust ideological affinity with the right-wing Hindutva movement in present-day India.3

The involvement of ascetics or sadhus in right-wing political groups can be interpreted as safeguarding religious and cultural heritage, hence lending legitimacy to movements that prioritize traditional values and doctrinal conservatism. While ascetics’ involvement in right-wing politics may be seen as a way to protect religious and cultural traditions, it raises questions about the potential contradiction between their spiritual authority and engaging in divisive political matters. Their moral authority may be questioned, and balancing their involvement in contentious political activities with their roles as spiritual leaders may become difficult. Maintaining spiritual purity within the realm of politics can pose a formidable challenge, as the weighty responsibilities inherent in this role may engender a tendency to overlook one’s spiritual obligations. How might one elucidate this paradox? The primary challenge of reconciling ascetic principles with political engagements arises from the inherent conflict in delineating the boundary between spirituality and politics (Finn 2006: 111–122). This is due to the assumption that spirituality, as a unique expression of human consciousness and its corresponding influence on one’s way of life, has historically been perceived as being at odds with worldly pursuits. Their ability to connect with people on a deeper level and offer guidance on religious beliefs and practices could have contributed to their elevated status within the community. Furthermore, surrendering material possessions and embracing a lifestyle characterized by self-discipline and simplicity may have reinforced their standing as revered figures. The portrayal of these individuals as renouncers may have further contributed to solidifying their authority as natural leaders among socio-political groups that sought to advance a Hindu-centric vision of India. Hence, in the context of the right-wing Hindutva movement, which primarily draws on Hindu religious and cultural traditions, it becomes evident that the ascetics-turned-gurus (spiritual masters) have acquired authority and leadership in a manner that is both legitimate and spontaneous.

The confluence of Hindu nationalism with the proliferation of global capitalism between the 1980s and 1990s resulted in a distinctive amalgamation of knowledge, power, politics and market forces. Gurus with a well-established lineage of asceticism and those lacking such lineage made significant contributions towards constructing extensive networks and organizations with substantial followers. These efforts played a crucial role in facilitating the growth of Hindu nationalism at the local, regional and global levels. Conversely, the Hindu nationalist movement in India actively maintained a prominent role for these gurus in governance, commerce and media (Lucia 2020: 415). This strategy aimed to expand the influence of their ideology on a broader scale and cater to the Hindu majoritarian political agenda while masquerading it as a universal humanistic approach. Alongside, the spirit of Hindu revivalism, driven by a group of gurus who wanted to protect the nation’s culture and traditional practices, may also be seen as part of the broader Hindu nationalist movement that emerged in the late twentieth century (Lucia 2020: 415). These initiatives publicly challenged the prevailing notion that ascetics should focus on spirituality. Instead, they argued that they should demonstrate their expertise in otherworldly knowledge and positively influence society. These expectations may have posed difficulties for ascetics who want to participate in right-wing organizations since their emphasis on spirituality may conflict with such movements’ political and social aspects. Moreover, the expectation to adhere to a particular Hindu identity within these groups might exacerbate the challenges faced by ascetics, perhaps resulting in conflicts between their spiritual beliefs and the exclusive character of the movement. Therefore, sadhus and sadhvis, who participated in the Hindutva movement, frequently adopted a middle path, combining socio-political activism with a devotion to a life of austerity. Frequently, ascetics engaged in socio-political actions to safeguard and uphold the Hindu religion and culture in response to perceived challenges from foreign or internal sources. Reconciling activism with a lifestyle characterized by austerity might present difficulties, as both endeavours necessitate significant investments of time and energy. Nevertheless, several sadhus and sadhvis who adhered to right-wing Hindutva ideology achieved a harmonious equilibrium by perceiving their activism as contributing to the betterment of Hindu society and safeguarding their cultural and religious legacy. Their dedication to a lifestyle characterized by austerity and self-discipline displayed the potential to augment their moral credibility, hence facilitating their ability to garner support for the Hindutva cause effectively.

Now comes an important question: What kinds of activism did these Hindutva sadhus and sadhvis undertake? In a general sense, activism plays a vital role in democratic societies by offering a way for individuals and groups to voice their concerns, seek change and impact the direction of social and political discourse. Activists employ various strategies to facilitate transformative results, such as engaging in public assemblies, organizing nonviolent protests, initiating lobbying campaigns, mobilizing grassroots efforts, conducting public awareness campaigns and even undertaking philanthropic endeavours.4 The choice of a specific approach depends on the subject matter’s intrinsic characteristics and the objectives pursued by the individuals involved in activism. It has been noted that sadhus and sadhvis connected to the Hindutva movement or involved with any of the right-wing Hindu nationalist organizations frequently used their moral authority and public-speaking abilities to promote and defend Hindu culture and values. They lent their support to causes related to cultural preservation, religious rights and other issues like the protection of temples, opposition to religious conversions, and establishing a uniform civil code. Their efforts played a crucial role in galvanizing Hindu nationalist sentiments and furthering the agenda of cultural nationalism in India (Menon 2006: 141–69).

In contemporary times, various channels, such as social media, print media and public events, have endorsed and propagated these efforts. Nowadays, digital platforms function as mediums for Hindutva activists to garner backing, coordinate gatherings and disseminate their ideas to a broader spectrum of individuals. Furthermore, they played a pivotal role in moulding public opinion and influencing political discourse by strategically disseminating selected content and employing targeted messaging. However, there are widespread worries regarding the propensity of these online platforms to reinforce polarizing narratives, as well as the associated issues of hate speech, intolerance and the dissemination of misinformation. Consequently, the intricate nature of the influence exerted by social media and online platforms on the discourse around Hindutva and its associated matters remains a subject of ongoing examination and deliberation within the Indian context (Gittinger 2018; Kaul 2017). These issues were exacerbated by the significant impact of ascetics on collective sentiment and their capacity to rally substantial cohorts of adherents. This resulted in continuous arguments and discussions over the suitable involvement of ascetics in political activities, wherein some individuals argued for their exclusion while others advocated for their active participation.

In order to provide a thorough understanding of the inherent tensions involved in integrating ascetic principles into politics, this chapter is structured into three distinct sections. The first part will provide an overview of the historical development of Hindu asceticism, highlighting its significance in Indian society. The second part will delve into the experiences of female ascetics as a distinct historical category, shedding light on their unique challenges and contributions. Finally, the third part will analyse how Hindu nationalist organizations, particularly their women’s wings, employed the values and principles of asceticism to make women a part of the nation-building process. These organizations have substantially impacted the development of the conceptual framework that supports the active participation of female ascetics in the broader Hindutva movement during the latter half of the twentieth century.

Ethics of Hindu asceticism

In India, Hindu asceticism incorporates a broad spectrum of ideas and beliefs, some of which may involve the renunciation of worldly comforts and desires. In contrast, others may focus on self-discipline, spiritual growth or certain forms of detachment without complete withdrawal from society. It reflects the diversity and adaptability of Hinduism as a religion, with individuals having options for pursuing spiritual growth and enlightenment in ways that resonate with their unique spiritual journeys and goals. Therefore, it is essential to consider the specific context and tradition when interpreting the term ‘asceticism’ in India.5 For example, asceticism can vary significantly in Hinduism depending on the specific tradition or sect. Some may practise extreme renunciation and austerity, living in solitude and practising severe self-denial. Others may adopt a more moderate approach, balancing worldly responsibilities with spiritual practices. This diversity highlights the flexibility and inclusivity of Hinduism, allowing individuals to find their path towards spiritual fulfilment.6

The literature on asceticism in India presents a much more complex and multifaceted picture than any single analysis or perspective can fully capture. References to ascetic practices are scarce in the Rig Veda. Since the earlier Vedas primarily focused on rituals and hymns, the Atharva-Veda introduced a more diverse range of topics, encompassing not only rites and hymns but also various issues about everyday existence and the practices of ascetics (Lublin 2013: 2–3). The religious practitioners belonging to the Atharvan or Aṅgiras social group created their compilation of texts, initially referred to as the ‘Atharvāṅgirasaḥ’. Subsequently, this collection was recognized as the fourth Veda and became known as the Atharva Veda. The mentioned Veda presents the initial comprehensive mentions of vratas, encompassing ascetic activities, alongside regulations about the Veda study (Lublin 2013: 2). Scholars engaging with this topic appear sensitive to the perspectives and dimensions involved. Johannes Bronkhorst, one of the leading Indologists of the twentieth century, investigated the historical developments that shaped the evolution of asceticism, such as the transition from the Vedic sacrificial traditions to more renunciant-oriented practices (Bronkhorst 1998). This transition marked a significant shift in the Indian religious and philosophical landscape, and Bronkhorst’s scholarship has contributed to understanding its implications. Bronkhorst has emphasized asceticism in the Vedic texts, representing a response to the desire for spiritual liberation (moksha) and a shift from ritualistic materialism. Meditation, self-control and renunciation were pathways to higher consciousness and transcendence. Another significant source of Indian asceticism that Bronkhorst explores is the emergence of sramanic traditions, which include philosophies like Jainism and Buddhism. These traditions challenged the prevailing Vedic sacrificial system and emphasized personal spiritual practice, ethical conduct and renunciation of worldly attachments. The sramanic movements introduced a more radical form of asceticism, where individuals renounced material possessions, societal norms and conventional religious practices. Ascetics from these traditions often wandered from place to place, living on alms and engaging in rigorous practices of self-discipline and meditation (Bronkhorst 2007). Bronkhorst’s analysis suggests that these two sources – the Vedic traditions and the sramanic movements – contributed to the diverse landscape of Indian asceticism. The interaction and interplay between these sources led to a wide range of ascetic practices with varying philosophical underpinnings and spiritual goals. Louis Dumont, a renowned French anthropologist who conducted a thorough investigation into Indian asceticism and caste systems, highlighted in his 1966 book Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and Its Implications the complex relationship between an individual’s ascetic practices and the broader social structure. Dumont examines the structure of the caste system, emphasizing the interdependence and functional roles of different caste groups within the social order. He considers caste to be the leading institution that controls and organizes social life in Hindu society. Caste members follow their dharma or prescribed tasks, helping to preserve the social order. On the other hand, Dumont considers the existence of ascetics, or renouncers, who reject the established social order and pursue spiritual emancipation. By separating themselves from materialistic ties, renouncers reject caste-based expectations and work to break free from the cycle of life and death. Dumont’s analysis suggests that these two categories are inherently linked through opposition. He emphasizes that the renouncer’s position depends on householders’ continued adherence to the caste system and social norms. In this way, the renouncer’s detachment is meaningful only in contrast to the worldliness of the householder. Nonetheless, given that both renunciation and worldiness have been integrated into Indian metaphysical knowledge systems as complementary and mutually fulfilling aspects of each other, this presentation may be viewed as an oversimplification of a complex reality (Burghart 1983: 635–53).

In order to examine the paradoxical relationship between renunciation and worldly attachment, it is necessary to consider two distinct paths, or margas, as outlined in the Vedas: the pravritti marga and the nivritti marga. The primary focus of the Samhitas, Brahmanas and Aranyakas (karma kanda) has been on the pravritti marga, which pertains to the path of action. This path emphasizes the performance of rituals, sacrifices and duties prescribed in the Vedas. It guides individuals in righteous and fulfilling lives by engaging in worldly activities while upholding moral and ethical principles. The pravritti marga also emphasizes the importance of fulfilling societal and familial obligations. The exclusive transmission of the nivritti marga, which encompasses renunciation and knowledge, is attributed to the Upanishads inside the jnana kanda. The Upanishads delve deeper into spiritual wisdom and the pursuit of liberation from the cycle of birth and death. They advocate for the renunciation of worldly attachments and the cultivation of self-realization through meditation, contemplation and seeking knowledge of the ultimate reality. The teachings of the Upanishads provide a path for individuals to transcend material desires and attain enlightenment, ultimately leading to liberation (moksha). These margas, or pathways of life, present individuals with differing methodologies for attaining spiritual development and self-actualization. Nivritti marga emphasizes the renunciation of material cravings and the active pursuit of spiritual enlightenment.7 In contrast, pravirtti marga acknowledges the significance of active involvement in worldly affairs and fulfilling one’s social obligations. Within the Brahmanical tradition, the four pursuits of life, known as purusarthas, embrace spiritual principles: dharma, artha, kama and moksha. karma kanda has addressed the initial three purusarthas: dharma, artha and kama. In contrast, the Upanishads have focused on moksha (Goparaj and Sharma 2018: 82). All of these ideas complement one another to indicate what life’s goals should be and to recognize that these goals are a product of people’s psychological tendencies, or swavaba or guna (Hiriyanna 1952: 33; Iyre 1969: 6).8 Those who tread on the path of renunciation, or nivritti marga, have been assigned names like a sadhu, sannyasin, tapasvin and others; however, they are generalized under the term ‘ascetic’. In the prevailing perception, these individuals are commonly anticipated to devote their existence to the rigorous practice of meditation, stringent self-control, and the relentless quest for wisdom, finally striving for emancipation from the perpetual cycle of samsara. Within Brahmanical discourse, ascetics are often portrayed as individuals who have detached themselves from worldly desires and are solely dedicated to spiritual endeavours. However, it is crucial to acknowledge that traditional interpretations do not present asceticism and renunciation as inherently superior practices compared to the responsibilities of a householder. Instead, the Brahmanical discourse recognizes the importance of renunciation and worldliness and emphasizes that individuals can choose the path that aligns with their goals and aspirations. This inclusive perspective allows for a diverse range of spiritual practices and acknowledges that different individuals may find fulfilment in different ways, whether through asceticism or fulfilling their duties as householders.

Female asceticism: The reality and expectations

An essential query comes up here: Did women have the right to follow ascetic paths to fulfil their personal goals and spiritual quests? The question becomes complicated and challenging due to the multitude of interplays between historical settings, religious customs, cultural norms and individual decisions that have shaped women’s capacity to pursue austere routes for spiritual and personal fulfilment throughout history. A few scholars have conducted research to examine the variables that might drive women to engage in ascetic practices and the obstacles that impede their ability to pursue such a path (Denton, 2004; Khandelwal 1997; Ojha 1988). The findings of this study reveal two primary aspects: the ambiguous position of Hindu female ascetics and the challenges associated with defining the term ‘sadhvi’. The ambiguous position of Hindu female ascetics stems from the complex interplay of cultural, religious and societal factors. These women often faced social expectations prioritizing their roles as wives and mothers, making it challenging to dedicate themselves to asceticism fully. There is also some debate as to who exactly qualifies as a ‘true female ascetic’ because the term ‘sadhvi’ is not well defined. Traditionally, within the Brahmanical tradition, the designation of ascetic or sadhu has predominantly been associated with males without having a corresponding feminine counterpart. However, the term ‘sadhvi’ has been accepted as referring to a female ascetic or a lady of virtuous character in a larger social context. Meena Khandelwal (2004), a social anthropologist, argues that Brahmanical orthodoxy demonstrates gender-biased tendencies by deliberately restricting renunciation to Brahman men of the upper caste. The author posits that the act of excluding women from renunciation practices contributes to the persistence of gender inequality and the reinforcement of patriarchal norms within Brahmanical orthodoxy. This intentional segregation serves to sustain the power dynamics between genders, thereby constraining women’s autonomy and further solidifying their subordinate status in society.

In a general perception, primarily because of the numerical imbalance of female ascetics in Hindu society, a limited understanding and documentation of the experiences and contributions of female ascetics have been registered (Ojha 1988: WS34). Moreover, although it is relatively easy to differentiate male ascetics from the general male population, identifying female ascetics as the female equivalent of male sadhus within the same religious order poses a challenge. According to Clementine Ojha, ‘The sannyasini wears the ochre robe of the sannyasi, the yogini may go about half-naked, and a very few women display the same imposing ascetic bun as some sadhus. However, even these women keep a low profile’ (Ojha 1988: WS 34). The decision to adopt an ascetic lifestyle might potentially empower women and offer them a means to liberate themselves from repressive societal norms. However, it is crucial to acknowledge that female ascetics may still confront many obstacles and instances of prejudice within their ascetic communities or broader society. Women who choose the ascetic path run counter to the expectations placed on them by society in the Brahmanical tradition, which places more excellent value on domesticity and family life. Choosing the ascetic path challenges the traditional notion that a woman’s primary role is within the domestic sphere, disrupting established power dynamics and societal expectations of the patriarchal structure. Hence, it is plausible to suggest that the limited exposure of Hindu women to asceticism could be attributed to the absence of social recognition or patronage. An additional aspect of the inquiry pertained to the inclination towards an austere lifestyle among women lacking the companion of a socially sanctioned male partner. In the context of widows or unmarried women, asceticism may have served as a strategy to mitigate the perceived dangers associated with unbridled and unregulated sexuality among them (DeNapoli 2009, 2013; Hausner 2007).

Traditionally, the Brahmanical discourse on women in ancient society set the rules and limitations for women’s participation in asceticism. The observed growing male dominance within society has led to a heightened focus on establishing a stable familial framework, driven mainly by male security and identity concerns. This emphasis is notably evident in the exertion of control over women’s sexual behaviour and reproductive capabilities. The exertion of authority over women’s reproductive capabilities was frequently accomplished by enforcing stringent societal norms and laws. Furthermore, it is plausible that the Brahmins employed religious scriptures and ceremonial practices to strengthen these social conventions and legitimize their dominion over women. From the sixth century BCE to the fourth century CE, various societal developments co-occurred, including the establishment of a centralized monarchy, a structured priesthood, the introduction of private property, the adoption of a monetized economy and the reinforcement of the Varna system. Due to the growing authoritarian power that both the monarch and the father figure wielded during this period, there was also an increase in instances of sexual and familial oppression (Ray 1999: 55–8). During the period characterized by the consolidation of state power, particularly in the post-Vedic era, the deliberate process of codifying Hindu laws played a pivotal role in the official endorsement and reinforcement of patriarchal privileges, therefore leading to a diminished social status for women (Nancy 1998: 132; Ray 1999: 55–6). The Brahmins perhaps endeavoured to construct an ideological framework to preserve their social and caste supremacy through the regulation of women’s reproductive capacities.

The growing importance of male asceticism in Brahmanical ideology shaped the concept of seminal conservation as a manifestation of masculine authority and self-control. On the contrary, women were found to have less agency in regulating the expulsion of their bodily fluids (Khandelwal 2001). The regulation of women’s sexuality in the absence of a socially accepted male companion also contributed to the rise of societal unease or discomfort regarding women. Nevertheless, the representation of women as sexually perilous served to promote the principles of self-disciplined sexuality, which could empower women and facilitate the liberating potentials of sexuality in order to attain higher spiritual objectives. Hence, it was possible that female ascetics could transform into a socially favourable archetype, embodying nurturing qualities devoid of any sexual or potentially adverse associations. Over time, it has been plausible to discern two distinct patterns of self-regulated sexuality within the community of ascetic and monastic women in Hinduism. In one instance, female ascetics have been observed to renounce their sexuality as a component of reproductive endeavours to attain heightened spiritual progress. Conversely, in other instances, these ascetics may embody sexuality as a manifestation of ‘mother-power’ or shakti, which is directed towards the eradication of malevolent forces. The elevation of Hindu women to the position of guru or spiritual teacher might be interpreted as a representation of their ability to harness and channel their sexuality in a controlled manner, deriving power from it. Notably, despite their deliberate withdrawal from mainstream society, these female ascetics consistently assumed the role of moral custodians within Hindu culture and actively promoted community norms and practices. Female ascetics often faced challenges when receiving acknowledgement and acceptance from male spiritual authorities within the Hindu monastic order and in wider ascetic communities. Consequently, the imperative of existence frequently forced female ascetics to adjust to influential social entities. They most likely support orthodox Hindu customs and practices because they value maintaining their legitimacy, which is crucial for their continued survival (Ojha 1988: WS36). Nevertheless, very few female ascetics who attained the status of gurus and actively assumed leadership positions played a part in reshaping the prevailing cultural and gender norms deeply ingrained in Indian society. Female gurus frequently use an alternative style of leadership that enables them to make their own decisions strategically. Within a cultural context where males predominantly hold positions of responsibility and high cultural regard, the instances of spiritual leadership by women have special significance (Gross 1996: 23).

As far as the question of leadership is concerned, female ascetics did not ever rise to prominence in the male-dominated religious hierarchies centred around the akharas. The term ‘akhara’ has a gender-neutral meaning, but surprisingly, none of the eight significant akharas founded in the eighth century reflected a gender-neutral position. Although women may have had the freedom to take initiation or become sannyasins from the akharas, it took years for women to be granted the title of Mahamandaleswar (leader of the order) or establish separate monastic centres. According to Antoinette DeNapoli, a subject matter expert, the akharas’ rejection of gender’s significance seems to have its roots in the belief that male bodies, particularly those of higher castes, are superior and universal and that female bodies are inherently inferior. This belief perpetuates the patriarchal structure within Hinduism, where women are often excluded from positions of power and authority. Additionally, it reinforces the idea that women’s spirituality is secondary to men’s, further marginalizing their contributions to religious practices and traditions. The underlying rationale posited that males must demonstrate assertive masculinity to achieve spiritual transcendence, while women are expected to uphold virtuous traits associated with sainthood. The akharas engaged in a critical analysis of female saints, noting their adherence to conventional gender norms while yet recognizing their esteemed position as maternal figures (2023, 7–10).

Integration of ascetic principles in nationalist politics

Irrespective of the historical position of female ascetics in the patriarchal order of Hinduism, ascetic traits like chastity, purity and sacrifice, as symbolized by both female ascetics and a section of ordinary Hindu women, have always remained crucial in formulating an upper-caste Hindu identity during the heydays of the national movement. These traits were conceived as expressions of moral strength that significantly impacted the perceptions of nari-shakti in colonial times. The foundational idea is that women possessing the qualities of chastity, sacrifice and purity are equipped with a distinctive potential to symbolize mother power and are capable of displaying nari-shakti in its highest strength. Moreover, celibate women, or brahmacharis and sadhvis in particular, were represented as possessing the ability to bank on their virginity as a source of spiritual power that could be directed towards the eradication of evil forces.

The representation of nari-shakti in Hinduism, such as the imagery of a virgin/chaste daughter, devoted wife or reproductive mother, has been reflected in the manifestation of the mother Goddess (Prakriti) who takes the form of a familial deity, Durga, or the ferocious deity, Kali (Allen 1982: 1; Chanana 2001: 40). In the Hindu pantheon, Goddess Kali could display the virtues of virginity, creativity and the forceful attributes of shakti or life force. Lord Shiva (purusha), who has been narrated as the companion of Goddess Kali, is portrayed lying passively at the feet of the Goddess with the aim of controlling the forceful attributes of her energy. Lost in her majesty, Goddess Kali has appeared strong enough to evoke the paradoxical emotions of creativity and destruction, motherly assurance and warriorlike ferocity (Raychaudhuri 1956: 130). These contradictory virtues created the impression of an independent, rebellious deity inaccessible to ordinary men but kind and protective to her childlike devotees, who ask for liberation from the cycles of life and death in the samsara (Raychaudhuri 1956: 126). These highly appealing virtues of Goddess Kali inspired the Bengali militant revolutionaries who worshipped this rancorous and daring Goddess to receive the blessings of courage and power in the armed struggle against the British. Notably, Bhagini Nivedita, the celibate-ascetic disciple of Swami Vivekananda, reinterpreted the implications of Goddess Kali as a symbol of political militancy in her essay ‘The Voice of the Mother’ in 1900. She called on the revolutionaries, or the ‘worshippers’ of the Mother, to embrace in their hearts the symbolic ‘sacrificial knife’ of Kali as the weapon to fight the British (Nivedita 1900: 87). She also exhorted them to be ready to tackle the approaching threats of death and danger to the cause of a militant revolution – the so-called sacred mission guided by divine forces.9 The symbolism of Kali with that of an armed revolution helped to motivate the nationalists, especially the revolutionaries, to gather masculine strength and vigour against the British.

Interestingly, the ascetic ideals of purity and chastity, which coincide more with the stereotype of a virgin daughter, were best captured in the portrayal of the mother Goddess Kali. In contrast, the ideals of a reproductive mother and devoted wife aligned closely with the representation of Goddess Durga in nationalist perceptions. These varied understandings of the mother Goddesses elucidated the intricate representation of femininity in Hindu society. They highlighted the different social expectations bestowed upon women, corresponding to the virtues of chastity, purity, militancy, fertility and motherly sacrifice.

It is noteworthy that the stereotypes of Goddess Kali or Durga exemplified the symbols of controlled sexuality in Hindu tradition. Controlling female sexuality has long been a regular theme in Hindu social thought, as it is considered that regulating the sexual desires of women is essential for protecting the sanctity of the caste groups as well as for the maintenance of familial lineage. Because of the manifold possibilities of female sexuality as destructive, powerful and spiritual/virtuous, Hindu society continued to be apprehensive about female sexuality in all historical periods. During socio-political uncertainty in the colonial era, women appeared to be a subject of mindful attention of their influential representations within the nationalist discourse. On several occasions, special initiatives were adopted to reemphasize traditional gender roles and outline women’s contributions as protectors of Hindu cultural traditions. Despite such endeavours, it is intriguing that a significant aspect of the debates surrounding their position within the anti-colonial nationalist narratives recorded the militant imagery of women in certain circumstances. This was especially obvious when their objective was to help preserve their community’s social standing or restore moral order. In these instances, women were presented as keeping up the image of ascetic-desexualized individuals who contributed to formulating one unique form of activist masculinity, albeit in more complex manners than their male counterparts (Gupta 2011: 447).

While the instances of individual sadhvis or brahmacharis participating in the nationalist discourse during colonial times might be historically insufficient, the implications of the ascetic-activist ideals on the development of Hindu communitarian identity formation and its impact on the nationalist movement cannot be underestimated. Hindu nationalist organizations, especially their female followers, occupied active positions in blending the values of asceticism and activism through unique political expressions within the context of the Hindu sangathan movement from the 1920s. These organizations played a crucial role in reviving and preserving the core values of Hindu religion and culture, which were considered to be in danger because of external influences. Hindu nationalist organizations such as the Arya Samaj and the Hindu Mahasabha initially advised their female followers to enter the ‘army of sangathan’ or adopt militant positions in defence of their chastity and honour – the two ascetic attributes of virtuous womanhood within Hinduism.10 In the subsequent decade, Hindu nationalists established a separate women’s wing, the Rashtra Sevika Samiti, to promote a sense of physical and mental empowerment for women. Interestingly, the Hindu nationalist organizations had never compromised with their primary objective of imparting the perception of ideal Indian womanhood and upholding the portrayal of women as the custodians of ascetic virtues in the Hindu community (Basu 1998: 3).

The sense of activism that the Hindu nationalists had promoted appeared to be contradictory because, on the one hand, women who engaged in militant activism were expected to follow the traditional cultural norms set by men. On the other hand, these women were frequently invoked as agents of empowerment. These two opposing conceptions have dominated the discussion of gender in Hindu nationalism over the years. The tension inherent in the gender dynamics of Hindu nationalism manifested the conflict between the compulsion to safeguard traditional values and beliefs and the need to promote women’s activism and agency for their defence and the defence of the community. The sadhvis, in general, and the ordinary Hindu women, who possessed a unique ability to reinforce the ascetic virtues of chastity and purity in the realm of socio-political activism, appeared to help create a unique space of their own in between the multifaceted perspectives of gender within Hindu nationalism.

The development of a women-centric ascetic-activist tradition within Hindu nationalism should be mainly ascribed to the legacy of pre-colonial ascetic-activist tradition in Hinduism and the historical tales that illustrated instances of belligerent motherhood and heroic femininity in the past. Furthermore, the unique expression of an ascetic-masculine nationalism that evolved in the late nineteenth century strongly influenced the ascetic-activist endeavours of Hindu nationalist women.11 Standing on the boundaries of the public and domestic spheres, these Hindu nationalist women provided the best possible examples to signify that masculinity and femininity are overlapping categories. A woman may not feel the necessity of fighting her enemies physically or breaking free from being fixed into a rigid model of masculinity or femininity; they have the potential to dilute the so-called gender identities based on bodily characteristics or intellectual capacities. If the situation demands, women may assume masculine roles by initiating balanced adjustments with the existing gender norms and cultural standards determined by a male-dominated society. Their ability to adapt to traditional cultural behaviours demonstrated the shifting pattern of gender identities and their capacity to move effectively from one domain to another. However, it can be challenging to nail down the extent to which instances of warrior women fighting against the British or taking up militant positions against socially malicious forces could be attributed to their own autonomous choices. I will revisit this point later.

Let me now highlight the key aspects concerning the development of an ascetic-masculine-nationalist trend that has been gaining momentum since the late nineteenth century. This trend profoundly impacted the objectives and aspirations of Hindu nationalist women’s activities in the twentieth century.

Facades of asceticism, masculinity and activism

One of India’s unique ascetic traditions reflects on martial asceticism and emphasizes the ‘activist’ roles of the ascetics, particularly the Dasnami Naga order long before the Mughals arrived.12 The Dasnami Naga order is represented by Paramahansa ascetics, the Dandis (carrying a danda or stick), and militant Naga sadhus, organized into quasi-military divisions known as akharas (wrestling rings). The Nagas represented the militaristic tradition of the Dasnami order, while the Dandis and the Paramahansas represented a monastic tradition (Clark 2004: 20–1). All the major traditions of the Dasnami order were integrated in philosophy, approach and as a common sectarian identity.13 Interestingly, the ascetic-activist tradition is not unique to India only. It has been observed in several cultures and historical periods: the Shaolin monks of China, the Knight Templars of medieval Europe and the Sohei Buddhist monks of Japan. The Sikhs are examples of distinct ascetic activist/warrior traditions. The Dasnami Naga order, which traces back to the eighth century in India, significantly emphasized integrating spiritual discipline and martial abilities.14 Historically, the armed sadhus were involved in mercenary endeavours, resulting in their formation into various akhara or regiments. Consistent with this dominant trend, the akharas also experienced a shift towards becoming monastic institutions that were distinguished by the presence of institutional hierarchies led by a mahant or spiritual leader. In medieval times, the akharas were more than just physical training centres; they also functioned as hubs for meditation and religious teaching (Pinch 1996, 2006). The merger of martial arts and spirituality has contributed to the comprehensive growth of individuals, empowering them to nurture their physical abilities and providing them with the necessary resources to safeguard their moral and ethical principles. Undoubtedly, this unique perspective helped strengthen the debates on the participation of ascetics in political endeavours, as it posed a challenge to conventional understandings of renunciation and detachment. The code of ethics, known as dharma, provided a framework for martial ascetics to navigate the complexities of war while remaining true to their spiritual beliefs. At various points in history, particularly during the Mughal era and the colonial period, there is evidence of Shaiva monks, particularly the Dasnami ascetics, resorting to armed resistance to safeguard the Hindu faith against those who sought to oppress it. Furthermore, they saw themselves as protectors of the Hindu faith, willing to defend it against any external threats, political or religious. All three branches of the Dasanamis have a large network of maths spread throughout India, though most concentrated in North India, particularly in Banaras, Allahabad and Haridwar. Most of even the largest ashrams and maths began as the simple dwelling of a sadhu who had ceased travelling and settled, frequently after many years of pilgrimage to holy places throughout the Indian subcontinent.

Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, the celebrated Bengali writer, discovered the legacy of a Hindu martial past in his literary masterpiece Anandamath (1882) in the late nineteenth century. Set in the context of the historical Sanyasi-Fakir Rebellion of the late eighteenth century, Anandamath portrayed the tenacity and fierceness of the wandering ascetics in their resistance against the British. The novel explored a unique narrative of patriotism, sacrifice, renunciation and nationalism. Bankim successfully integrated the values of asceticism and expressions of militant nationalism in Anandamath and proposed a quintessential expression of masculine-ascetic nationalism (Ray 1992). Bankim might find it interesting to recollect the history of the warrior ascetic traditions of the Shaiva and Vaishnava orders. These warrior ascetics associated with these orders were engaged in banking, trading and military activities in pre-colonial northern India and encountered extreme challenges from the colonial government. Bankim was convinced that recollecting the history of the warrior masculine ascetics would help the Indians, especially the Bengalis, reclaim their self-esteem and masculine vigour and inspire them to oppose the colonial stereotypes of being ‘effeminate’. He believed that the historical saga of the warrior ascetics would empower his fellow citizens and encourage them to embrace the indigenous masculine identity. Bankim’s endeavours to cast the ascetics as part of the anti-colonial resistance activities and to restore histories and myths from the pre-colonial past helped to foster a sense of yearning for the revival of the so-called golden age (Viswanathan 1990: 157). Approaches to the unwavering explorations of cultural themes from the past generated new rhetoric of nationalist Hindu male subjects in colonial times. They led to the prominent nationalist ideologues developing a set of ascetic standards for the new discourse. In order to attain perfection in life, nationalists must exercise the skills of self-mastery. It is to be acquired through an intense anushilan or practice, starting with disciplining the inner self, followed by the domestic sphere and, ultimately, the political sphere. In conjunction with the practice of brahmacharya, physical exercises and martial arts training were perceived as methods for fostering both physical and mental fortitude, deemed essential for resisting colonial domination (Alter 1994: 557–88; Ray Chaudhury 2022: 948). These practices were seen as a way to reclaim agency and assert Hindu masculine identity in the face of European cultural dominance. Additionally, these practices also provided a sense of community and camaraderie among nationalist Hindu males, further strengthening their resolve against colonial domination.

Towards the end of the century, ascetic masculinity became one of the chief components of modern Hindu identity. It contributed to the development of India’s national identity by combining the ‘traditional masculine archetype of a Brahmin (priest)’ and Kshatriya bravery (Chakraborty 2011: 56). Parallelly, individual spiritual teachers and reformers emphasized the need to regain the national self and oppose the cultural conventions of Western modernity by harnessing India’s spiritual prowess. They called for a sustained exploration of ‘selfless’ service to the community through rigorous training of their bodies, minds and souls. Swami Vivekananda’s dreams of preparing a band of spiritually motivated ascetics who may contribute to the nation-building process inspired the Ramakrishna Mission’s founding in 1897. At this time, the philosophy of Yoga offered the necessary setting for engaging in rigorous self-discipline practices, implying the manifestations of energy and strength in the existing paradigm of celibacy (Sengupta 1993: 233–4). In Six Lessons on Raja-Yoga (1896), Swami Vivekananda explained:

The tremendous sexual force, raised from animal action and sent upward to the great dynamo of the human system, the brain, and stored up there becomes Ojas or spiritual force … This Ojas is the real man, and in human beings alone, is it possible for this storage of Ojas to be accomplished? One in whom the whole animal sex force has been transformed into Ojas is a god. He speaks with power, and his words regenerate the world.

(Vivekananda 1989: Vol. VIII: 46)

Such a unique framework for self-cultivation has established a new connection between the individual self and the greater society. While it is possible that the practice of spiritual self-cultivation and ascetic-masculine endeavours may have challenged traditional hierarchies and offered individuals the opportunity to transcend societal constraints, the extent to which these pursuits questioned one’s caste or class remains dubious.

The early nationalists, especially the militant revolutionaries from Bengal and Maharashtra who sought to uphold the ascetic principles of selfless service (not motivated by any self-serving interests) for the motherland, embraced the philosophy of karma-yoga as laid out in the seminal Hindu text, the Bhagavat Gita. It motivated them to take part in actions for the liberation of their motherland without any ulterior interests. Most of the secret revolutionary societies in the early twentieth century conducted regular sessions on the teachings of the Gita for their members and provided them with an ideological rationale for explaining the application of violent armed struggle (dharma-yuddha) against the British. The text’s depiction of karma-yoga served as a significant source of motivation for these people to serve the motherland without giving in to personal pleasure or sorrow. This philosophy of karma-yoga appeared to be a mobilizing force for anti-colonial movements as it highlighted the importance of benevolent duties towards one’s motherland and reinforced a sense of ascetic dedication, sacrifice and allegiance to the cause of national liberation.

Gita’s teachings offered the best possible rationales for integrating the principles of worldly engagement, or, in this case, involvement in political affairs, and the ethics of ascetic non-attachment or renunciation. The justifications used for combining these two odd-looking domains sought to balance sattva guna and rajasic guna (qualities of the psychological state) inherent in individuals. While sattva guna assists in acquiring wisdom, kindness, purity and righteousness in one’s life, rajasic guna helps individuals become active, passionate and enthusiastic towards worldly pursuits. The Gita inspired the early nationalists to act in this world yet allowed them to opt for the path of renunciation and non-attachment at the level of psychological consciousness. To establish the rule of dharma and fight back against evil (represented by the colonial masters), it seemed essential to perform political actions prompted purely by a sense of devotion, duty and commitment towards the country, regardless of any self-serving interest.

Following this ascetic nationalist trend in the early twentieth century, the Anushilan Samiti, one of the secret societies, was established in Bengal (1901) by a group of revolutionary nationalists. It reflected the spirit and passion of the pre-colonial ascetic akharas in their endeavours of physical training, imparting the lessons of the Gita and advancing the cause of nationalism as a spiritual concept. It is essential to point out that almost all revolutionaries of the early twentieth century were associated with one or more such samities or akharas and activities involved in the discussion and dissemination of the knowledge of the Hindu scriptures like the Gita in regular discourses. Milind Wakankar highlighted the importance of these akhara types of amenities as a blueprint of the organizational framework created by Hindu nationalist organizations such as the Hindu Mahasabha and the RSS.15 Nevertheless, in several instances, perspectives of Hindu masculinity and martial culture had been marked with an overwhelming sense of tension and conflict about the male ‘religious others’ – especially the Muslims and the Christians. According to Wakankar, the spirit of nationalist self-formation through self-disciplinary practices incorporated the ideal of Hindu militancy against the Muslim ‘other’ in the early decades of the twentieth century, and the samities in question seemed to be engaged in ‘organizing the “self-protection” of Hindus against Muslims’ (Roselli 1980: 147; Wakankar 1995: 51).

This theme of Hindu ‘self-protection’ against the Muslims found resonance in the colonial census reports, which underlined the problem of an eventual fall in the Hindu population or the demographic decline of the Hindus in comparison to the Muslims in the early decades of the twentieth century. The publication of a pamphlet by Colonel U.N Mukherjee named ‘Hindus—A Dying Race’ in 1912 played a key role in the formulation of a collective Hindu common sense, which contributed to the anxiety among the upper-caste Hindus concerning their numerical decline in the face of what was perceived as a ‘growing’ Muslim population in the country (Dutta 1993: 1305). This apprehension was further intensified by the demands of a separate electorate by the Muslim League leaders, which added to the fear of a possible political marginalization of the Hindus.16 Following Mukherjee, a plethora of writings appeared in the next two decades explaining the reasons attributed to a supposed marginalization of Hindu religious identity and culture.17 In addition to factors related to the Hindu caste system, religious conversion, economic structure and others, the perception of more robust fertility and masculinity among Muslims has been clarified as a prospective explanation for the tendency of a section of Hindu women, especially Hindu widows, to make socially objectionable partnerships with Muslims and produce children for them (Gupta 2004: 4303–4).

It was at this time that the stereotyped ideas of Hindu female chastity and Hindu male masculinity started taking momentum around the nationalist narratives where protecting women became a symbol of male honour and a way to uphold Hindu culture and identity. These ideals were heavily influenced by the perception of a failure of the so-called effeminate Hindu men to protect their women from the so-called ‘lustful’-‘abductor’ Muslims. In her essay, Charu Gupta talked about the various expressions of Hindu masculinity, ranging from the idea of brahmacharya to the notion of militant warriorhood developing in response to various incidents in colonial North India (2011: 442). According to Gupta, the expressions of Hindu masculinity transformed in the 1920s owing to the shuddhi and sangathan movements started by the Arya Samaj and Hindu Mahasabha. It was when the spirit of Muslim unity and activity reached a high point with the rise of the Khilafat and the Moplah rebellion. The shuddhi movement, which was organized in large parts of northern India, attempted to reintroduce the converted Hindus back to their former caste position within the Hindu social system. The sangathan movement, however, emphasized the importance of fostering martial spirit and unity among Hindus and drew its primary motivation from the great martial heroes of the Rajput and Maratha races.18 This movement focused on invoking a sense of pride and history among Hindus by bringing back the memory of the brave warriors and seeking to cultivate a spirit of martial glory (Gupta 2011: 443–5).

From another perspective, shuddhi implied a revival of masculine power among the ‘Hindu’ males who had been converted to another faith by bringing them back to Hinduism. Similarly, the idea of sangathan underlined the necessity of strengthening physical prowess within the Hindus. As part of this sangathan movement, various akharas were set up to conduct regular body-building sessions. These akharas played a significant role in the consolidation of the Hindu community and provided a form of emotional defence against the Muslims and the British (Gupta 2011: 446). At this point, the fact that K. B. Hegdewar, the founder of the RSS and a noted Hindu nationalist, should not be forgotten for having been attached to the Anushilan Samiti. He founded the RSS in 1925 and collected volunteers from several akhara-type Hindu volunteer organizations dedicated to martial masculine endeavours.19 Banking on the principles of the traditional akharas, the RSS offered a significant emphasis on physical fitness and self-defence training and attempted to navigate the enthusiasm of Hindu men towards developing a strong-united Hindu society. A pracharak is a full-time RSS worker and organizer. He is expected to remain unmarried and celibate and lead an ascetic lifestyle while working on furthering the vision of the organization (Chakraborty 2019: 121).

Gendered dynamics of ascetic activism: The Hindu nationalist perspective

It is to be noted here that because of the paucity of historical records on female gurus and ascetics in colonial times, it becomes challenging to track down a comprehensive history of female ascetics in various socio-political contexts. The nineteenth-century nationalist thinkers and writers, in general, incorporated the traditional ascetic principles of renunciation and otherworldliness as part of nationalist attributes in framing the anti-colonial narrative of Indian masculinity or manliness (Chakraborty 2011: 5). The nationalist ideologues appropriated the ideas of asceticism and masculinity mainly to counter the colonial views of Hindu effeminacy and to challenge the so-called perception that Hinduism is otherworldly and engrossed only in metaphysical affairs. An exciting narrative of Indian males’ perseverance and commitment to cultivating self-control and character-building has been developed and offered new interpretations of the traditional ideals of asceticism.

In this historical trajectory of nationalist masculinity and asceticism, it was expected that Indian men, who are far more integrated and more robust as embodied entities than women, could follow a set of ‘masculine’ characteristics. It would help them genuinely represent the national whole’s symbol and fulfil the roles of householders and renouncers (Pakhare 2015). One of the critical ideas about this new form of nationalist masculinity was the practice of semen preservation because semen or virya needs to be protected to attain physical strength and moral resilience. The belief was that unrestrained sexual practices or living a reckless life might result in a loss of manliness or stamina. The ascetic principles of celibacy, self-restrictions and abstinence from carnal desires were now portrayed as essential qualities in the unique understanding of Indian men’s power and commitments to self-control and bringing perfection in behaviour. Attaining a certain standard of behavioural perfection might have been instrumental in manifesting a nationhood that was overwhelmingly masculine and full of ascetic values. The new masculinities constituted new gendered identities for men and women. They functioned as a strategy to locate the notion of male autonomy and dutifulness to the greater nation against the ideals of female passivity, dependence and dedication to their home and family.

Women had limited options to follow within this entire discourse of ascetic nationalism from the late nineteenth century onwards. In the capacity of a dedicated mother, they were to raise the future citizens of a so-called masculine nation and inculcate in their children the essential qualities to nourish and protect ascetic nationalist principles. In early colonial India, women were mostly missing as active participants in this whole project of masculinity and asceticism. Instead, they were restricted to functioning as passive national identity and culture custodians. It was primarily because women were considered vulnerable to sexual exploitation and were deemed sensitive to bodily disintegration at times of menstruation or childbirth (Staples 2011: 549). Within the evolving cultural space defined by nationalist masculinity, the ideals of male asceticism were endorsed and supported by nationalists and leading intellectuals like Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay, Aurobindo Ghosh, Rabindranath Tagore and others.20 However, they did not express high hopes for women who took on sexual abstinence or practised asceticism. Even in cases where female power and authority stemmed from ascetic practices, it was expected that such spiritual attributes of women would be used for the interests of the masculine nation.

It was widely assumed that women might embrace the role of metaphorical mothers of the nation by virtue of their moral strength to preserve the national culture and produce sons of a nationalist character. In addition, they must be educated in a manner that suggests their sexual desires do not hinder the nationalist men’s pledge of masculinity. In the words of Vivekananda, ‘female education is to be spread with religion as its centre. All other training should be secondary to religion. Religious training, the formation of character, and observance of the vow of celibacy should be attended to’ (CWSV, 7, Conversations and Dialogues XVIII; Chakraborty 2019: 101).

Leading ideologues of Indian nationalism, such as Bankimchandra, Vivekananda, Aurobindo, M. K Gandhi and others, might have conveyed their thoughts on the involvement of women in public activities. However, they did not provide a comprehensive framework for incorporating women in the reconstruction of society. Leading a chaste and pure life was largely advocated for ordinary Hindu women since it helped to create an ideal atmosphere for men to remain faithful to their vows of celibacy and masculinity. The RSS, for instance, was strictly organized by male pracharaks who had to remain unmarried and celibate while working with the organization. In the visions of M. S. Golwalkar, one of the early ideologues of the RSS, the establishment of a Hindu nation in India was entirely contingent on the socio-political activism of masculine Hindu men, and women, on the other hand, were acknowledged as being competent to support this project by way of their familial responsibilities as daughters, mothers or wives.

Interestingly, in the early decades of the twentieth century, Hindu nationalists essentially characterized the new position of women’s community activism in terms of self-defence and protecting the greater community from Muslim perpetrators. In this context, the concerned women were required to undertake various physical and self-disciplinary activities (anushilan). By doing so, they entered the so-called masculine domain of politics while carefully minimizing their external expressions of womanhood. It is important to note here that, despite her outright public activities, she did not refrain from displaying her feminine virtues and strived to preserve her place within the larger society, either in the capacity of a mother or the daughter of the nation.21 However, her primary commitment to a biological family and her duties to her in-laws were sidelined when she took active positions in self-defence and protecting the community. By striking a balance between engagement in public activities and allegiance to traditional gender roles, these women reframed the boundaries and definitions of political involvement. Politics has always been considered a space of chaos and disorder, with restricted possibilities for cultivating the ascetic virtues of chastity, purity and kindness. Now on, and notably, since Laxmibai Kelkar established a women’s wing of the RSS called the Rashtra Sevika Samiti (Samiti hereafter) in 1936, politics has evolved into a vast field for effectively absorbing a wide range of values, including motherhood, daughterhood, heroic femininity and celibacy. This subtle shift in political culture allowed female viewpoints and roles to be included and redefined the traditional understanding of politics. The women who were instrumental in the development of the Samiti recognized a new opening in the political arena, which had hitherto been dominated only by possible threats posed by the religious ‘others.’ The synergy of power, femininity and asceticism allowed women associated with the Samiti to explore meaningful rationales for political engagement within the traditional tropes of femininity.

However, the degree of success achieved by the Samiti in mobilizing women from diverse socio-economic backgrounds was contingent upon its ability to address the concerns of women belonging to different castes and classes and its ability to transcend its initial limitations of being predominantly middle- and upper-caste. Regardless of the success rate of the Samiti in this particular matter, I would prefer to view the Samiti as an intriguing political experiment during a critical period when left-wing mobilization, both within and outside the Congress, had already acquired traction, and this period witnessed the beginning of nationwide mass movements for the rights of marginalized groups, including women. In the initial phase, the Samiti, under the patronage of the RSS, evolved as a family-based network, which had limited influence among non-RSS families or lower-caste/class milieus. However, its efforts to create a unique form of morally upright ‘virtuous’ politics within an assertive and demands-driven political culture presented a fresh perspective.

The Samiti appeared to be an ideological parallel of the all-male RSS to train Hindu women. This organization registered separate but complementary gendered domains of concerns and activities for women for the first time. Like the RSS, the Samiti celebrated its foundation day on Vijaya Dashami – the day Lord Rama achieved victory over his devil enemy Ravana. The Samiti observed the day because goddess Durga triumphed over the demons on Vijaya Dashami. By doing so, the Samiti emphasized the strength and activism of a female Goddess rather than the masculine valour of a male God, Rama (Kovas 2004: 376). The Samiti could be cited as the first organization that registered the model of advocating celibate women’s activities as one of the chief components of its organizational structure and recruited both married and unmarried women workers to expand its network across the country. Drawing upon three basic values of motherhood, leadership and efficiency in social activism (matritwa, netritwa and kartritwa), the Samiti encompassed a broad range of ideals, including celibacy, chastity, authority, warriorhood and selfless service (seva) in its operational spheres. In order to offer ready references to its members, the Samiti chose iconic women characters from history, such as Jijabai (mother of the Maratha warrior Chhatrapati Shivaji) to symbolize ‘matritwa’, Rani Lakshmibai of Jhansi to represent ‘netritwa’ and Rani Ahilyabai Holkar of Malwa to serve as an instance of ‘kartritwa’ (Raychaudhury 2017: 45). However, it appears that the Samiti somewhat retained a flexible sphere of operation, encouraging its members to embrace any of the virtues associated with the three primary principles by Hindu religious and cultural practices.

To lend credence to its core principles, the Samiti invoked the imagery of heroic motherhood, as reflected in the representation of the Samiti’s patron goddess, the eight-handed Devi Astabhuja. The Samiti’s worship of Devi Astabhuja brought out an allegorical understanding of the organization’s identification with power, autonomy, intellect and warrior-like qualities among women. The Samiti’s idolizing of Devi Astabhuja likely indicated that women are equally powerful, like the goddess, and competent at performing various roles. The primary aim was to cultivate a unique mindset that would be dedicated to the service of the country and foster the virtues of self-discipline among ordinary Hindu women. The Samiti did not imply that practising celibacy would be uniformly mandated for all the members, as the Samiti also included married women. Instead, celibacy and renunciation – the twin pillars of asceticism – were supposed to be reflected in the altruistic commitment (seva) of its members to the family, society and nation. The Samiti members were entrusted with safeguarding age-old Hindu values gradually eroding because of Western influences. These values are of utmost importance, imparting sound principles in children and shaping them into men of strong character and moral integrity. For the establishment of a future Hindu Rashtra, training of women, especially mothers, was deemed essential in the regular discourses of the Samiti.

In addition to stimulating the sense of motherhood, which generally situates women inside homes, the Samiti focused on cultivating a sense of responsibility and leadership skills among women (netritwa and kartritwa) to inspire them to dedicate themselves to the service of the country. The combination of these mutually exclusive ideals provided the best possible rationale for women’s involvement in the political sphere, although within the traditional tropes of womanhood. Besides, Samiti’s innovative representation of a ‘female warrior’ who encompasses motherly concerns and patriotic zeal created a unique sphere of operation for the Hindu nationalist women by accepting certain modifications in the standard expressions of femininity and traditional gender roles.

The Samiti travelled a long path before and after the country’s independence. It became one of the leading forces of inspiration for Hindu nationalist women associated with different groups of the Sangh Parivar. The Samiti continued to adhere to its original standards of femininity and ascetic virtues that were perceived as necessary for serving the nation. Part of its discourses regarding the importance of women’s self-defence and their engagement in defending the community took a violent turn at the end of the twentieth century. The Samiti experienced significant growth for the first time in its history during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement in Ayodhya in the late 1980s and early 1990s, when it enthusiastically trained and supplied kar-sevikas (women volunteers) for the Babri Masjid demolition affair in 1992 – this period marked the beginning of efforts to establish a robust and diverse female cadre base for the RSS, to cultivate a prominent political role while not explicitly asserting social equality (Sarkar 1999, 2161). The Durga Vahini, established in the early 1990s, appeared to be an all-female squad of militant women affiliated with the VHP. It could be explained as an extension of the Samiti’s core principles of matritwa (motherhood), netritwa (leadership) and kartitwa (action). However, the Durga Vahini registered its existence inside the Sangh Parivar circle by marking a significant change in the strategy adopted by the Samiti towards mass contact campaigns. In contrast to the consistent and restrained approach adopted by the Samiti, the Durga Vahini embraced a more assertive stance defined by militancy, activism and excellent networking across different castes and classes. Prof. Tanika Sarkar has pointed out that the Samiti ‘participated in no mass struggles – anti-colonial or for women’s rights’ and was not foregrounded by the RSS in any of its activities (Sarkar 1999: 2161). The ascetic-patriotic fervour of the Samiti was mainly anchored in a framework of self-cultivation or anushilan, a set of principles that aimed to address the needs of both physical and intellectual pursuits for women. Unlike the modern-day feminist style of movements as initiated by the Left-leaning women’s organizations, the Samiti interpreted women’s activism as an inherent component of stree-dharma. It rejected the traditional binaries between women’s public activism and domestic responsibilities.

The feisty sadhvis, who rose to prominence during the Ramjanmabhoomi movement, employed twin tropes of asceticism and heroic femininity within their brand of Hindu nationalist politics. Following the primary paradigm of merging ascetic virtues of celibacy, chastity and devotion to politics, these female ascetics redefined their activism as a struggle against what they saw as corruption and moral degeneration inside mainstream politics. Moreover, these sadhvis romanticized themselves as virtuous and pure individuals who joined the muddled world of politics only to fulfil their sacred commitment to the nation. Their approaches to self-formation allowed for restricted interference in political matters, only on account of moral exigencies rather than driven by a desire for power or leadership aspirations. The female ascetics, by their ascetic mode of authority, produced a unique leadership style within the ideological framework of Hindu nationalism and fostered a complex connection to gender-based expectations of women’s political involvement (Ray Chaudhury 2021: 9). During the early 1990s, the politically active female ascetics symbolized their love for the motherland as equal to their devotion to God, or as in this case, Lord Rama – the most popular divine figure in the Hindi-speaking belt of northern India. Lord Rama has widely been projected as the human incarnation of Lord Vishnu, conveying righteousness and virility to the highest degree.

These female ascetics hold the belief that the Hindus, despite being the original inhabitants of this country and exhibiting a ‘pure’ collective identity, are on the edge of losing their religion and culture at the hands of the enemy ‘outsiders’ (Muslims and Christians). Moreover, they considered the Congress government’s policy of minority appeasement as aggravating the sufferings of the Hindus. In response to this morally compromised state of politics in the country, Hindu nationalist female ascetics appeared as agents of change by developing a new model of virtuous politics (unlike Gandhi’s passive asceticism but defined by a militant spirit). Likewise, they also recultivated the boundaries of morality/immorality, purity/corruption/popular/elitist within contemporary Indian politics. Regardless of the question of whether or not the Hindu nationalist female ascetics introduced a new rhetoric of populism, it was pretty clear that these sadhvis did not invent any new political theme or issue. Instead, they successfully carried on the Samiti’s age-old campaigns against a ‘threatening other’ almost always identified with Muslims.

The regional disparities in terms of the participation of the women ascetics in Hindu nationalist activism had been a serious affair. Most of the followers of these sadhvis came from traditional support centres of the RSS, mainly from northern Indian regions, where women’s access to education was lagging far behind (Sarkar 1999: 21). Historically, the RSS and the affiliated organizations had limited access to the eastern Indian states, and women from this region did not get that amount of opportunity to access positions of leadership in the Hindutva circle. The reformist political culture in the eastern Indian states and the relative absence of rigid caste hierarchies did not make these states a fertile ground for Hindutva experiences initially. Furthermore, a greater concentration of the tribal population in this region did not easily resonate with Hindu nationalist politics, and the absence of a strong Hindutva network slowed down the process of women’s participation in Hindutva politics in this region. Besides, in the states of West Bengal and Bihar, socialists and leftists have long organized women’s progressive movements and created difficulties for the RSS and other organizations to smoothly expand their influence compared to the northern and western parts of India. Alongside, women’s limited access to the professional world and public activities in northern India blended well with the idea of a possible threat from the enemy ‘other’ outside the home. However, after 2014, the BJP, RSS, and other organizations gained at least a certain level of confidence in reaching the people in the eastern Indian states, and their electoral performance also improved in the northeastern Indian states as well. It may help to build a strong base for the Hindu nationalist women’s wings and sadhvi activism in this part of the country in the near future.




Chapter 2 

NEGOTIATING CASTE, GENDER AND RELIGION: THE SAFFRON ACTIVISTS IN HINDUTVA POLITICS

Caste politics has always been an essential component of writing the history of colonial and post-colonial India. Early scholarship has shown no real relationship between caste and gender; instead, it treats caste as an independent identity with little or no reference to gender. However, in the late 1980s, historians and feminist scholars attempted to approach the problem of caste and gender in interrelated ways and started delineating women as a distinct historical identity. The fundamental principles of considering women as a historical entity involved simultaneously addressing both caste and gender to uncover the genuine complexities of documenting women’s history (Menon 2009: 95–6). This change in viewpoint facilitated a more nuanced understanding of how caste and gender intersected and influenced women’s experiences over time. Caste hierarchy, deeply embedded in Indian social structures, intersects with patriarchy to marginalize women, particularly those from lower castes, such as Dalit women. Uma Chakravarti and Maithreyi Krishnaraj (2020), in a recent study on caste and gender, brought forth issues of how the caste system maintained itself by exerting stringent control over the reproductive and sexual choices of women belonging to different caste groups to preserve caste boundaries. It’s crucial to acknowledge that these regulations have a notably profound effect on the independence of women belonging to marginalized groups, especially those of the Dalits. Chakravarti and Krishnaraj advocate for an intersectional approach that considers the interconnected nature of the specific challenges faced by lower-caste women, recognizing the multifaceted factors that contribute to their struggles. By recognizing the interdependence of these identities, it became possible to illuminate the varied difficulties experienced by women from different castes and how caste hierarchies shaped their perspectives. The rising wave of the Hindu nationalist movement since the late 1980s offered distinct opportunities to revisit the issues of caste, class and gender within the context of a new political phase that not only empowered women as political activists but also provided a platform to address the intersectionality of caste, class and gender.

The varied backgrounds and experiences of the female members belonging to various Hindu nationalist organizations played a significant role in the expansion and dissemination of the movement over the next twenty years. This also emphasized the need for a more comprehensive and interconnected approach to social hierarchies and disparities. The campaigns surrounding the construction of a Ram temple at Ayodhya may have categorized women as ‘communal’ subjects; however, as the movement advanced, the growing participation of women in right-wing politics became more apparent, challenging the notion that women were mere passive recipients of the movement’s ideology. Greater visibility and acceptance of women in the field of public activism, including actions like rallies, campaigns and sectarian violence, established Hindu nationalist women either as leaders or as volunteers in mass protests. This also opened up opportunities for them to pursue careers in electoral politics. The involvement of these women in political activities can be understood as an integral aspect of a long-standing tradition that has evolved over several decades. This engagement has significantly contributed to the broader movement for establishing Hindu Rashtra. As the BJP and the RSS continued to invest in Hindutva politics to get rich electoral dividends in the national and state legislative assembly elections, women’s caste and class identities were recognized as essential variables shaping their ideological opinions within the organizational confines. Additionally, it became necessary for the BJP and allied forces to explore ways to balance the conventional upper-caste, middle-class support base and the recruits from low castes and marginal communities in politics. Specific tactics and strategies were implemented to engage women voters, such as appealing to their distinct interests and addressing matters related to their caste and class backgrounds.

How did the female ascetics or sadhvis fit into the changing paradigm of the women’s question in Hindu nationalism? As previously mentioned, female ascetics served as representatives of the traditional Hindu religious order and remained dedicated to promoting Hindu nationalism as a matter of faith and spiritual commitment. Remarkably, the prominent female ascetics associated with the Ram Janmabhoomi movement primarily hailed from impoverished backgrounds of lower castes. They hardly shared any class affiliation with the early leaders of the VHP or the RSS-VHP’s traditional support base, mainly composed of urban middle classes. In the 1960s, the urban middle classes were already fed up with Congress and seemed anxious to protect their class interests without upsetting the established social order. They perhaps did not see any potential in the Congress’s objectives of urban industrialization, cooperative farming and the preference for large-scale industry over small-scale industry.1 The urban middle classes, consisting of traders, small business people, shopkeepers, middle-class land-owning peasants and low-income professionals, could not compete with the state’s ruling partners. These ruling partners included the wealthy farmers, industrial bourgeoisie, elite intelligentsia and leading bureaucrats, who showed little compassion towards smaller business groups (Corbridge 2009: 8–9)

Additionally, they have a sense of being left out from the upper levels of political and administrative authority, as well as social advantages, due to their relative inferiority in terms of education and resources (Raychaudhuri 2000: 271). These individuals, who lacked access to the English-speaking world of intellectuals, high-ranking officials and English-language media, felt alienated from the elite intellectuals, who were the primary supporters of Nehru’s modernization drive. The vast region of north and northwestern India, home to the Hindi-speaking population, served as the primary sanctuary for these politically conscious but socially excluded middle class whose hopes and desires were unmet by Congress (Raychaudhuri 2000: 271). They could have sought solace and representation through one non-Congress political alternative, which would have protected their social standing and counterbalanced the influence of the English-speaking elites. The upper-caste segment of this social class faced similar challenges from both the elite intellectuals and the ever-growing disadvantaged low-caste population, whose sense of deprivation and poverty emerged as significant determinants in politics since the late 1960s.

The Hindu nationalist groups were among the first to strategically capitalize on the concerns of the urban middle classes, fostering their desires to deconstruct the existing power hierarchy and build a meticulously regulated state known as Hindu Rashtra (Raychaudhuri 1997/1998: 277–95). It would maintain the inherent social hierarchy, ethnic homogeneity and cultural achievements of the old civilization and contribute to preserving the authentic substance of dharma. The Congress model of a progressive state, influenced by Western modernist ideologies, has significantly undermined the goal of a well-regulated state through its ineffective socio-economic policies and a mistaken approach to secularism, which essentially prioritizes the appeasement of minority groups. The notion of a Hindu Rashtra aimed to overcome these drawbacks by advocating for a harmonious and all-encompassing society that upholds the cultural legacy and principles of all its original inhabitants while also considering the majority’s concerns. In light of the breakdown of the Congress system and shifting political conditions, Hindu nationalist groups, particularly the RSS and the VHP, gained significant popularity and influence in the 1970s and 1980s. Recruiting RSS personnel into the VHP facilitated the latter’s organizational development. From the 1980s onwards, the VHP was significantly influenced by the trusteeship of Moronpant Pingle, a RSS general staff member who owned significant authority over the organization’s activities (Jaffrelot 2011: 234). The traditional landed gentry or business people, who had a long-standing tradition of contributing gifts and patronage to Hindu institutions, emerged as generous patrons of the VHP to defend Hinduism. Rajmata Vijaya Raje Scindia, for example, maintained her position as a trustee of the VHP and contributed funds to the organization. Prominent Marwari industrialists S. B. Somayya and G. H. Singhania also served as a trustee of the VHP, further enhancing its reputation in society (Jaffrelot 2011: 234). The VHP also garnered significant backing from a sizeable portion of educated professionals who could influence public opinion. The pervasive corruption within the government and politics isolated many who desired a simple, morally upright political alternative that protested against any efforts to undermine the integrity and spirit of Hindu dharma and Hindu society. Monitoring the growth of Islam and Christianity, especially among the tribals and marginal communities, became a primary requirement to preserve Hindu society’s unity and integrity (Katju 1998: 36–8). Recognizing the existence of non-resident Indians who were living in isolated and marginalized communities overseas became essential to conceptualizing the notion of a visa-Hindu or global Hindu nation. It also helped promote cultural exchange, preserve Hindu traditions and strengthen the collective identity of Hindus worldwide. In addition to the VHP and the RSS, the Rashtra Sevika Samiti aimed to generate a sense of empowerment for a specific group of prosperous upper-caste and middle-class urban women in the northern cities and small towns of India, where women’s education and professional opportunities have been relatively delayed (Sarkar 1993: 21). The celibate female propagators of the Samiti played a crucial role in spreading the branches of the Samiti and offering women the necessary training to enhance their confidence. They became instrumental in breaking societal norms and encouraging women to participate actively in political movements. Most Durga Vahini members were enlisted from the Samiti trainees in subsequent years.

While the Samiti women may have maintained a distinct audience based on caste and class during the 1960s and 1970s, the RSS-VHP urged sadhus and saints to unite and rouse all Hindus, irrespective of age, gender, or socio-economic standing (Apte 1964: 15). Moreover, the sadhus associated with the RSS-VHP were expected to uphold the anti-Congress sentiment through religious propaganda and mobilization of the Hindu populace. They were the most influential individuals whose ideas and teachings were respected by people from all social strata. Mainly because of their self-proclaimed status as the saviour of the ordinary Hindus, these ascetic renouncers did not seriously bother to address the challenges and issues associated with caste and class as a whole. As ascetic renouncers, their duty was to rise above material identities and attachments, which often resulted in a lack of engagement with the realities different social strata face. Swami Chinmayananda, one of the founding figures of the VHP, proudly declared, ‘Let us convert Hindus to Hinduism; then everything will be alright’ (quoted in Malkani 1980: 158). In Indian history, there have been occasions when ascetics assumed the role of advisors to the king and used their influence to implement necessary actions to maintain an authentic cultural and political system. The promotion of ascetics by the VHP and the promotion of the VHP by ascetics served to reinstate a traditional kind of authority and power that had long been absent from history. By questioning the concept of a secular state, the VHP reported the commanding role of ascetics in religious and political affairs and chose to overlook the implications of caste and class identities of the ascetics. However, in later years, when the BJP started capitalizing on their charisma for electoral benefits and even offered them tickets to contest the election, it recognized the particular caste-class affiliations of the Hindu nationalist ascetics when necessary. This strategy allowed the BJP to strengthen its support base among specific caste groups, especially low-caste marginal communities.

By the 1980s, two separate but interconnected leadership positions emerged inside the RSS-VHP circle. The ascetics represented one, while the political ideologues represented the other. These organizations continued to be based on a varied group of Hindus, especially those from upper castes and the urban middle class. Subsequently, the RSS-VHP also included urban poor Hindus in their movements. The rise of the militant, agitational saffron wave centred around the Ram temple issue since the 1980s energized and motivated the upper-caste, middle-class Hindus in small towns. It prompted them to break free from their stagnant and monotonous lives, filled with unfulfilled desires, aspirations and demands from the ruling establishment. The strategic assimilation of a large Hindi-speaking urban middle-class population by RSS-VHP revolved around the national deity Ram and the concept of a natural homeland called Bharat. This has injected new vigour into the militant and assertive Hindu movement, which emphasizes physical activity and engagement in protest actions against what they perceive as pseudo-secularism and its favoured beneficiaries, the Muslim community (Hansen 1993: 2271–2). The integration of marginalized urban poor, including low-caste Hindus, into the Hindutva movement during the Ayodhya agitation could be seen as an effort to transcend the internal divisions of caste and class. Their presence during the destruction of the mosque and communal riots in various parts of north India indicated the future trends of Hindutva and its impact on electoral politics. The advocacy of a unified Hindu identity that would foster militancy, assertiveness and activism against all forms of social and political injustices highlighted the potential of the Hindutva movement. The gradual success of the RSS-VHP paradigm of Hindutva, which sought to construct a Hindi-Hindu identity and organize it as a widespread movement in the latter part of the twentieth century, may be ascribed to the substantial changes in the Indian political arena. According to T. B. Hansen, the sharp decline in Congress’s popularity following 1985; the rise of a robust regional opposition to New Delhi, which occasionally manifested itself as violence and separatism; the emergence of a new, radical Muslim leadership; the Congress’s use of the ‘majority communal card’ in elections starting in 1980; the Shah Bano case and agitation, etc., all helped to undermine the ‘political mainstream’, and, by the 1980s, the ‘mainstream’ had weakened to the point where the RSS could offer a new, ‘Hinduized’, definition of the mainstream (Hansen 1993: 2270).

It is more helpful to understand this change in the context of the Sangh Parivar’s flexible and inclusive ideological stance, which incorporated new perspectives and approaches into its expanding political networks. This was achieved by striking a balance between the traditional, family-oriented and limited form of mass politics focused on social service, character development, renunciation and discipline, rooted in the spirit of Brahmanical ascetic principles, and the new aggressive and militant style of popular politics. During the Ram Janmabhoomi period, the radical female ascetics demonstrated a keen understanding of this delicate equilibrium and were inspirational figures for the next generation of Hindu nationalist men and women. Very obviously, they chose to evade the issue of caste when discussing the restoration of the greatness of Hindu dharma in the face of internal and external challenges. They were able to openly discuss caste and gender issues because any allegiance to the RSS ideology did not bind them. The sadhvis’ lower-caste origins and their independent thinking made it easy and desirable for them to confront previously neglected concerns, which higher-caste Hindu nationalist women of the Samiti had ignored. However, what we saw is that they shared a psychological need to redirect their convictions towards a perceived, long-standing struggle against the Muslims – the so-called common enemy of the Hindu community as a whole.

Unquestionably, several circumstances led to the issue of safeguarding Hindu culture and dharma at this pivotal point in Indian politics. The killing and uprooting of the Hindu population during the partition riots, coupled with political unrest in Kashmir that resulted in a mass exodus of Kashmiri Hindus from the valley and the Congress government’s alleged anti-Hindu and pseudo-secularist stance, all set the stage for the sadhus and sadhvis to bring up issues vital to the preservation of Hindu culture and dharma in future India. Moreover, the decline in public trust towards the central government, particularly since the time of Indira Gandhi’s regime, not only disrupted people’s sense of emotional connection to the national community but also emphasized the need to establish an alternative vision of nationhood that is based on Hindu majoritarianism (Raychaudhuri 1997/1998: 289–92). The sadhus and sadhvis provided the necessary religious dimension to this alternative form of nationhood, through the age-old binaries of a spiritual ‘other’, such as Muslims and Christians, who were portrayed as threats to the Hindu majority. The binaries of a caste ‘other’ or class ‘other’ remained dormant inside this new form of Hindu nationhood. However, these binaries of caste and class were not wholly absent within this new form of Hindu nationhood. It was only through the powerful impact of Hindu religious identity that the fundamental hierarchies and inequalities rooted in caste and class were subverted.

Therefore, it would be fair to state that the new age Hindutva ascetics deviated from the initial objective of advocating social change and providing moral and ethical guidance to various socio-economic strata, as promoted by the VHP sadhus in previous times. The emergence of a more forceful and aggressive group of ascetics sidelined the last generation of intellectual spiritual masters (Katju 1998: 35–6). The feisty sadhus and sadhvis embraced a new rhetoric of activism characterized by communal sentiments, the use of hate speech and militant actions to accomplish their ultimate objectives. On the political front of the Sangh Parivar, the BJP collaborated closely with the ascetics to strategically leverage their growing activity and integrate it into the real-world functioning of mainstream politics. Following their association with the BJP, the ascetics, particularly the sadhvis, had to confront the complex caste issues in subsequent years. Their transgression of the norms of gender initially became apparent by their decision to become a celibate renunciate. Additionally, their assertiveness and militant approach further solidified this transgression. However, they continued to avoid addressing the crucial elements of subject positions encountered by women, like race, caste and ethnicity, which are interwoven with the discourse of gender in general (Sethi 2002: 1545).

Introducing the sadhvis to the caste and gender discourse

How does the gender question intersect with the emerging dynamics of militant Hindu nationalism, particularly when it is advocated by militant sadhvis? Since gender expressions are constantly in dialogue with caste-class identities, the struggle for gender equality cannot be divorced from the giant fight against social hierarchies and inequalities. During the early 1990s, Hindu nationalist women placed greater importance on campaigning for a Ram temple and the establishment of a future Hindu Rashtra rather than focusing on women’s rights and gender equality. It demonstrated the intricate overlap of identity and ideology within the movement, where religious and nationalist objectives frequently precede feminist considerations. It is crucial to emphasize that the feminist approach to women’s rights, as promoted by left-leaning activists, should not be compared to the gender ideas of Hindu nationalist women. The perspectives of Hindu nationalist women on gender should be understood within the context of their broader religious and nationalist objectives. These objectives often prioritized the preservation of traditional gender roles and cultural values, which may conflict with the goals of broader feminist activists. Therefore, when considering the Ram Janmabhoomi movement as an organized and premeditated Hindutva campaign, it should not be anticipated that the female participants of the movement would present a significant opposition to the interconnected interests of patriarchy, caste, class and the state (Sarkar 1991: 2057). These women did not form a collective voice to address gender issues during the movement. After that, they did not develop into an organized movement with a more extensive geographical and social influence. This highlights the complexity of women’s activism within the context of religious and nationalist movements, where existing power structures may constrain women’s agency. However, it is essential to note that the complex nature of these circumstances did not diminish the agency and activism of Hindu nationalist women. The actions and efforts of these women were shaped not only by their gendered perception of duties and responsibilities towards the community but also by their own experiences related to caste and class. As the movement matured, especially after its greater convergence with electoral-parliamentary politics as initiated by the BJP, these women started facing challenges from within the boundaries of the movement as they navigated the complexities of balancing their political activism with their caste-class experiences and gendered aspirations.

From the outset, Hindu nationalist conceptions of female identity were shaped by the notions of upper-caste, North Indian society regarding women’s roles and behaviour (Menon 2010: 175). Hindu nationalism has consistently advocated for preserving the Brahmanical traditions, including caste practices and related systems of social regulation. The early proponents of the idea primarily consisted of upper-caste and upper-class Brahmins, who were less inclined to embrace marginalized populations like the low-caste Dalits or Adivasis (Baxter 1969; Graham 1990). These communities were deemed too fragile to contribute to forming a Hindu community consciousness. This exclusionary approach further consolidated views of women’s roles and behaviour. Similar to other marginal groups of the Hindu society, women have never been the main constituents of the Hindu nationalist movement. Yet, separate mechanisms were crafted to allow only restricted and controlled participation of women in the movement dating back to colonial times. These mechanisms included the formation of the women’s wing of the significant male-centric Hindu nationalist organizations, first with the RSS, followed by the VHP, Bajrang Dal and the BJP. These women’s wings sought to rally women around specific causes related to the movement’s ideology and objectives. The RSS, under the leadership of its founder ideologue K. B. Hegdewar, adopted an unwavering male-centric approach that prevented the inclusion of women in positions of leadership or decision-making power. The RSS only authorized the formation of a separate women’s wing – the Rashtra Sevika Samiti, in 1936. Interestingly, the Samiti affiliated to the RSS, the general women’s wing of the VHP – the Mahila Mandal, the militant young women’s wing of the VHP – the Durga Vahini or, more recently, the Mahila Morcha of the BJP, primarily operated under the indirect patronage of the male leaders of the RSS-VHP. Within these women’s organizations, most of the women leaders who themselves came from upper-caste, middle-class urban backgrounds displayed a lack of enthusiasm in accommodating women from marginalized communities or lower castes for an extended period. Now, it is difficult to determine precisely when and how the low-caste women started penetrating the Hindutva edifice. It is possible that their inclusion began with the expansion of women’s activity beyond the traditional strongholds of the RSS and especially outside of its members’ families. Recruitment of new, younger women to women’s organizations could have been crucial. These recruits may have brought diverse backgrounds and experiences, including those from low-caste communities.

The militant-populist rhetoric of the sadhvis, who were involved in the campaign to destroy the Babri mosque, may have had an impact on the low-caste women whose lives revolved around fighting caste and sexual violence. The upper-caste women belonging to the Hindu community, who were members of the Samiti, primarily addressed issues related to domestic violence and abuse facilitated by dowries. They seldom focused on the challenges of sexual exploitation and caste-based prejudice that were more prevalent among lower-caste women. The Durga Vahini, a militant organization of Hindu nationalist women, addressed the issue of physical threats faced by Hindu women. They used a combination of militancy, physical training and action, which appeared suitable for sturdy women from lower castes. Contrary to expectations, the anti-Muslim sentiment seen in the Hindu nationalist movement of the late 1980s did not instantly resonate with women from lower castes. It took time for the anti-Muslim sentiment to gain traction among lower-caste women, as their immediate concerns were different from those of higher-caste Hindu women. B. R. Ambedkar once explained the primary factors contributing to the Dalit community’s lack of enthusiasm for anti-Muslim campaigns. ‘Three are many lower orders in the Hindu society whose economic, political, and social needs are the same as those of the Muslims, and they would be far more ready to make a common cause with the Muslims for achieving common ends than they would with high caste Hindus’ (quoted in Ahir 2007: 359). The same factor could be ascribed to the restrained reaction of low-caste women to Hindutva.

However, the Ram Janmabhoomi episode from the late 1980s highlighted the need to integrate the caste issue within the Hindutva ideology. From L. K. Advani’s Rath yatras to the shilanyas ritual, sadhus and sadhvis took prominent leadership positions in keeping the enthusiasm of the crowd alive. I cannot assert that the lower-caste and marginalized communities were purposefully recruited organizationally into the movement. Instead, they were mainly mobilized as subordinate participants throughout the campaign.

To some degree, the mobilization of the common masses served to address the tensions inherent between the tasks of recruiting low-caste Hindus for the expansion of the movement while protecting upper-caste interests. The difficulty arrived for the Hindutva brigade in 1990 when the V. P. Singh government took the initiative to provide a certain proportion of central government posts to a specific group of economically and socially disadvantaged Indians. The initiative, known as the Mandal Commission, identified Other Backward Classes (OBCs) as the beneficiaries of this reservation policy, acknowledging their underrepresentation in public sector employment.2 However, the announcement sparked widespread protests and heated debate on the merits and drawbacks of reservation policies in India. The BJP was instrumental in instigating the protests by youths from higher castes in many states against the Mandal proposal. Additionally, the party appeared more concerned with capitalizing on the ascetic’s natural leadership positions to tap into the upper-caste Hindu sentiments. During the anti-Mandal Commission protests, L. K. Advani initiated a chariot procession from the Somnath temple to Ayodhya, which witnessed significant participation from sadhus. Following Advani’s arrest in Bihar, the activist sadhus and sadhvis continued conducting religious ceremonies near the disputed site in Ayodhya, sustaining the campaign’s momentum. However, they were unable to assess the immediate casualties and widespread civil unrest occurring in many regions of the country after they raised the saffron flag at the dome of the mosque in Ayodhya.

Caste against Hindutva? Inducting the voice of Sadhvi Rithambara

The activist trends of the Ram Janmabhoomi, which were directly influenced by VHP-affiliated sadhus, initially seemed to be a reaction against the Mandal proposition. However, the speeches delivered by the fiery sadhvis completely dismantled the claims of caste-based reservation, comparable to an anti-Hindu conspiracy. Sadhvi Rithambara epitomized the universal collective devotion of the Hindus towards Bharat Mata through the personification of Lord Ram. She characterized Ram as the unifying figurehead of all Hindus, regardless of caste or social class.

Listen, Ram represents mass consciousness. He is the god of the poor and the oppressed. He is the life of the fisherman, cobbler, and washerman. If anyone is not a devotee of such a god, he does not have Hindu blood in his veins. We shall build this temple!

(Arzan 2010)

For the Hindus, who was this Ram? Ram was not just a figure from the epic, the husband of Sita, the morally upright King of Ayodhya or a well-known male god from North India. From Sadhvi’s viewpoint, Rithambara’s portrayal of Ram transcends mere legend, positioning him as a symbol of unity that reshapes the conversation about caste dynamics in contemporary society. By emphasizing Ram’s qualities of justice, righteousness, and compassion, Rithambara challenged traditional narratives that perpetuate discrimination and division based on caste.

Some people became afraid of Ram’s devotees. They brought up Mandal. They thought the Hindus would be divided. The reservation issue will fragment him. His attention will be diverted from the temple. But your thought was wrong. Your idea was despicable. We shall build this temple!

(Kakar 1996: 158)

She recognized that the underlying divisions between caste and class were tenuous, vulnerable to creating deeper fissures within the community’s fabric. However, in her role as an apolitical figure aligned with the Sangh Parivar, Rithambara struggled to navigate the complexities of these social dynamics and her commitment towards the Sangh Parivar often put her at odds with those who championed social justice and equality for all segments of the Hindu community. Specifically, her remarks often overlooked the significant challenges faced by the Other Backward Classes (OBCs)—a group grappling with systemic discrimination and constrained access to essential resources. This omission raised critical questions about the priorities of leaders like Rithambara and the broader implications of their approach on marginalized communities. In a society where caste-based discrimination and social inequality are not only prevalent but urgent, the impact of such neglect becomes increasingly pressing and troubling. Her opposition to caste-based reservations primarily targeted non-BJP parties, particularly leaders like Mulayam Singh Yadav, whom she held accountable for the murder of karsevaks on October 30 in Ayodhya.3 The police, under the orders of then Chief Minister Mulayam Singh, who was in office with the support of the Congress, fired at the innocent karsevaks who were attempting to seize the Babri mosque on that day. The BJP capitalized on the martyrdom of these militants. By then, the Muslims of Uttar Pradesh had realized that they could rely on Mulayam, and his opponents began referring to him as ‘Maulana’ Mulayam. Muslims credited Yadav for protecting the mosque in 1990 and became the significant voting bloc of the Samajwadi Party.

Following the Congress’s withdrawal of support from the Mulayam Singh administration, midterm elections were conducted in 1991 for the Uttar Pradesh assembly. In this election, Mulayam Singh’s party was defeated by the BJP, resulting in a loss of power. Before the midterm election in Uttar Pradesh, Sadhvi Rithambara persistently incited Hindu supporters by framing the next electoral contest as a retaliatory struggle against ‘Mullah-Mulayam’ and his followers, whom she labelled as betrayers of Ram. She urged her audience to vote out Mulayam Singh from office in the next election and establish a new government consisting of Ram followers. ‘ Hindus, you must unite in the coming elections if you want the temple built. Hindus, if you do not awaken, cows will be slaughtered everywhere ….You will be responsible for the catastrophe, for history will say Hindus were cowards. Accept the challenge, change the history of our era’ (Kakar 1996: 163–4).

Sadhvi Rithambara perhaps used a deliberate and systematic strategy to cultivate a feeling of fear and suspicion among the Hindu community. Her frequent mention of the respected local heroes and significant historical personalities admired by the disadvantaged communities may have played a role in rallying the lower castes to back the BJP. Valmiki, Sabri and Jatayu, who were connected to the Ramayana narrative, were often mentioned in her speeches. By invoking these revered characters, Sadhvi Rithambara may have effectively tapped into the emotions and aspirations of the marginalized communities, further solidifying their support for the BJP. ‘If Hindus become fragmented, the cohesion of Hinduism will diminish. How will the sage Valmiki care for Sita? How will Ram consume Shabri’s berries?’ (Arzan 2010: 62). Sage Valmiki, the esteemed author of the epic Ramayana, was hailed as a Dalit by the Hindutva groups. They aimed to mobilize the Valmiki caste community and recognized them as the descendants of the renowned author of the Ramayana. Likewise, the ancestry of the Musahar caste may be attributed to Sabri, a female figure in the Ramayana, who offered berries to Lord Ram during the period of exile. These allocations helped to redefine the marginal groups within the context of a shared traditional Hindu identity. They were reminded of their responsibilities to promote the cause of Lord Ram and Hindutva.

Sadhvi Rithambara’s strategic use of local dialects enabled her to forge meaningful connections with diverse audiences throughout northern India. As a fearless and outspoken leader, she became a powerful voice for many who yearned for representation of their concerns. Her humble background, combined with her appeal as a Ram-bhakt sadhvi, contributed to her immense success in rallying support from various segments of society. In addition, Sadhvi Rithambara’s capacity to establish a connection with the general public via her accessible language and grassroots strategy effectively bridged the divide between the party’s urban-centric policies and the issues faced by rural India. However, this could only be the case if the low castes and rural masses presented a genuine threat to the upper-caste, middle-class interest of the party. Sadhvi Rithambara’s narrative of caste cohesion essentialized the concept of an interconnected social structure that is entirely subsumed by the presence of Ram, who is refashioned as the deity of the poor and the marginal people. The subaltern perspective in her narrative sheds light on how caste operates as a unifying force, transcending individual identities and fostering a collective consciousness among marginalized communities. At the centre of this collective consciousness lies their natural inclination to a popular deity representing their struggles and aspirations (Arzan 2010: 62). Ram, in his refashioned form as the deity of the poor and marginalized, symbolizes hope and resilience for these communities. His presence gives them a sense of belonging, reinforces their shared experiences and challenges the oppressive caste system that seeks to divide them. The Ram temple, thus, symbolized the essence of Hinduism, representing the collective Hindu identity that should never be threatened or destroyed by adversaries. ‘I have come to tell our Hindu youth, do not take the candy of reservations, and divide yourself into castes… Those who wish that our bonds with the backward castes and Harijans are cut will bite the dust. We shall build the temple’, Sadhvi Rithambara claimed.

The emergence of the Samajwadi Party in 1993 under the leadership of Mulayam Singh Yadav, for the first time, brought out fresh expectations to potentially replace the upper castes with individuals belonging to marginalized groups in positions of political influence. In Uttar Pradesh, before the assembly election in 1993, an electoral alliance between the Samajwadi Party led by Mulayam Singh Yadav and the Bahujan Samajwadi Party led by Kanshiram, representing the OBCs and the Dalits respectively, caused unease for the BJP. However, the social conflicts between the OBC landowners and the Dalit landless labourers ultimately proved detrimental to such political endeavours (Kharat 2011: 175–80). Interestingly, regardless of the low-caste political dynamics of the BJP in Uttar Pradesh, the RSS-VHP combine had never taken their attention away from getting political benefits from ‘Ram bhakti’ as much as possible. Whatever might be the political strategy of the BJP in grabbing the attention and support of the low castes, the RSS-VHP activists tried their best to accomplish a monolithic grand narrative of Ram bhakti by slowly incorporating the regional, indigenous religious traditions in the Hindutva movement. The RSS’s approach of social reformism towards the low-caste untouchables and other marginalized groups, which was a component of its sangathanist nationalist mission, was further emphasized and extended to rural areas, thanks to the Ram Mandir movement (Jaffrelot 2011: 263). Despite that, Hindutva had never become an easy option for the marginal groups to uplift their social position or gain political importance. Portraying the Muslims as the ‘absolute other’ could not effectively deal with the conventional view of caste-based discrimination that is deeply ingrained in Hindu society and culture.

The VHP sadhus played a crucial role by contending for parliamentary positions in the 1991 elections backed by the BJP during the peak of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. They not only leveraged their status to rally extensive support for the Ram temple initiative but also attracted backing from lower-caste voters. Nonetheless, as the sadhus adapted to their new political environment, they encountered increasing scrutiny regarding the legitimacy of their political involvement. However, complexities of the caste problem, along with the interaction between caste and religion as tools for political engagement, reflected broader tensions in a society grappling with the evolving landscape of caste dynamics. For instance, the impassioned speeches of Sadhvi Rithambara played a prominent role in favour of the BJP in the 1989 and 1991 Lok Sabha elections; however, her speeches fell short of absorbing the complexities of caste-religion dynamics within the broader political strategy of the BJP during the next Lok Sabha election in 1996. Once the pace of the Ram Temple wave faded down in the country, Rithambara’s speeches displayed a decline in their level of vibrancy and significance (Van Dyke 1997: 3149–53). Rithambara had nothing to add to the BJP’s caste-based electoral strategy in the years that followed, particularly about the party’s concerns about retaining upper- and lower-caste voters. She adeptly traversed the problematic balance between her identity as a renouncer and her support for an upper-caste party.

Sadhvi Uma Bharti in politics

The Hindutva brigade successfully attempted to recruit individuals from lower-caste men and women during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. However, this did not result in electoral gains for the BJP, as proven by the 1993 assembly elections in the northern and central Indian states, where the Ayodhya mobilization was most prominent. The BJP failed to assimilate both upper castes and backward castes into a unified Hindu identity, and it also did not succeed in becoming a pan-Indian party representing all Hindus (Brass 1993: 258; Thachil 2009: 56). To reconcile the tensions of promoting pan-Indian Hindutva via a vis lower-caste integration, K. N. Govindacharya, a young ideologue and general secretary of the BJP who later fell out with the party, convinced the Hindutva ideologues to take up social engineering, who adopted the OBCs and the Dalits into the Hindutva fold. He advocated for the need for a fresh mechanism from within the BJP that would help the low-caste Hindus feel a sense of belonging to the party (Thachil 2009: 60). As part of the new strategy, candidates from lower castes were promoted to senior posts and encouraged to run for elections on the BJP’s ticket. In this situation, the low-caste sadhvi Uma Bharti swiftly obtained political authority and advantages by aligning herself with the Hindutva movements. Her marginalized position became more difficult inside the complex realm of Hindutva politics, resulting in a significant influence on the confluence of caste and gender. Her privileged status within the Hindutva group often clashed with her marginalized position as a woman from an oppressed, low-caste society. Uma Bharti had a distinct challenge due to the conflicting expectations and limitations imposed by her caste and gender, which shaped her experiences and interactions with Hindutva.

Uma Bharti, born in 1959 in Dunda, Tikamgarh district, Madhya Pradesh, hails from a family of the Lodha caste (OBC). Since her youth, she actively participated in discussions on Indian epics and mythologies. Subsequently, during Uma Bharti’s early twenties, the esteemed Rajmata Vijayaraje Scindia of Gwalior graciously mentored and nurtured her, shaping her into the remarkable person she has become today. Uma Bharti has always been strongly associated with the RSS-VHP and actively engaged with all the women’s organizations related to the Sangh Parivar. In 1989, she successfully obtained her first Lok Sabha seat, representing Khajuraho, Madhya Pradesh. In addition, the seat was retained in the 1991, 1996 and 1998 elections. Nevertheless, the state of Madhya Pradesh experienced substantial setbacks for the BJP during the assembly election in 1993. The decline in the BJP’s popularity among the rural population was evident among the OBCs and the tribals. The Bahujan Samaj Party’s focus on addressing the issues faced by the OBCs and tribals has resonated with them, leading to a shift in their political allegiance away from the BJP (Jaffrelot 1996: 129). The waning tide of the Ayodhya movement also contributed to the BJP’s declining popularity among the rural, low-caste populace. The movement, which was primarily centred around the construction of a Hindu temple in Ayodhya, failed to address the pressing issues faced by the OBCs and tribals, further alienating them from the BJP. Did Uma Bharti become a source of relief for the BJP in the complicated caste dynamics of Madhya Pradesh? Did her revered standing, along with her Hindu nationalist stance, ever benefit the party or result in a chaotic fiasco in Madhya Pradesh politics? These issues are relevant to understanding Sadhvi Uma Bharti, a BJP politician belonging to a low caste who encountered the most significant challenges in reconciling her dual identities in real politics. Her dual identities sometimes led to disputes and controversies within the party. It emphasized the intricacies of balancing a variety of identities in real-world politics.

Her introduction to the world of asceticism was unique in comparison to others. In the presence of her mentor, Rajmata Vijaya Raje Scindia, chief minister of the state Sundarlal Patwa, and other BJP officials, she was inducted into the path of sannyas on November 17, 1992, as she narrated. The ceremony lasted three days in a row. Unlike Sadhvi Rithambara, who undertook conventional spiritual guidance from a Dasnami guru for a considerable period and only entered the public sphere after being advised and directed by her guru, Uma Bharti’s entry into sannyas seemed to have more of a ‘political’ character. She said, ‘Immediately after my deeksha, I mobilized crowds in Ayodhya. Then the incident of 6th December took place. From Amarkantak, I went to Ayodhya where the Babri structure was demolished, and from there, I was sent to jail along with Advaniji’ (Ghosh 2022). Before her initiation into sannyas, she had been associated with the VHP and was elected to the Lok Sabha on the BJP’s ticket. Before her initiation to sannyas, her involvement in politics implies that her choice to become a sanyasi could have been driven by political motives rather than just spiritual ones. In a series of social media postings in November 2022, she publicly acknowledged her intention to sever ties with her biological family after thirty years of sannyas deeksha and instead embrace the global community as her family, under the direction of her current spiritual mentor, Jain muni Acharya Vidyasagar Maharaj. ‘I should be only be called Didi Ma and adopt all the citizens of India to make my Bharti meaningful. The entire world community should be my family’ (Gupta 2022). ‘I should simply be referred to as Didi Ma and adopt all the people of India to give significance to my Bharti.’ The global community should be my extended family (Gupta 2022). Uma Bharti’s statement may have caused severe bewilderment among the general public. However, her career as a BJP politician and her lifestyle have often led to speculation about her potential status as a conventional sadhvi or female ascetic who is expected to renounce all worldly identities and family attachments.

From the moment she rose to prominence during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement in the early 1990s, she has drawn attention mainly for her radical and provocative speeches.

Let this fire blaze magnificently. It was this feat of bloodshed that led to the dismemberment of the country and the death of so many Hindus … Let there be a conflagration rather than this slow, torturous simmering … We could not teach them with words, so let us teach them with kicks. Let there be bloodshed once and for all.

(Manushi 1990: 6)

The passionate sadhvi garnered significant public attention primarily due to her daring appeal for Hindu brethren to publicly confront Muslims, a stance that was both unprecedented and unexpected from an ascetic woman. Her celibate persona also enhanced her portrayal of a unique female character, someone who is very much in the public eye but remains out of reach (Mukhopadhyay 1994: 304, quoted in Thachil 2009: 61). Her enigmatic allure was further enhanced by her captivating personality and her capacity to enchant audiences with her fierce eloquence. Her easygoing demeanour and an element of mystery made her an intriguing figure who continued to draw attention throughout her career. Her lack of affiliation with traditional Hindu religious groups also made her a dubious figure inside the party and the VHP’s Sadhu circle. Although she gained prominence within the BJP and held significant political positions throughout her career, she was never seen as the typical obedient ‘good girl’ by the influential upper-caste party leaders. The Sangh Parivar may have used Rajmata Scindia’s influence to persuade Uma Bharti to adopt asceticism while serving as a member of Parliament. This action aimed to redirect her energy and enthusiasm towards ascetic activism, which would continue functioning successfully under the Sangh Parivar’s supervision. Interestingly, the unique combination of her low-caste identity and ascetic persona helped her connect with a wide range of voters and gain support from various sections of society. The BJP might have derived advantages from Uma Bharti’s proactive style of popular politics. Still, it was likely to irritate the party’s dominant upper-caste male leadership, whom she publicly criticized when deemed appropriate. Her unwavering devotion and steadfastness to Hindutva were evident, yet this did not prevent her from addressing the challenges faced by low-caste Hindus.

Uma Bharti: The unruly subject?

Uma Bharti spearheaded the BJP’s victory in the Madhya Pradesh Legislative Assembly in 2003. She earned the reputation of being the first woman chief minister of Madhya Pradesh in 2003. Soon after, in 2004, Uma Bharti encountered her first suspension from the BJP due to her public confrontation with party President L. K. Advani. The party overturned her suspension shortly after it was imposed. In 2005, the BJP once again decided to suspend Uma Bharti because of her role in a dispute after she refused a second term as the chief minister of Madhya Pradesh. Uma Bharti, who led a protest march from the capital of Madhya Pradesh, Bhopal, to Ayodhya to voice her objection to the selection of Shivraj Singh Chauhan to the highest office, urged the BJP to reconsider their decision, underlining her unwavering adherence to the ideology of Hindutva. Uma Bharti’s lengthy political career was about to be scuttled at a meeting attended by prominent BJP figures such as party president L. K. Advani, Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Jaswant Singh, Murli Manohar Joshi, Sushma Swaraj and others. They accused her of engaging in actions against the party’s interests. Uma Bharti’s followers were involved in a violent and uncontrolled outburst in Bhopal, expressing their opposition to Chauhan’s appointment as chief minister. When Vajpayee characterized Uma’s conduct as the ‘highest of indiscipline’, she retaliated by asserting that she embodied the true essence of the BJP.4 Bharati, who had vehemently opposed the top leaders of the BJP, is now criticizing them for transforming the party into one that lacks ‘ideology’ or ‘principles’. The party’s higher-caste male leadership, who had previously praised Uma Bharti’s assertive and passionate political approach, now saw her as undisciplined and culturally inferior compared to the sophisticated elite politicians (Dhawan 2019: 140–2). Sushma Swaraj, a prominent female adversary of Uma Bharti within the party, consistently enjoyed the favour of party leaders as the female spokesperson for the BJP on women-related matters. In contrast, Uma Bharti was relegated to a stereotype of being verbally abusive, impulsive and aggressive in her demeanour.

The removal of Uma Bharti from the BJP posed a threat to the party’s social engineering strategy. The RSS has always refrained from endorsing any endeavours to explicitly formulate strategies based on caste since such actions contradict its objective of ‘unifying’ Hindu society. The sangathanist (organizational) approach to social activity allowed for the symbolic inclusion of lower castes without actively pushing their political involvement based on caste identities. Within the BJP, officials from the higher caste, such as Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Murli Manohar Joshi and others, were consistently sceptical of the social engineering plan. They held the idea that this approach would undermine the party’s core message of Hindu unity, instead promoting politics based on caste.5 Even though the BJP’s social engineering strategy proved effective in meeting the urgent needs of the electorate, the party’s upper-caste leadership was reluctant to elevate genuinely charismatic low-caste leaders or to give these individuals the opportunity to voice their concerns for the underprivileged marginal populations. Despite all the controversies and discomfort Uma Bharti faced, she established her distinct existence in politics. Several of her contemporaries, like Kalyan Singh, Vinay Katiyar, Bangaru Laxman and others introduced by the BJP as part of the social engineering policy in the early 1990s, lost importance inside the party over time. Uma Bharti, however, successfully endured in party politics. In 2011, the BJP brought her back to the party and extended her a prominent role in Uttar Pradesh politics. Given her impressive, low-caste credentials, eloquence and assertive personality, the BJP hoped that she would enhance the party’s ambitions in Uttar Pradesh, where dynamic leaders are scarce. By then, the party may have all but given up on its ‘social engineering’ strategy; however, it lacked a somewhat substitute plan that could have helped broaden its support base beyond the conventional boundaries of the upper caste.

It is noteworthy that despite whatever treatment she might have received from the BJP, Uma Bharti consistently upheld her commitment to Hindutva, even during the period of political obscurity following her expulsion from the party. Regardless of the poor performance of the Bhartiya Janashakthi Party, which she formed in the elections, Bharti continued to support the BJP whenever she deemed it imperative to showcase her allegiance, and maintained her dedication to the Hindutva agenda while voicing displeasure of the party’s stance towards women, OBCs, and the working poor. But she wasn’t always given a fair chance by the BJP.

Uma Bharti: The Hindutva activist

The central issue revolves around Uma Bharti’s perspective as a committed Hindutva activist, where she often frames Hindu women as victims of aggression and violence attributed to Muslim men. While this viewpoint reflects her personal conviction, it also echoes a larger political stereotype that has developed over time. This interpretation, however, invites an opportunity for a more nuanced discussion about the realities of Hindu women’s experiences. By moving beyond a purely victimization framework, we can better appreciate the complexities surrounding individual stories and the intricate relationships of gender, community and inter-religious interactions. Recognizing the agency of these women can lead to a more inclusive dialogue that fosters understanding and unity within the broader communities.

Throughout her political career, Uma Bharti neglected to address the OBC Muslim women and instead left it entirely up to her party to decide whether to portray her low-caste identity or her pristine Hindu identity in a given political and cultural setting (Dhawan 2019: 140). There were specific occasions when Uma Bharti explicitly supported OBC women in opposition to her party. She expressed her dissent towards the official stance of the BJP, which advocated for the Women’s Reservation Bill without caste-based quotas, that is, to reserve seats for women in the legislatures without considering their caste backgrounds. Uma Bharti, the Minister of State for Human Resources Development at the time, was sure that if these quotas were not included, the law would fail to address the unique obstacles and disadvantages experienced by OBC women in politics.6 The Atal Bihari Vajpayee government was compelled to abandon the law’s implementation in 1998 due to indignant opposition from the OBC lobby (Ansari 1998). Unlike Sushma Swaraj, the upper-caste BJP leader most vocal in support of the bill, Uma Bharti claimed that a Dalit or backward caste woman experiences dual oppression and, as such, should be granted a quota place. She never advocated for the idea of Muslim reservations in general, nor did she favour quotas for Muslim women. Instead, she recommended providing reservations to Muslim caste groups that make up the Mandal OBCs. She emphasized the need to address the specific challenges faced by the marginalized communities within the Muslim population rather than advocating for a general quota for all Muslim women.7 Undeniably, Uma Bharti did not adopt a feminist stance on the issue of women’s reservation. However, her party took a more ambiguous position by initially rejecting caste-based reservations as suggested in the Mandal Commission report but later supporting the question of women’s reservation. The party’s alignment with upper-caste interests became congruent with its feminist agenda in this instance; however, it rejected the need for further quotas. Augmenting the number of female representatives could serve as a counterbalancing measure against the growing influence of lower-caste individuals in the legislature. The BJP knew their female representatives would primarily be selected from the Sangh Parivar’s extended family and serve as a supporting force for the BJP’s upper-caste elites within the legislature. Compared to firebrand personalities like Uma Bharti, these regular BJP women will likely become loyal allies of the party shortly.

Uma Bharti might have recognized the social marginalities of caste and gender, yet inadvertently neglected the experiences of minority women who faced similar violence and discrimination as their Dalit counterparts. Uma Bharti’s selective response to caste- and religion-based violence against women draws attention to nuanced intersectionality in her political perspective. It calls into question the equal standing and inclusiveness of Uma Bharti both as a political leader and as a female ascetic. In both of these positions, she was expected to address the concerns and experiences of all women, regardless of their caste or religious background. Despite her encounters with social exclusion based on caste, class and gender, both within and outside the party, she advocated for aggressive measures against a religious minority that was comparatively more fragile than the majority of Hindus. The discrepancy between her activism and her personal experiences underscored the intricate intersectionality of identity and politics, whereby political actions and experiences fail to correspond invariably.

Did Uma Bharti have a pronounced tendency of dissonance about the BJP? Did the Sangh Parivar assimilate the conflicting views of this sadhvi to broaden its influence and appeal to a broader range of people, particularly those beyond the conventional Hindu nationalist base? I would not categorize Uma Bharti as a ‘dissonant subject’ inside Hindu nationalism (Menon 2010: 16–19) or as someone who transgressed the established framework of Hindu nationalism. Uma Bharti’s views may have differed from some of her contemporaries in the BJP, and her viewpoints did cause internal conflicts within the Sangh Parivar. However, these differences were not sufficiently significant to typecast Uma Bharti as a disturbing element within Hindu nationalism. Uma Bharti re-entered the BJP in 2011 and expressed her interest in shifting from her impulsive temperament to a more politically appropriate one. The Sangh Parivar, having previously shown its capacity to include groups and individuals with seemingly incompatible views in its core activity, once again embraced her as a symbol of alternative perspectives that naturally arise from changing political dynamics. This served as a reminder that the Sangh Parivar, like any other cultural movement, comprises many facades and tendencies that may not always align perfectly.

The Sangh Parivar appropriated and strategically leveraged Uma Bharti’s manifold possibilities over the years. The intense rage and aggression demonstrated by this sadhvi had a crucial impact on shaping the perception of Hindu nationalism among ordinary Hindus in the early 1990s. Her connection with the Durga Vahini further reinforced her reputation as a strong and ardent Hindu leader. When the BJP recruited her as one of the top-ranking women leaders in Madhya Pradesh, her identity as an ascetic without a particular caste was temporarily put on hold. This was because her biological, low-caste identity became far more crucial for the party to win elections in Madhya Pradesh, a state plagued by caste tensions. After 2011, when Uma Bharti assumed a fresh persona, she strived to reconcile her marginalized social status with her caste-neutral spiritual character. It became clear when she was entrusted with the responsibility of leading a project focused on purifying the contaminated waters of the Ganga River. She was appointed the convener of the Ganga River cell in Uttar Pradesh by the BJP, expecting to assist the party in boosting Hindu sentiments once again and reviving the spirit of Ram Rajya in the state. But by then, Uma Bharti had somehow transformed from her fierce and unyielding anti-Muslim persona. For the BJP, Uma Bharti could again become a source of strength in collecting the Lodh votes in Uttar Pradesh. However, it seems that the BJP primarily emphasized her ascetic-activist image when she was entrusted with finding sustainable solutions for rejuvenating the Ganga River and raising public awareness about preserving this holy water body. As an OBC woman, Uma Bharti’s involvement in one of the national projects could be cited as an example of the caste empowerment the Sangh Parivar desired to endorse. This model not only took over the caste question through religion, but it also conquered the so-called culturally ‘different’ voices inside the vast spectrum of nationalism, which was essentially Hindu.

Uma Bharti’s political career has been marked by a series of fluctuations that have influenced both her public perception and her reliability as a leader.

However, the reliability of Uma Bharti needs to be addressed within the complexities surrounding the political agency of low-caste women and the hurdles they encounter in enjoying their agency within Indian politics. The case of Uma Bharti prompts us to revisit Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s old question, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ ( Spivak 1994: 66–111), which forces us to think about how dominant discourses often silence subaltern voices, such as low-caste women from sharing their mind within the political arena. The opportunities for Uma Bharti to be heard and acknowledged were quite limited. The prevailing power dynamics in politics, society, and the media often resulted in her ‘subaltern’ voices being either misrepresented or recognized only when they aligned with the dominant structures. Her role as a sadhvi did not quite suffice to overcome the limitations of her subaltern agency within Indian politics.

Despite the Narendra Modi government taking certain specific initiatives to improve the condition of low-caste women through a bunch of welfare schemes after 2014, their political representation remained inadequate. Since the party focused more on broad-based Hindutva politics, inclusive of all castes and communities, it more or less overlooked the question of low-caste women’s political representation in the party or in the government. Notably, most of the women ascetics active in the political front of the BJP, who themselves come from low-caste backgrounds, rarely addressed the problems coming out of caste hierarchy and low-caste women’s specific challenges, especially caste-based violence. This lack of engagement exacerbates the isolation of Dalit women’s issues within broader discussions of caste and political representation, ultimately undermining efforts to achieve social justice and equity.




Chapter 3 

EXPLORING THE LEADERSHIP 	AND NARRATIVES OF THE RADICAL SADHVIS: WITHIN AND OUTSIDE OF PARTY POLITICS

Since the Lok Sabha elections in 1989, the BJP’s political strategy has included the mobilization of several ‘sadhus’, who took on the roles of speakers and initiators during the campaign for building a temple to Lord Ram in Ayodhya in Uttar Pradesh. These ‘sadhus’ played a crucial role in galvanizing public support and generating enthusiasm among the masses for the BJP’s agenda. Their involvement added religious fervour to the campaign and helped the party establish a strong connection with Hindu voters. The flurry of sadhu activism during the late 1980s and early 1990s not only helped the BJP to widen its political network but also underlined the importance of the sadhus as a political force that can have a severe influence on electoral politics. The events surrounding the demolition of the Babri Masjid in 1992 might have been a dramatic and erratic affair; even the appeal of building a Ram temple at Ayodhya remained limited mainly to the urban middle-class and upper-caste Hindus. However, the entire episode of the Ayodhya controversy provided the BJP with one of the most consistent and valuable political agendas for whipping up Hindu passions and religiosity.

Setting the background: The sadhus and the Sangh Parivar

The Ayodhya controversy arose from a protracted fight primarily centred upon the contention that the birthplace of Lord Ram was located in the region. This controversy gained widespread attention and became a rallying point for the VHP and other Hindutva organizations, who believed that a grand Ram temple should be built at the disputed site in Ayodhya. The assertion faced significant resistance from the Muslim community, as they held the belief that constructing a Ram temple at the disputed site in Ayodhya, particularly on the grounds where the historically significant Babri Masjid had stood, would infringe upon their religious liberties and perhaps escalate communal hostilities. Since independence in 1947, the question of rightful ownership of the contested tract of land has remained legally unresolved. Despite concerted efforts to achieve a compromise, the Ayodhya controversy remained a profoundly polarizing matter and underscored the intricate dynamics of religious and cultural conflicts in the nation. For a long time, a group of sadhus had been organizing attempts to liberate the Ram temple at Ayodhya. However, it was not until the 1980s that the Sangh Parivar, especially the RSS and the VHP, recognized the potential benefits of garnering support from the sadhus for broader Hindu mobilization around the Ram Janmabhoomi conflict. Soon after, the VHP, the religious wing of the Sangh Parivar, established a Dharma Sansad in 1984 to provide an organizational platform for the individualistic sadhus. The RSS-VHP duo aptly recognized that engaging sadhus in the Ayodhya affair, particularly the esteemed spiritual leaders from various monastic orders of Hinduism, had the potential to influence public sentiment in support of their Hindutva agenda greatly. Consequently, they made deliberate efforts to secure the backing and approval of prominent sadhus. Eventually, they garnered the support of many sadhus associated with the Dharma Sansad of the VHP. Under the auspices of the Dharma Sansad, a Ram Janmabhoomi Trust was formed, in which sadhus associated with the pro-Sangh Parivar, including Swami Nritya Gopal Das, Mahant Avaidyanath, Swami Ramchandra Paramhans, Swami Chinmayanand, Acharya Dharmendra and others, took part. This development resulted in a divergence of opinions with a faction of ascetics connected with the Congress Party about the leadership issue concerning the construction of the Ram Temple in Ayodhya. The disagreement revolved around whether the responsibility of building the temple should be entrusted to religious individuals who possess an understanding and ability to transcend political biases and work together with Muslims or to proponents of Hindutva who assert their representation of a unified Hindu identity. Adding further momentum to the situation, Swami Swaroopananda Saraswati, the Shankaracharya of the Jyotishpeeth, adopted a pro-Congress stance against the VHP and challenged the VHP’s legitimacy to build the Ram Mandir at Ayodhya. His outspoken criticism of the Hindutva groups often appeared to be an abstraction to the VHP’s attempts to highlight their claims of representing the Hindus.

To garner support and influence the discourse, the VHP sought to establish alliances with ascetics connected with the Akhil Bharatiya Akhara Parishad, an organization comprising several Hindu monastic orders. The VHP undertook this strategic move in their pursuit to assert their claim to the Ram Janmabhoomi in Ayodhya, a campaign that commenced in the latter part of the 1980s.1 The Sangh Parivar strategically leveraged the religious appeal of these monastic orders to imbue Hindutva with a sense of sanctity and purpose. Several sadhus associated with the akharas, or even those with no official affiliation with any of them, turned towards the VHP, which at least managed to offer them one united platform to express their concerns over the Ram Janmabhoomi matter. Despite showing their lack of interest in having a long-term coalition with the VHP or the Hindutva movement, these sadhus could be seen assuming positions of leadership, exerting influence over their adherents and introducing new disciples, who emerged as the front-ranking leaders of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement afterwards. Therefore, one unique type of transitory coalition culture might be distinguished between the sadhus and the Hindutva organizations, particularly in celebrating ritualistic events or organized religious rallies or Ram rath yatras – which the VHP and BJP have effectively utilized. From the Ram Shila puja in November 1988 to organizing a country-expansive chariot journey – all symbolized the implications of the Ram Mandir issue as a powerful mobilizing force. Referring to the importance of the Ram Shila puja in November 1988, B. K. Kelkar, one of the Hindu nationalist affiliates of the Sangh Parivar, wrote that in Organiser, the RSS mouthpiece.

Firstly, it is a mass contact and mobilization program that emotionally involves and integrates the Hindu society into a national cause. It is a program that connects every individual to the national memorial of Shri Ram. In a way, it is a memorial built by mass participation, brick by brick. Thirdly, the dharmacharyas of all the sects of Hinduism have come together on a common platform and are actively participating in the mass mobilization of Hindus.

(Kelkar 1989)

In 1990, BJP leader L. K. Advani orchestrated a more rigorous public mobilization campaign by organizing a nationwide Ram Rath Yatra to Ayodhya on 25 September 1990. This endeavour aimed to garner support for the VHP and the Sangh Parivar affiliates’ movement to construct the Ram Mandir in Ayodhya. However, the BJP claimed that the implications of this yatra were far more intense and expansive.2 Many sadhus dressed in saffron attire, individuals affiliated with the Sangh Parivar, and general volunteers actively participated in the yatra to galvanize public support in favour of the Ram Mandir cause. This ceremonial procession served as a meeting ground for the sadhus and Hindutva organizations to showcase their strength and unity of interests.

as the roar of the ocean on the morning of September 25th mingled with the chanting of Vedic hymns and cries of Har Har Mahadev and sougandh Ram ki khate hai, mandir whim balayage, Shri Advani lifted a bow, its arrow pointing to Ayodhya …..The mood of the milling crowd who came to wave off the BJP President on his 36-day-long dharma buddha had one clear message to convey: they expected him to succeed and that they would even lay down their lives in the fight for the cause.

(Organiser: 14 October 1990, quoted in Panikkar 1993: 70)

The overall spirit of the Ram Rath Yatra represented the construction of the Ram Temple as a matter of national regeneration and restoring the sacred glory of the Hindus, which had been defiled and humiliated by foreign invaders. In every phase of this historical chariot journey, the militant spirit of Hinduism was celebrated as volunteers openly adorned themselves with swords, tridents, kirpans, bows and arrows, thereby portraying their presence as warriors fighting for the defence of Ram against Babar and his successors (Panikkar 1993: 70–1). Organized like a pilgrimage yatra from the Somnath Temple, another sacred site of the Hindus, towards Ayodhya, the Ram Rath journey of L. K. Advani helped raise the mass excitement for an event joined mainly by the sadhus. There have been speculations that the rath yatra was planned to rally Hindus across all castes as a tactical manoeuvre to bring down Prime Minister V. P. Singh’s government’s strategy of caste politics. The Mandal Commission’s recommendation of 27 per cent reservation for Other Backward Classes or non-Dalit lower-caste Hindus across all tiers of government service was adopted by V. P. Singh’s administration in 1990. Hindus of higher castes surged in opposition to the government’s decision, resulting in a polarized Hindu electorate. Advani’s rath yatra successfully tapped into the religious sentiments of the Hindus and contributed to the overall shift in the political discourse towards the ideology of Hindutva rather than caste considerations. According to the official declaration of the BJP, ‘raj-shakti had to suffer a humiliating defeat at the hands of lok-shakti. Pratap Singh, who had tried to exploit caste and religious identities to perpetuate his rule cynically, had to make an embarrassing exit’.3 The rath yatra was stopped after Advani’s arrest on 19 October 1990. However, the entire episode of mass mobilization resulted in an expansion of both the VHP and the RSS’s support base, as well as a return of communal violence in some regions of India.

The BJP might have galvanized the Hindus through the Ram Rath Yatra in 1990, but the VHP perhaps increased its appeal and credibility most among the sadhus. Throughout the Ram Janmabhoomi affair in the late 1980s, the VHP functioned as a unifying entity for various sect-affiliated sadhus. The collaboration between the RSS and VHP served as a connecting bridge between these sadhus and the broader Hindutva movement. It is worth noting that sadhus generally lacked interest in politics and relied primarily on their appeal to exercise influence over the ordinary Hindus. The leaders of the RSS and VHP have perhaps managed to establish the perception that the sadhus, or Hindu ascetics, are inherently aligned with the Sangh Parivar and equally committed to advocating for the cause of Hindutva, particularly about the contentious matter of constructing the Ram Temple in Ayodhya. In addition, the BJP, which represents the political faction of the Sangh Parivar, employed a deliberate strategy of recruiting sadhus as spokespersons for the Ram Mandir matter during the heightened public sentiment between 1989 and 1991. The situation turned considerably more significant when the BJP promoted the sadhus by passing a resolution at its national executive meeting in June 1989 and acknowledging the authority of the ascetic leaders. Now, the sadhus associated with the VHP started engaging in electoral contests under the banner of the BJP. Not only a few of them contested for Lok Sabha seats, but others offered their blessings to the contesting BJP candidates. BJP’s strategic choices helped the sadhus balance their purportedly ‘political’ and ‘non-political’ domains of influence while effectively manifesting the Hindutva ideology on the electoral front. One of the strongest arguments in favour of sadhus being involved in politics came from Mahant Avaidyanath, a pro-Sangh Parivar sadhu who founded the Ram Janmabhoomi Trust and won the Lok Sabha seat from Gorakhpur in the 1991 election on the BJP’s ticket.4 On the importance of building temples and restoring religious sites, Avaidyanath wrote:

Our ṛṣi-maharṣi and yogi-sādhaka, who could see the three times, from a very ancient time, have made venerable the land of their birth, the land of their deeds, and the land of their practice with their renunciation and tapas and with the benefit of the world. These pure places, temples and sites of tapas have become centers of our land of-faith from a very long time in the form of the invaluable heritage of our Hindu dharma-culture ….. Although it [the divine power] is not on the worldly earth from the supreme point of view, maṭhas and temples are not less valuable for us. Where, on the one side, religious, historical and social events of the past are celebrated, right there, temples are also supremely useful and excellent means to keep tied on the pure thread of unity the men and women of various idioms, different customs, ways of life and culture that live in different regions.

(Avaidyanāth 1983: 9, quoted in Pradhan 2009)

Religious communities who do not consider India ‘the land of their birth, the land of their deeds, and the land of their practice’ and pledge allegiance to another country appear to be a threat to the nation’s honour and integrity. Additionally, the dominant concept of secularism advocated by the Nehruvian Congress, which equates dharma with religion (a concept originating from the West) and aims to separate religion from state affairs, is seen as inconsistent with the authentic spirit of Indian culture and civilization. For the Hindutva sadhus, the ideal of dharma, integral to Hindu religious culture, encompasses all aspects of human existence, and an ideal Indian state should embody Dharma-Rajya principles, ensuring peace and prosperity for all. The Nehruvian notion of secularism, which sought to separate religion from state affairs, is incompatible with the true Dharma-Rajya ethos, which advocates for equal treatment for all faiths and denies offering any preferential treatment to religious minorities.

Hindu nationalists accused Congress of violating the principles of secular nation-building, a charge that they were to repeat throughout the late colonial and post-colonial period. ‘They call themselves Indian Nationalists! But every step they take is communal. They have guaranteed special protection to minorities … Is that Indian Nationalism?’ This is how Savarkar charged Congress in 1938.5 Following the same tune, the RSS and the BJP continued attacking the Congress for allegedly exhibiting a policy of minority appeasement. These right-wing ideologies and leaders claimed to stand for a distinct ideal of Dharma-Rajya rather than a purportedly secular state (Chen 2023: 13–14). Advancing further, the free-thinking pro-Hindutva activist sadhus demonstrated tremendous enthusiasm in reinterpreting the notion of Dharma-Rajya as the foundational basis for a Hindu Rashtra.6 Their objective was to rectify the historical acts of immorality and injustice committed against the Hindu community in the past. The construction of a Ram Temple at the site of the Babri Masjid accounted for both as corrective measure aimed at establishing a dharma-rajya and laying the groundwork for a Hindu Rashtra.

Although the BJP potentially influenced the unity of a segment of non-Congress sadhus in support of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, they encountered difficulties dealing with these individuals during and after the 1992 Babri Masjid demolition. Despite internal strife and divergent approaches to the movement, these sadhus ‘hijacked the party’s image and agenda’, according to one India Today report, shortly after the demolition affair, when key BJP leaders were imprisoned for more than a month, and the party was left with a severe leadership void. A prominent figure within the party, Atal Behari Vajpayee, appeared apprehensive about steering the organization along a path of communal polarization (Ghimire 1993). In subsequent years, they witnessed a lively political dialogue concerning the foundations of the secular state due to the activist sadhus’ fixation on the mandir issue following the Ayodhya incident. This fixation also prompted them to question the secular obligations enshrined in the Indian constitution. India Today reports:

On January 4, Acharya Dharmendra, the Ram Janmabhoomi Mukti Samiti convenor, demanded a fresh constituent assembly to draft a new constitution based on Hindu ethos. Earlier, two other prominent priests, Swami Muktanand and Acharya Vamdeo, circulated a 67-page document listing how the present Constitution was anti-Hindu …. Swami Niranjan Teerth even advocated constitutional sanctity to the caste hierarchy, with unquestioned supremacy over the Brahmins. …. the growing participation of sadhus in the decision-making process, while electorally beneficial, was proving a heavy cross for the BJP to bear, especially among its lower caste and minority members.

(Ghimire 1993)

Undoubtedly, the sadhus’ recurrent critique of the prevailing secular democracy in the country and the ruling Congress government’s policies revealed their desire to establish a Hindu Rashtra in future India (Pradhan 2009). This desire for a Hindu Rashtra was rooted in their belief that it would ensure the preservation and promotion of Hindu values and traditions, which they believed were being neglected under the current secular system. From this particular standpoint, the sadhus have built a unique kind of leadership that might be described as inherently ‘non-political’ in its essence but ‘political’ in spirit. This leadership aimed to promote ideas that harmonized the political structure with Hinduism’s cultural essence and core values.

The VHP might have played an exclusive role in coordinating the disparate factions of the sadhus into a unified, religiously influential entity during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. However, the BJP leaders found the individual political views and independent existence of these sadhus to be a source of discomfort on several occasions. Except for sadhus, who actively supported party candidates in assembly elections across states or contested the parliamentary election on the BJP ticket, other prominent sadhus associated with the Ram Janmabhoomi movement existed. These sadhus acknowledged their support for building a Ram Temple at Ayodhya but continued denying any association with any political party. As part of their sacred responsibility, these sadhus believed their role should be limited to backing the construction of the Ram Temple and staying away from supporting any political objective. They could have deliberately overlooked the importance of the Ram Mandir issue in carrying the BJP into power or been unable to distinguish the political implications of the Ram Mandir from its religious and national significance. Thus, it has been challenging to come to a clear conclusion about how the sadhus affiliated with different akharas were connected to the Ram Janmabhoomi movement because the sadhus were not homogeneous and had disagreements on their affiliation with the VHP and the BJP. Their seemingly ‘non-political’ leadership style appeared quite perplexing, especially in concluding their relationship with the Hindutva movement. Not even the highly active, pro-Sangh Parivar sadhus were free from challenges.

Suggesting that the decision of the sadhus to take part in the Babri demolition incident at Ayodhya was guided by divine inspiration, the founder chairman of the VHP, Swami Chinmayananda Saraswati, conceded:

The kar sevaks [VHP and other volunteers] climbed the structure in front of me and started to break it, then this was a question of dilemma for me. At that time, the politician and the saint in me stood before each other. The word I had given as a saint seemed to be breaking. A politician’s word and assurances keep changing from time to time. But there is a sanctity to a sadhu’s word and promise ….And consider keeping that promise as a matter of life and death. The same dilemma was in front of me, that all this was happening in front of me and I was unable to do anything. … But then a sort of divine inspiration came to me from within, that what was happening was beyond my control and that I was not at fault. … whatever had happened, the BJP, the VHP, the RSS, the Bajrang Dal was not responsible for it. ‘We’ were responsible for it, for it was we sadhus who had called the kar sevaks [the volunteers]. It was we sadhus who had announced that kar-seva [volunteer service] would be performed there. It was the sadhus who had said again and again that this structure in the Ram Janmabhoomi was built by foreigners. So whatever happened as a result, we sadhus were responsible for it. And therefore, we are ready to accept whatever punishment that Government or society considers right.

(Pradhan 2009: 149–50)

Regardless of the sadhu’s opinions about the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, it is unquestionable that the combination of politics and religion brought them closer to power and made them famous immediately for being acknowledged by a national political party.

The VHP’s primary goal was to use their spiritual aura and religious authority to create a combined narrative of the regional cult divinity of Lord Ram and the tradition of the god-king Ramchandra of Ayodhya, who could protect and sanctify the ideal of a Hindu homeland. The BJP, however, seemed more interested in utilizing the natural leadership positions of the sadhus in mobilizing a Hindu vote bank regardless of castes and social groups at different points of the movement (Van Dyke 1997: 3157). It seems pretty fascinating to raise the question of whether the conservative, authoritative positions of these akhara-based sadhus had actually helped in mitigating caste tensions in the Hindu society since BJP collected its support mainly from a section of the upper-caste and middle-class Hindus who highly benefitted from the economic liberalization policies from the mid-1980s. The euphoria over liberalization, the growing assertiveness of its beneficiary classes and the spread of a consumerist ethos that accompanied these phenomena created, in fact, new spaces into which communal discourse inserted itself to the great advantage of the latter.7

In specific ways, this period’s so-called communal, if not fundamental, political currents accentuated the emergence of a fresh batch of vernacular leaders against the established strata of English-educated elite political leadership. This new batch of leadership competed with old political classes and challenged the existing balance of power. Regarding women, prominent sadhvis affiliated with the VHP and the women’s wings of the various Sangh Parivar organizations gained prominence as the new ‘leaders’ who, despite their diverse caste-class origins, acquired recognition in urban and rural areas. Most introduced a relatively new dimension of popular leadership rooted in traditional Hindu values and culture. They challenged the conventional Western understanding of feminism, emphasizing traditional family values and infusing new meanings and implications to the existing gender roles in society. They were not directly associated with the Sangh Parivar; another group of sadhvis earned the public’s admiration through seva-related acts and spiritual teachings. However, the narrative’s most impressive and captivating aspect emerged when two ascetic women leaders became prominent in the newly charged Hindutva movement following the Ram Janmabhoomi campaign.

The emergence of the female ascetics

Along with the sadhus, the Ram Janmabhoomi movement witnessed the ubiquitous presence of a few female ascetics and their outpourings to large gatherings, creating mass hysteria during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. These female ascetics contributed immensely to mobilizing masses towards the cause of building a Ram temple at Ayodhya and inspired a section of Hindu women to participate in the kar-seva or on-site volunteering during actual episodes of communal disturbances. The movement offered women an unprecedented opportunity to expand the scope and possibilities of women’s roles in different Hindu nationalist women’s organizations. So far, within the saffron banner of Hindutva, women have been expanding the concept of femininity to reflect their various actions and beliefs and have refused to be limited by a restrictive definition of femininity. However, during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, Hindu nationalist women, for the first time, joined a mainstream political movement as active players both as organizers and activists. The female ascetics associated with one or more Hindu nationalist organizations, especially under the common thread of Hindutva, occupied the leadership position for everyday women workers and the enthusiastic masses and delivered messages unique to their audiences. Two of the most prominent sadhvis of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, namely Sadhvi Rithambara and Sadhvi Uma Bharti, employed unique leadership styles to the development of a new language of authority for women working under the banner of Hindutva. Besides, they helped to change the agential ratings of men as virile-protective and women as passive and repositories of the community honour by applying new meanings to the stereotypical images of men and women.

Capitalizing on the requirements of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, women within Hindutva came out of their typical positions stereotyped by Hindu nationalist women’s organizations, and thousands of them participated in the actual affairs of demolishing the Babri Masjid in December 1992. A Washington Post article from the time documents women as having ‘turned their wrath on journalists, beating dozens of reporters and smashing cameras in a rush of violence against the news media unprecedented in this part of the world’ (Moore 1992). Hundreds of female activists threw themselves on the streets in an attempt to stop police troops from reaching the site at which the demolition was taking place. The newly varied and militant roles played by women in the Ram Janmabhoomi movement brought them to a level of prominence they had never before achieved. As Amy Waldman described it, ‘after seeing the fervor of women leading up to and culminating with the 1992 destruction of the mosque in Ayodhya, Hindu nationalists also have tried to harness the power of women as militants’ (Waldman 2003). In the years following the incident, women’s organizations within Hindutva came to play a more prominent role in the movement, and women themselves came increasingly to the forefront as leaders. The ways the female ascetics (Hindutva sadhvis hereafter) provided leadership to the Ram Janmabhoomi movement addressed the revival of the ideal of warrior womanhood and offered critical insights on gendered relationships impact on the future course of the Hindutva movement. Similarly, the ascetic implications of female militancy allowed the expression of a certain kind of exclusive agency for women, which seemed autonomous and virulent but did not upset the traditional hierarchies of personal relationships. In this chapter, I have identified these first-generation Hindutva sadhvis as ‘radical’ since they offered new imageries and ideals of women’s activism, to be precise, women ‘heroism’ by embracing direct action and high-risk options, often including violence against others, to achieve a stated goal. These sadhvis and their fellow activists (both men and women) positively and negatively influenced the mainstream socio-political movement’s organizations. By pushing for more violent or extreme actions to achieve the immediate goal of a Ram Mandir or the distant goal of a Hindu Rashtra, they might have brought negative attention from the media and the general populace. However, their actions also exerted a positive influence when judged from the perspective of a self-refashioning strategy for Hindu women in general and Hindu nationalist women in specific. Stepping away from the traditional caste-class boundaries of the Sangh Parivar, these Hindutva sadhvis gradually found recruits among the dedicated cadre of activists across castes and classes drawn to the often more direct type of grassroot activism for the cause of Hindutva. They highlighted the transformative potential of the movement in providing a space for marginalized voices, especially the so-called ‘low caste’ female ascetics, to rise to positions of authority and influence. It helped to bind a cross-section of women more firmly to the movement and its goals and tactics.

Representing various shades of Hindu nationalist perceptions of femininity, as nurtured by organizations such as the Rashtra Sevika Samiti, Durga Vahini, BJP Mahila Morcha, Hindu Mahasabha and others, these Hindutva sadhvis of the early 1990s introduced fresh impetus into the hardline ideology of Hindutva through their distinctive modes of expression, linguistic choices, public image and ascetic presence. In the following sections of the chapter, I will first examine how the radical approaches of women’s activism significantly challenged the gender dynamics that were already present in Hindu society and what kind of justifications the Hindutva sadhvis employed to persuade both men and women to engage in violent actions. Next, I will see if the Ram Janmabhoomi incident may have contributed to the BJP’s political gain. This suggests a transition from their early involvement in a particular movement to a broader and more encompassing political involvement. Nevertheless, in line with the tradition established by the radical sadhvis, the ensuing generation of pro-Hindutva sadhvis embraced more extreme perspectives. It maintained a measured stance towards mainstream party politics. Except for a limited number of sadhvis who ran for elections under the BJP banner, most of the post-Ayodhya generation of sadhvis adopted a reserved stance towards the BJP. It maintained a complex yet cautious association with the party leaders. Therefore, it is crucial to identify the role of female ascetics within and outside mainstream party politics to comprehend the broader functioning of Hindutva across political, social and cultural domains.

Leadership, activism and Hindutva

The Hindutva sadhvis operated from two distinct perspectives: individuals capable of practising asceticism and representatives of right-wing politics. Their messages and actions as ascetic figures of Hindutva can be analysed through their association with right-wing politics and their advocacy for women’s leadership within the Hindutva movement. In contrast to the conventional sadhvis residing within a specific ashrama and closely following the code and conduct of a particular sectarian order, the Hindutva sadhvis had more autonomy and discretion in their actions. They might have carried out the sannyasa diksha under the guidance of prominent male gurus associated with any of the akharas. However, they did not always adhere to these akharas’ religious standards and laws.

Sadhvi Rithambara, a notable leader in the Ram Janmabhoomi movement during the early 1990s, received her diksha, or initiation, from Mahamandaleswar Swami Paramananda Giri, who belonged to the ‘Giri’ sampradaya of the Dashnami order. However, her formal association with an orthodox Hindu ascetic order did not impede her growth as an autonomous individual, as she demonstrated the ability to make independent decisions. Sadhvi Rithambara, originally named Nisha Rithambara, was born in 1964 into a financially disadvantaged rural family from the lower caste in the Ludhiana area of Punjab. At a tender age, she departed from her familial abode and embarked on a journey under the guidance of her spiritual mentor. She accompanied him to his ashram in Haridwar and on extensive travel across India. She had extensive training in the art of oratory. She acquired profound spiritual wisdom from her guru, who comprehensively understood Hindu sacred scriptures and philosophies, mainly on Yoga and Vedanta. In one of her interviews, Sadhvi Rithambara acknowledged that her guru played a significant role in providing her with a deep understanding of India, fostering a sense of patriotism and love towards the nation and its inhabitants. In an interview, she informed:

I met my guru in Amritsar when I was sixteen years old. I had arrived at my intended destination when I encountered him. Following his footsteps, I embarked on a spiritual sadhana under his direction. Desh-dharma, samskriti-parampara, and my obligations to preserve the glory of my nation were among the concepts he schooled me in. He also motivated me to reflect on approaches to reviving the grandeur of India and to recognize the appropriate roles that Indians ought to play in it. I acquired knowledge of traversing dual paths – one spiritual and one entailing worldly obligations – through his instruction.8


According to her narrative, she obtained a blend of spiritual and worldly knowledge from her guru. She made efforts to develop her personal growth in both the domains of internal spirituality and the outward public sphere simultaneously. Her guru endeavoured to cultivate her expertise in spiritual matters and active involvement in social and political affairs. In a theoretical sense, it can be seen that the Dashnami ascetic orders did not exhibit a favourable disposition towards the inclusion of women as sannyasins or sadhvis. This may be attributed to the historical context surrounding the founder of these sampradayas, Shankaracharya, who lacked inclination towards embracing women into the ascetic community. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that certain sampradayas allowed for the inclusion of women as disciples, as gurus had the authority to choose and recruit women as disciples. Women associated with the Shaiva Dashnami order attained sannyasa under the guidance of an influential male guru and experienced agency and authority as spiritual leaders with numbers of followers (DeNapoli 2009: 84). In India, there are a limited number of orders where the guru parampara has been transmitted exclusively from women to women. Most mathas and akharas, including women, depend upon male preceptors. Within the Dashnami order, it has been noted that the Paramhansa subdivision has a notable presence of female renunciates, while the Dandi and Naga subdivisions have a far lower representation of women. The Juna Akhara, the biggest of the seven Dashnami akharas, has a distinct akhara just for women, with its Mahamandaleshwar (Clark 2006: 33–6).

The act of Rithambara departing from her family at the age of sixteen and relocating under the guidance of a spiritual mentor might be interpreted as the manifestation of a divine calling. This decision enabled her to navigate the societal expectations placed on her gender role while simultaneously pursuing her religious aspirations. During the early stages of her career, Rithambara demonstrated her unique identity as a female ascetic while under the guidance and supervision of a male guru. Although she decided to reject submitting to dominant patriarchal representations of femininity, it is crucial to emphasize that this refusal did not diminish her identity as a woman. Rithambara preferred identifying as a ‘sadhvi’ rather than a ‘sadhu’ and approached her self-perception via the lens of gender identity. She might have disavowed personal agency by attributing all of her ascetic achievements to her guru and accepting him as the one who endowed her with worldly and spiritual knowledge. However, she constructed herself as an unconventional yet traditional woman who exercised her agency through divine direction. Her ascent to the rank of ‘activist’ in the Sangh Parivar and development into a formidable public speaker signified an effort on her part to challenge the prevailing ideals of femininity. However, it did not amount to a total subversion of gender identity.

Swami Paramananda Giri, a disciple of Swami Akhandanand Ji Maharaj, gained recognition for his expertise in Vedanta and his state of enlightenment. In addition to his spiritual teachings, he facilitated many humanitarian initiatives through the non-profit organization Akhand Paramdham (APD), located in Haridwar. Swami Paramananda Giri, a renowned scholar and author of several spiritual texts, assumed the position of the first vice president of the Margdarshak Mandal, the central decision-making committee of the VHP. Additionally, he emerged as a prominent advocate for the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. Sadhvi Rithambara, who received recognition and support from her guru to enter the Hindutva network in the 1980s, charted her trajectory during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, primarily through affiliations with the Sangh Parivar entities. Rithambara started her public career by joining the Rashtra Sevika Samiti and rose to fame primarily via her involvement as one of the critical founders of the Durga Vahini, the women’s division of the VHP. Like other Shaiva sannyasins, she could be observed donning a saffron garment, adorning a rudraksha necklace around her neck and displaying a red inscribed tilak on her forehead. Her affiliation with the Sangh Parivar, particularly with the VHP, gained significant prominence during the BJP’s electoral campaign in the 1980s. She emerged as a very captivating orator, effectively conveying the concept of Hindu Rashtra in a novel and unrehearsed manner (Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh 2018).

Narratives of Sadhvi Rithambara

Before the Ram Janmabhoomi-Babri Masjid dispute, Sadhvi Rithambara was almost unknown to people and the media. Her involvement in the movement catapulted her into the spotlight. Her impassioned speeches resonated with many Hindus, who saw her as a fierce advocate for their cause. Rithambara’s prominence showcased the power of compelling oratory and its impact on public opinion. Because of her great popularity and influence, her speeches were featured on cassettes regularly played in buses and public areas during the Ram Janmabhoomi campaign. Her ability to captivate audiences with her powerful oratory skills not only served as a rallying cry for the Hindu community but also as fulfilling the enthusiasm for the construction of a Ram temple at the disputed site. Rithambara’s contributions to the public domain may be examined from three viewpoints: firstly, in the capacity of the radical leader of the Ram Janmabhoomi campaign; secondly, as a Hindu sadhvi dedicated to fostering a sense of Hindu nationalist sentiment among the general Hindu female populace; and lastly, as a social activist committed to promoting women’s empowerment and social welfare. She described the first position as fulfilling a function in a particular movement, whereas the second and third positions were attributed to her swabhav or inherent qualities. The implications of her radical leadership towards the cause of the Hindutva movement were elucidated mainly by her role as a Hindu nationalist activist during the Ram Janmabhoomi campaign and her views towards women. In both of these positions, she spoke from two interconnected institutionalized sites of power – one as part of the ascetic community and the other as a young activist affiliated with the Sangh Parivar.

Moral authority and anti-politics

One of the primary narratives employed by the Sadhvi aimed to establish the overall validity of the ascetics’ participation in the conflict surrounding the Ram Temple in Ayodhya. The rest of her arguments were closely associated with her representing a virtuous moral position and the natural authority attached to it. She was well aware of the question of why the celibates were forced to become activists at a time when politicians were focusing on the Ram Temple problem.

You must be wondering why we sadhus, engrossed in religious verses and private meditation, have started to speak in this new language. The simple reason is we have been betrayed by [Congress] politics for 44 years. And that is why Indian sadhus have left their temples and taken to the streets. Not only have we waited for 44 years for our Ram Janmabhoomi temple, Hindus are being beaten in Kashmir and Punjab. With so much Hindu blood spilt, we sadhus have descended on the battle field out of desperation. In [the religious epic] Ramayana, sadhu Vishwamitra did the same thing. And you have to rise and identify yourself as Ram and [his brother] Lakshman did in Ramayana. We will place in your hand’s magical weapons [of Lord Indra] which you must use to protect our culture.

(quoted in Pradhan 2009: 155)

Sadhvi Rithambara’s portrayal of herself as a member of the sadhu community, as well as the fact that she carries the lineage of ancient holy saints like Vishwamitra, served to show the sadhus as being in a position to clear up the corrupted realm of politics. Here, the agency of sadhus manifests in both direct and indirect ways. While she actively participated in the day-to-day activities of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement at Ayodhya as a Hindutva activist, she also gave Hindus confidence about the real intentions of the sadhus, who were morally responsible for guiding them from the background. ‘We sadhus have come to bless you in this war. We have come to awaken self-pride in you.’ While addressing issues such as Hindu-Muslim relations, minority appeasement, Hindu regeneration and others, she continued to enjoy the indirect agency of an external but higher source of power. This external source of power provided her with the necessary support and influence to navigate these complex issues effectively. Wordings like ‘we sadhus’ consistently defined her separate perspective, but her speeches reverberated with the spirit of Hindutva now and again. ‘Many Say, Rithambara, you are a sannyasin. You should meditate in some retreat. I tell them raising Hindu consciousness is my meditation now and it will go on till the saffron flag flies from the ramparts of the Red Fort’ (Kakar 1996: 164).

Interestingly, the cry for legitimizing a kind of ‘moral authority’ by the sadhus or their claim to guide the common Hindus did not advocate for promoting ascetic leadership in regular politics. Instead, it emphasized the discourse and rhetoric of anti-politics, which granted privileges to untainted individuals – the sadhus – who have the power to reverse the current state of moral decay in institutional politics. The narrative of anti-politics may be understood here as a manifestation of political disappointment and a lack of faith in politicians. It has emerged as a separate sphere of action that confronts the prevailing condition of secular politics in the country, although it incorporates some aspects of parliamentary party politics. ‘Do you think we want votes? … We do not want political power in Delhi. We want our Ram. We want our Ram Janmabhoomi’ (Sangari 1993: 878). Here, celebrating the glory of Lord Ram or reclaiming the site of Ayodhya as the birthplace of Ram shaped the contours of anti-politics yet remained paradoxically ‘political’ in nature. On multiple occasions, the pro-Sangh Parivar sadhus actively participated in streamlining the Ram Janmabhoomi movement with the BJP’s electoral campaigns. They also embraced one of the standard narratives of right-wing politics, which revolved around the notion of religious outsiders/foreigners jeopardizing the safety, security, values and cultural heritage of the indigenous Hindu population. Another right-wing narrative, the government’s so-called preferential treatment of outsider-minorities seemed to be a recurring topic in their criticism of democratic politics in the country. Long back in 1939, referring to Muslims, RSS ideologue Guru Golwalkar remarked:

They take themselves to be the conquering invaders and grasp for power. In our self-deception, we go on seceding more and more in hopes of ‘Nationalising’ the foreigners and succeeding merely in increasing their all-devouring appetite. The consequence, for us, is that we go more and more astray and lose sight of our cherished goal of National regeneration. … ‘There are only two courses open to the foreign elements, either to merge themselves in the national race and adopt its culture or to live at its mercy so long as the national race may allow them to do so and to quit the country at the sweet will of the national race. That is the only sound view of the minorities’ problem.

(Golwalkar 1939: 55, 104)

After failing to ‘nationalize’ the ‘foreigners’, the dubious policy of the post-independence secular government became a favourite point of discussion by the VHP sadhus. Mahant Avaidyanath, the VHP’s ascetic leader, declared:

Today there are different laws on the basis of religion or minority status. Muslims are allowed to marry four times. This is absurd in a democracy. … While you subject the majority to family planning controls, you allow a minority group the freedom from such controls and help that community to increase its population. … Why are minority institutions given special privileges? The temptation, of getting special privileges, is breaking up the Hindu society.

(quoted in Pradhan 2009: 175)

In a similar spirit, Sadhvi Rithambara confessed:

There is a difference between earth and the sky between these two cultures …. We [tolerant] Hindus gave up our national anthem and changed our national flag to accommodate Muslim sentiments. We dismembered our Motherland and let them create Pakistan. And now we are being called fundamentalists.

(quoted in Pradhan 2009: 157)

Her deep-seated hatred for the political elite stemmed from her firm conviction that the worldly realm of politics was inferior to her elevated realm of spirituality. She crafted this unique discourse of ‘anti-politics’ wherein she castigated the so-called anti-Hindu politicians and their way of manipulating power politics through anti-Hindu propaganda. Her use of anti-elite vocabulary in speeches, colloquial idioms infused with sexual terminology and humour, and a high-pitched vocal tone combined to cultivate her radical leadership style. Besides, her overall presence indicated opposition to the sophisticated undercurrents of power dynamics within the elite. By the moral authority attributed to the ascetics in general, Sadhvi Rithambara strategically channeled the radical impulses present among the Hindus towards advocating for direct action against the enemies. She crafted a unique discourse of ‘anti-politics’ wherein she castigated the so-called anti-Hindu politicians and their way of manipulating power politics through anti-Hindu propaganda. Furthermore, when considering the desexualized and divine representations of motherhood and women advocated by the RSS, as well as Rithambara’s role as a celibate ascetic, it becomes apparent that her rhetoric against politics was replete with sexual imagery and derogatory language targeting the political elite. ‘My brother Hindus, these leaders live in chairs (of power). Take away their power and they will die- by themselves. They are only impotent eunuchs. …. They will not be able to protect India’s unity and integrity’ (Kakar 1996: 164). Because of the backing from these ‘traitor-eunuchs’, Rithambara believed that Muslims have persisted in abusing the bodies of Hindu women and the feminized body of the nation. Such betrayal validates Sadhvi’s anger and gives confidence to those who are angry but powerless (Ghosh 2002: 168). The newfound confidence of the Hindus was further transformed by Rithambara’s speeches at public events and her audio cassettes into a type of radical impulse towards advocating for direct action against their enemies.

Reawakening the Hindus

Another exciting narrative used by Sadhvi Rithambara was provoking Hindu men to act against perceived threats. By calling out men’s sexual potency to protect the country and the community, Rithambara marked one crucial entry point for women into the male-dominated public domain. By questioning the effectiveness of Hindu men’s sense of self-respect and virulence, tied with their gendered agency, she put male sexuality at stake. ‘If you do not awaken, cows will be slaughtered everywhere. You will be responsible for these catastrophes, for history will say Hindus were cowards. Accept the challenge’ (Kakar 2007: 329). In this context, one can identify an authoritative female voice expressing authority over a Hindu man’s social standing. Here, the man in question is exposed to the possibility of experiencing social humiliation due to a perceived deficiency in masculine qualities. The sadhvi challenged the social hierarchy associated with a purportedly superior gendered identity by asserting that a Hindu man’s achievements are contingent upon his ability to resist the influence of the religious ‘other’. However, it is essential to note that Rithambara’s comments are perceived as being encouraging and uplifting rather than derogatory. This is because her criticism was directed against Hindu males for the greater interest of the Bharat Mata (mother India) – the revered feminine representation of the motherland, rather than for any self-serving motive. Repeatedly, Rithambara emphasized to the Hindu males the dishonour and disgrace inflicted upon the embodiment of Bharat Mata, whether by territorial encroachment or by undermining the well-being of her natural children – the Hindus.

From the 10th-century ruler Mahmud Ghani to twentieth century Mohammed Ali Jinnah, Muslims have been scheming and hatching conspiracies. But we are the descendants of those heroic kings and Hindu martyrs who have foiled their attempts to erase our culture and religion …. So, we will give a befitting reply if anyone tries to make this country into an Islamic state or divides it.

(quoted in Pradhan 2009: 156)

The building of the temple thus serves to be a ‘befitting reply’ to all those injustices done to the Hindus over the years. It was not a battle for a piece of land or a temple of brick and stone but a fight for their civilization, national consciousness, unity and self-esteem (Kakar 1996: 157). Furthermore, the demolition of the Babri Masjid, which has been perceived as a symbolic representation of Muslim dominance and Hindu males’ lack of masculinity, is necessary in order to restore and assert the honour of Hindu men. This restoration is believed to be achievable through constructing a temple in its place.

A substantial portion of her account centered on the contrast between the regulated Hindu self (referred to as ‘we’), which she held in high regard as the authentic essence of Hinduism, and the disorderly ‘other’ self. The disorderly collective known as the ‘other’ is comprised of Muslims, Christians and a section of Hindu politicians who have expressed opposition to the construction of the Ram temple. By making a difference between morally virtuous Hindus and those she deemed disorderly, the ‘traitors from within’, Rithambara endeavoured to assimilate a greater sense of confidence and consciousness among the ‘true’ Hindus. They are ‘true’ Hindus in that they identify their love for their country with their deep spiritual devotion to Lord Ram, who symbolizes the Bharat Bhoomi. They establish a profound connection between their inner spiritual devotion to Ram and their love for their motherland. The Ram Janmabhoomi, thus, becomes a physical site connected to inner spiritual devotion and a site of resistance against those who humiliated the three entities – Lord Ram, the Hindus and the Bharat Bhoomi.

Rithambara was quite sure of her conviction that a faction within the Congress, as well as other non-BJP parties, had compromised the Hindus’ interests. ‘It is nine hundred thousand years since Ravana kidnapped Sita and challenged Ram. But to this day, we have not forgotten …. We will not forget mullah Mulayam and his supporter, Rajiv Gandhi …. If you are a Hindu, ….do not spare the traitors of Ram’ (Kakar 1996: 163). From a strategic standpoint, Rithambara compared the construction of the Ram Temple to an act of ‘revenge’ against the ‘traitor’ politicians who advocated for caste-based reservation policies, family planning programmes (intended to reduce Hindu fertility), the maintenance of separate legal systems for Hindus and Muslims and experiments conducted in the name of secularism.

Even in a mutilated India, they [Muslims] have special rights. They have no use for family planning. They have their own religious schools. What do we have? An India with its arms cut off. An India where restrictions are placed on our festivals, where our processions are always in danger of attack, where the expression of our opinion is prohibited, where our religious beliefs are cruelly derided. Why should we be treated like stepchildren? All these experiments in Hindu-Muslim unity are being carried out on the Hindu chest as if he is a frog, rabbit, or cat.

(Kakar 1996: 162)

Sadhvi Rithambara, in her pursuit of raising awareness within the Hindu community, embraced two interconnected ideals. The first is based on visualizing a glorious Hindu past through the fusion of legends, myths and stories. It underlined how compassion and love, universal among Hindus, encompass every individual in the world. (‘Along with Ram and Krishna, we have saluted Mohammad and Jesus.’) On the other hand, she expressed her concerns over the diminishing self-esteem of Hindus, which has resulted in their near passivity as victims. Additionally, the stereotypes that portray Muslim men as sexual predators and Hindu men as passive victims brought attention to the apparent contradiction between Muslim exuberance and Hindu self-restraint. The portrayal of Muslims as self-indulgent might have contributed to the Hindus’ self-glorification; however, it did not allow them to engage in destructive activities compared to those of the Muslims. Rithambara asserts that Hindus as a community possess a strong foundation of religious tolerance and self-control. However, they still have the courage and stamina to reclaim their birthright of building a temple for their Lord Ram, where he was born.

The caste and communal question

For Hindus, Lord Ram transcended the boundaries of earthly existence and continued to inspire millions of people to strive for truth and uphold dharma. Sadhvi Rithambara’s narratives captured the profound collective devotion of Hindus to their motherland, illustrating how Lord Ram became the personification of this devotion and served as an example of fulfilling duties with grace and integrity.

Listen, Ram is the representation of mass consciousness. He is the god of the poor and the oppressed. He is the life of the fisherman, cobbler, and washerman. If anyone is not a devotee of such a god, he does not have Hindu blood in his veins. We shall build this temple!

(Kakar 1996: 158)

Rithambara’s characterization of Ram as the unifying figurehead of all Hindus, regardless of caste or social class, serves to reframe the discourse surrounding caste dynamics and simultaneously bestow upon a provincial God the extolled stature of a national hero – the ‘history in full’. However, in addition to expressing admiration for the national hero, Rithambara offered a word of warning.

Some people became afraid of Ram’s devotees. They brought up Mandal. They thought the Hindu will be divided. He will be fragmented by the reservation issue. His attention will be diverted from the temple. But your thought was wrong. Your thought was despicable. We shall build this temple! I have come to tell our Hindu youth, do not take the candy of reservations, and divide yourself into castes …. Those who thought that our bonds with the backward caste with the Harijans are cut will be dust. We shall build this temple!

(Kakar 1996: 158)

Rithambara anticipated that the backward caste reservation policy would bring down Hindu solidarity since caste-class divisions are inherently unstable. In her capacity as an apolitical partner of the Sangh Parivar, she felt obligated to defend the ideological integrity of Hindu nationalism against any efforts to manipulate votes at the expense of Hindu unity. Ironically, right-wing groups like the RSS and the VHP have long involved themselves in several regional political contexts by using sectarian power dynamics, including caste affiliations, community ties and familial networks. The purportedly apolitical actors, such as the sadhus, have already demonstrated their significance in garnering political outcomes from these collective power structures. They can engage with and influence these units at the grassroots level and are viewed as more honourable and moral than a typical party worker. Interestingly, nowhere in her speeches had Sadhvi Rithambara ever tangibly addressed the socio-economic upliftment of the lower castes, particularly the Other Backward Classes (OBCs). Her opposition to caste-based reservations appeared primarily directed towards the non-BJP parties, particularly the Congress, rather than the caste system itself. This was in contrast to the ongoing struggle in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar in the 1980s, where historically marginalized caste groups, such as the Yadavs, have been advocating for reservation in government jobs. The sadhvi’s use of unfiltered communal emotions in colloquial Hindi and her persistent critique of the elite politicians contributed to developing a distinctive persona. If effectively harnessed, this persona had the potential to diminish the upper-caste urban identity associated with the RSS-VHP. It is noteworthy that before the demolition of the mosque, an individual named Kameshwar Chaupal, belonging to the Dalit community, was chosen by the VHP to lay the temple’s foundation stone in 1989. Furthermore, all sections of the Hindus from other regions of India were sent invitations to engage in voluntary service, known as kar-seva, in Ayodhya. As long as the Sangh Parivar did not need to replace the higher castes from the BJP’s candidate list in the elections or pose any actual danger to its elite interests, its policy of courting the lower castes in favour of a Hindu temple did not become a significant obstacle. In the 1989 and 1991 parliamentary elections, the leaders of the BJP appeared to be persuaded to adopt practical policies of low-caste mobilization; however, non-electoral (apolitical) ascetics, such as Sadhvi Rithambara, favoured religious identity-based mobilization over intra-Hindu caste divisions. These non-electoral ascetics believed that focusing on caste divisions could potentially fragment the Hindu vote and weaken their overall political power. However, this approach also faced criticism from those who thought that addressing social inequalities and caste-based discrimination was essential for achieving genuine equality within Hindu society.

Sadhvi Rithambara’s exploration of caste shed light on how this social hierarchy intertwines with other forms of oppression, like gender and class, and offered a deeper understanding of the power dynamics within society. Her portrayal of Ram as the King-God of the oppressed helped to reimagine historical figures in a way that uplifts those who have long been marginalized. By moving beyond a single narrative, she emphasized the complexity of identities and attempted to foster a unique consciousness owned by the marginalized communities. The essence of this consciousness lay in the communities’ strong connection to Ram who, in this context, not only celebrates the strength and determination of these communities but also inspires them to take back their narratives and assert their agency in shaping their destinies.

At the height of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, the VHP sadhus – those who contested the 1991 parliamentary election on a BJP ticket – employed caste-based mobilization tactics to expand their mass appeal (Van Dyke 1997: 3149–50). This approach proved effective, as it garnered significant support from lower-caste voters. However, these sadhus later faced a retreat on the caste issue, mainly when the regional caste-based parties started making substantial advances into this support base. The intricate nature of the caste issue, as well as the complex interplay of caste and religion as instruments of political mobilization, could not settle peacefully with the overarching ideology of Hindu nationalism. The stirring speeches delivered by Sadhvi Rithambara resonated deeply with her audience, igniting a fervor among party supporters that significantly bolstered the party’s grassroots mobilization. Her dynamic oratory initially brought an air of enthusiasm and conviction, However, as the political landscape shifted leading into the 1996 Lok Sabha election, her speeches began to falter, lacking the depth required to address the complex interplay of caste and religion that underpinned the BJP’s broader political strategy. Furthermore, in the years that followed, she offered little in terms of strategic insight for the BJP’s approach to navigating the nuanced landscape of electoral politics, particularly in relation to the party’s outreach to marginalized communities.

The women’s question

The radicalism of Rithambara could best be reflected in the production of a militant Hindu nationalist subject and mobilizing women to perform acts of violence. Rithambara’s commitment to reclaiming female assertiveness and militancy by utilizing the attributes of the warrior goddess Durga was evident in her participation in the establishment of the Durga Vahini, which formally emerged in the early 1990s during the Ram Janmabhoomi agitation. The VHP website confirms:

The blood-stained scenario in Ayodhya on that day rather forced them to forsake their normal female tenderness and affinity and assume a most splendorous form by creating a living, sturdy women’s wall around to protect their brothers who were being assaulted by the security forces with lathis and bullets. They were not deterred even after they were arrested by the police and deserted in a sort of forlorn, faraway place. They walked the long-off distances on foot. Shriram Janmabhoomi Andolan kindled a new unprecedented dynamism among the Hindu Yuwatis.

(www.vhp.org)

Rithambara furnished Hindu nationalist women who were engaged in the violent events of Ayodhya with illustrative instances of the deity Durga’s virulence and assertiveness, which they sought to imbue into their conduct. She juxtaposed Hindu male subjects with ‘sons of Durga’ to portray their animosity towards Muslims as akin to a moral conflict against perceived malevolent forces (Dadoo 2015: 67). On one occasion, she reminded, Durga ke beton ko jin ne lalkara hai, Kaho garv se, ‘Hum Hindu Hain! Hindustan humara hai!’ (Those sons of Durga who have been provoked say with pride, ‘We are Hindu! Hindustan is ours!’). By calling upon the divine figure of Durga, she urges her male listeners to fulfil their only duties to the motherland with virtue and ferocity and safeguard the Hindus’ natural habitat, the ‘sacred’ geography of Hindustan. As a precautionary measure and in a parallel arrangement, Rithambara argued that if the ‘sons of Durga’ are exposed to a harsh onslaught and find themselves in a state of helplessness, the ‘sister-in-arms’ would be prepared to take up the battle from their male counterparts.

By prioritizing the issue of women’s militancy as a means of self-defence, Rithambara often relegated the discussion of women’s independent activism in the public sphere to a secondary place. Women taking up arms for self-defence or instigating men to go for a violent struggle in no way should stand against their motherly concerns or domestic duties. However, the idea of women inflicting physical harm on others or performing acts of violence in the public sphere was treated with caution and restraint by the sadhvi.9 Her free-spirited attitude as a sadhvi did not change her commitment to the central Hindu nationalist goal of preparing women to have children and raise future Hindu generations. She served merely to strengthen the old Hindu nationalist conviction that women should be ranachandis when called upon and simultaneously play the role of a fiery, self-assured mother capable of instilling nationalist samskaras in her offspring.

According to Manjari Katju, the principles of the women’s wing of the VHP (mahila-vibhag) in the 1990s did not advocate for women to leave their homes or adopt the sadhvi lifestyle. Instead, they advised women to commit to community service to advance social welfare (Katju 2022: 152). However, the presence of a few sadhvis as founding members of the Durga Vahini helped spread the Vahini’s popularity. The sadhvis resurrected a distinct version of ‘Hindutva-Durga’ capable of combating the Muslim ‘enemy’ when required. Durga’s celestial status as a warrior goddess who battled all evils in the form of Mahishasur was reduced to a restricted version of a Hindutva deity who could support the movement’s gender ideology and Hindu nationalist objectives. This does not imply that the empowering possibilities, frequently ascribed to the goddess Durga, remained dormant in the lives of VHP women in the years following the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. Hindu nationalist leaders have often referenced and implemented the traditional understanding of stree-shakti, as exemplified by the goddess Durga, to emphasize women’s immense potential to bring about societal transformation. ‘It is expected from the Durga’s of Durga Vahini that they …launch our nation on to the path of progress; to create a Dharmic atmosphere and to re-establish Dharma by destroying all the wicked and crooked people like Durga Devi did in the ancient times’, the official website of the VHP confirmed afterwards (www.vhp.org). Her motherly love and compassion were solely available to her kiths and kins – the ‘sons of Durga’ – the authentic upholders of the ‘Dharma Rajya’ (Kovacs 2004: 382). The first pamphlet of the Durga Vahini, which the VHP distributed in the early 1990s, is crucial for understanding the paradox.

In the past, in times of severe social crisis, a woman took birth in the form of Durga in order to defeat ill-behaviour and adharma [anti-dharma]. …. Now again, there are clouds over Mother India’s head. It has become difficult to maintain one’s identity. History is the proof that when there were problems for the nation, dharma and culture, Woman in the form of Kaushalya, Jijamata and Vidhyawati gave birth to Ram, Shivaji and Subhas Chandra Bose and helped society overcome its problems. And when the times demanded it, Woman herself took the form of Rani Lakshmibai, Durgavati or Chennama, fighting for the country’s pride. Today, Mother India is in danger again. And to save her, it is necessary that Durga’s power is revived.

(Parulekar and Dubey, quoted in Kovacs 2004: 382–3)

Young women associated with the Durga Vahini assumed proactive roles during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement alongside the kar-sevikas of the Rashtra Sevika Samiti. Rithambara’s radical speeches not only targeted Hindu males but also urged women to participate in her emotional call to action actively. ‘But be prepared to fight. If they stop us from building the temple, go and fight. Let there be violence; let blood flow … You keep saying that you will sacrifice yourselves. But before we sacrifice ourselves, we will compel “others” to sacrifice themselves. We will not only shed our blood but also make the blood of ‘others’ flow’ (quoted in Pradhan 2009: 157). Rithambara’s inclusive use of ‘we’ was significant in fostering unity and collective action among both genders. By empowering women through training in combat skills and public speaking, the Vahini leaders were effectively preparing their members for the crucial battle at Ayodhya. How could one overlook the part played by women in the riots that followed the destruction of the Babri Mosque in 1992, spreading throughout northern India? Additionally, Rithambara emerged as a prominent figure embodying the archetype of an ‘inciting woman’ (Sangeri 1993: 879). She instigated militancy among the members of the Vahini and ordinary women in households through audio cassettes containing her recorded remarks. The militant spirit of shedding blood in a violent fight against the Muslims might not always appear to be an easy option for ordinary Hindu women.

Rithambara offered a new meaning to women’s activism by balancing Hindu nationalism’s twofold portrayals of women as virtuous mothers and militant warriors. The first rationale in her narrative was the unique representation of Bharat Mata – the feminine personification of the motherland. Despite being humiliated several times, she appeared to be a challenging and passionate mother figure rather than a weak victim who needed protection from her sons. The paradoxical position of Bharat Mata, either as a vulnerable woman in need of protection or as a fierce, heroic warrior figure like mother Goddess Durga or Kali, has been neutralized in the radical narrative of Rithambara. If time is needed, and especially if the men fail to show the necessary vigour and strength to fight back against the enemies, women can be militant warriors in defence of their honour, family and nation. Rithambara acknowledged the self-restorative nature and restorative capabilities of Bharat Mata and, at the same time, reminded her natural children, the Hindus, of their duties to revive the lost glory of Bharat Mata – the glory of united India (Akhand-Bharat) and make its honour mirrored in the establishment of Hindu Rashtra.

It is not entirely evident from her speeches how she conceptualized the future positions of the female subjects within the Hindu Rashtra since Hindu males remained the main subject of her criticism and pleas. Rithambara had never overlooked the strength of a mother-daughter relationship and the importance of dutiful daughters. ‘If Shahabuddin has drunk his mother’s milk, I have also drunk my mother’s milk’, such a confession indeed suggested that ‘devotion to the motherland is as much as inspirational to dutiful daughters as to filial sons’ (Basu 1996b: 74). Additionally, Hindu male historical inefficiency in the fight for Bharat Mata spontaneously provided for women’s entrance in public sphere and act as activist warriors by default. As in the case of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, Lord Ram, who embodied the universal-plural spirit of Bharat Mata, Hindu women were found in front of the rallies, gatherings, police barricades and even at the site during the Babri Masjid demolition. These women kar-sevikas took up the position of militant activists to restore what they considered to be the soul and spirit of their motherland. From a women-centric analytical prism, these women might have reversed their previous docile, devoted, homebound roles, stereotyped as mother Sita and stepped into the role of goddess Durga to restore a male God-Ram to his original abode (Basu 1993: 82). However, their fight emphasized a far more extensive meaning than only fighting for a religious deity or to reclaim the glories of their Bharat Mata. These women were fighting a ‘social war’ not only to uphold the boundaries of religion and culture; they were also advancing new perspectives on gender roles and women’s agency in Hindu society.

One of the primary concerns surrounding women’s activism within the Hindutva movement pertains to how radical sadhvis, such as Rithambara, advocate for a new paradigm of female leadership that extends beyond specific circumstances such as the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. Regarding leadership, the presence of saffron-robed sadhvis could have potentially served as a source of inspiration for ordinary women. However, they were not particularly appropriate to serve as role models for the female subjects of the future Hindu Rashtra. Besides, the movement from which Sadhvi Rithambara embarked upon her public career was conspicuously political, yet she never claimed any political connection in her speeches or interviews. As a result, her ascetic persona and public persona did not always complement each other. Her use of strong body language and sexually suggestive vocabularies did not always blend with her speaking from a holy ascetic pedestal. She might have been a motivational speaker for Hindutva enthusiasts, but her public image within the broader Hindu community remained ambiguous and enigmatic. Her consistent denial of any engagement with party politics, yet championing issues crucial to the BJP’s electoral success, produced ambiguity about her stance in the public sphere. This ambiguity further fuelled speculation and debate among political analysts and the general public, with some questioning her true motivations and allegiances. Her actions and statements strongly aligned with the BJP’s agenda, leading many to believe that her denial was merely a strategic move to maintain a particular image.

Sadhvi Rithambara consistently demonstrated unwavering loyalty to the objective of establishing a Hindu Rashtra. It was not the case that she adopted the Hindu Rashtra agenda of the BJP in the 1990s; instead, she stood for a Hindu nationalist purpose that had been espoused for a long time and continues to be nourished by right-wing ideologues linked with the Sangh Parivar in a variety of different manifestations. She consistently supported the BJP’s initiatives whenever she perceived them as beneficial for the Hindutva movement. In the case of the alleged delay in the construction of the Ram temple, she did not hesitate to voice her dissent toward the party leaders. This was evident even when the BJP was willing to tone down its rhetoric on the Ram temple issue during a period of political uncertainties, legal disputes and communal tensions following the demolition of the Babri Masjid. Sadhvi Rithambara’s emotional stance on constructing a temple at the disputed site in Ayodhya remained consistent, regardless of her subsequent involvement in social welfare and women empowerment initiatives from the late 1990s. The BJP’s apparent lackadaisical stance towards constructing a temple, as regarded by enthusiasts of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, resulted in a delay. Consequently, in response to the prevailing sluggishness on the subject since the late 1990s, Sadhvi Rithambara continued to engage in several events orchestrated by the VHP and RSS, making influential speeches aimed at mobilizing and fostering awareness within the Hindu community on the issue at hand.10

Notably, the radical stance she had first embraced during the early stages of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement gradually faded with time. Her life took an extraordinary turn when she went from a radical activist and fervent advocate of Hindutva ideology to a social service provider deeply committed to spiritual practices and initiatives aimed at empowering women and children. Sadhvi Rithambara established the charity organization Vatsalya Gram at Vrindavan in 1992, and after the Ayodhya episode, she entirely devoted herself to empowering underprivileged women and children. Lovingly called Didi Ma (sister-mother), Rithambara embraced the traditional novelty of mother power (matri-shakti) to be the ultimate solace of her life. The transformation represented a remarkable metamorphosis in her trajectory and the women’s question of Hindu nationalism.

In her words:

My role in the Ram Janmabhoomi movement brought much criticism, and many disowned me. As I have been taught to become fire for a right cause instead of becoming the smoke of damp wood, I stood by it. I underwent many painful experiences for a very long time. In those days of struggle, I learned the outer world in a hard way. Slowly the movement reached a defined stand and my aggression also decreased. Very quietly, a situation evolved before me by some divine intervention which channelised my aggression into compassion for Vatsalya Prem. I want to remind you that rebellion for a cause and compassion, both go side by side and it is the same love which manifests in different situations in different manners.

(Bhowmick 2023)

The life trajectory of Sadhvi Rithambara, both a spiritual seeker and a radical Hindutva activist, did not prevent her from becoming an ‘avenging angel’ during distress (Sethi 2002). Once the crisis subsided, she became a devoted sister and nurturing mother, offering seva to needy individuals. Considering her position as a brave warrior of Hindutva, it appears that she could be a suitable fit for the image of goddess Durga, who stands for the ideals of a loving mother figure yet transforms into a warrior goddess who slays demons in times of need. Interestingly, after defeating the monster Mahishasur, goddess Durga returns to her tranquil space of home. Similarly, after achieving some degree of victory in her violent struggle against the evil powers, Rithambara returns to her motherly incarnation. In this context, Rithambara’s portrayal of motherly compassion towards helpless women and children and nationalist fervour for the Bharat Mata could be understood as expressions of shared affection and love, albeit in different circumstances (Sethi 2002: 1548). The juxtaposition of ‘home’, the world and the public and private spheres does not cause conflict in this context. In her Hindu nationalist discourse, the prominent portrayal of Hindu women as ‘heroic’ figures served to motivate the Hindu community and induce fear in their enemies. Thus, the involvement of Hindu women in militant activism, driven by a sense of patriotic obligation towards Bharat Mata, does not necessarily negate their traditional role as nurturing mothers. Instead, it reflects a parallel manifestation of love and responsibility for their families and communities. In a similar sense, Rithambara’s sense of moral obligation to establish the state of a dharma-rajya (Hindu Rashtra) in the society resonated well with her Vatsalya Gram project that reflects an equal spirit of performing manav-dharma through seva. She called it a self-transformative journey outside party politics and claimed it to bring the sadhvi to her true nature (swa-vab).

Sadhvi Rithambara faced a legal trial for a long time as one of the prime defendants in the Babri demolition affair and subsequent communal disturbances, alongside senior BJP leaders like L. K. Advani. Despite that, she remained in the spotlight for consistently advocating for the construction of the Ram Temple at various programmes organized by the VHP and the Sangh Parivar. She had never been a part of BJP’s electoral campaigns in the last two decades, yet her sporadic discussions on Hindutva-related matters frequently contributed to the party’s support base.

Following the demolition of the mosque in Ayodhya, the BJP started distancing itself from the Ram Janmabhoomi campaign. This distancing was seen as a strategic move by the BJP to appeal to a broader voter base and shed its image of being solely focused on religious issues. The party started focusing more on development and economic policies, aiming to attract voters from all sections of society. To create a more inclusive and progressive image and appeal to a larger spectrum of women voters beyond its traditional support base, the BJP’s women’s branch, Mahila Morcha, adopted a moderate approach to the Hindutva cause. By adopting a less radical stance, the Mahila Morcha sought to create a space where women could actively participate in politics while advocating for their rights and empowerment. However, such a shift in stance did not resonate with all factions within the Sangh Parivar, as the Durga Vahini and Sevika Samiti continued to hold steadfast to their hardline views on the Hindutva cause. Almost all major Hindutva sadhvis acquired the legacy of resistance from these two women’s organizations. However, they lost their solidarity with the Hindutva after failing to find an immediate solution to the Ayodhya issue afterwards. Nonetheless, a handful achieved political prominence inside the BJP circle due to their distinct personas and captivating pursuits. Their political prominence was aided by their capacity to establish and maintain connections with a broad spectrum of the electorate and a solid support base. Consequently, the party was compelled to strike a precarious equilibrium between promoting inclusivity and reconciling its more radical factions.

Radical sadhvis in party politics

Along with Sadhvi Rithambara, Sadhvi Uma Bharti emerged as one of the prominent figures in the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. Sadhvi Uma Bharti, hailing from a family belonging to an agriculturalist backward caste (OBC) in the state of Madhya Pradesh, fostered a profound connection with the VHP throughout her formative years. Consequently, she forged an association with the BJP in the 1980s (Ghosh 2022). Like Sadhvi Rithambara, she was among the followers of Swami Parmanand Giri, who provided guidance and support to Uma Bharti in her journey towards becoming a committed activist for the cause of the Ram Temple. Furthermore, she also demonstrated adept and confident leadership abilities within the Durga Vahini. After undergoing the sannyasa diksha initiation in 1992, she got actively engaged in the Babri Masjid destruction incident. During this phase, she underwent significant personal growth as a charismatic orator, employing a vocabulary commonly associated with masculinity. Notably, she frequently challenged traditional gender roles by adopting what appeared to be a more emancipated perspective on Hindu women. This period of personal growth and developing her leadership skills laid the foundation for her future role as a prominent political figure in India. Contrary to Rithambara, who decided to avoid direct engagement with party politics following the Babri demolition incident, Uma Bharti maintained an active presence as a vocal politician and continued in electoral politics. She held important political positions in her home state, Madhya Pradesh, and the national capital, New Delhi. Even though she gained recognition with the Ram Janmabhoomi movement in the early 1990s, a comprehensive analysis of her radical approach could be best conducted by examining her political career inside the BJP, particularly concerning the broader issue of the BJP’s caste politics. The senior officials of the BJP might have assisted her during the early stages of her career; nonetheless, her success in politics can be attributed only to her diligent efforts. She was often invited and rejected by the party bosses inside the BJP. Still, she successfully managed the power dynamics inside the Sangh Parivar on issues of caste, gender and Hindutva. In Chapter 2 of the present study, I will revisit Uma Bharti in detail regarding her caste activism and gender activism.

Throughout her political career in the BJP, Sadhvi Uma Bharti consistently adopted a well-rounded perspective despite her radical stance on Hindutva. She maintained her association with the old-school ideologue leaders of the BJP like L. K. Advani, A. B. Vajpayee, Vijayraje Scindia, K. N. Govindacharya and others; however, when necessary, she held a position of defiance towards the authority of party leaders. While serving as the chief minister of Madhya Pradesh, she demonstrated a strong sense of disobedience by enacting policies that reflected her vision rather than rigidly following party directions. Nevertheless, Uma Bharti’s ability to stay in good standing with moderate and orthodox BJP sections demonstrated her astute political sense. On the other hand, another sadhvi named Niranjan Jyoti went from being a radical activist of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement to being a politician for the BJP. She espoused an uncompromising radical position towards the core ideological principles of the Hindutva movement but managed to maintain a submissive and non-defiant attitude to her immediate party bosses. Her ability to adapt and align with her party’s leadership showcased her political astuteness and willingness to work within the established framework.

Based on the few available sources, it is reported that Sadhvi Niranjan Jyoti was born in a low-caste Nishad community in the Hamirpur district of Uttar Pradesh in 1967. The Nishad caste is considered a low caste whose traditional livelihoods revolve around water-centric activities, particularly fishing, boating, etc. Being a member of this socio-economically disadvantaged group, she was exposed to the harsh realities of life at a young age. One of her local acquaintances claimed that Niranjan Jyoti was forced to leave education early since she had to work by hand to support her family. She was drawn to satsangs, or religious gatherings, where she found free food and emotional comfort. Her innate ability to recite religious verses in satsangs helped her to grab the attention of a local sadhu, Swami Achyutanand. Under his guidance, Niranjan Jyoti earned a reputation as a ‘katha-vachak’ or storyteller who delivered religious sermons at different satsang gatherings. katha-vachna has been an integral element of rural Indian culture for millennia. The katha-vachak, a storyteller, could sway the common village inhabitants who gathered to be enlightened by religious sermons and indigenous values. Subsequently, the Ram katha events in rural Uttar Pradesh played a pivotal role in integrating the Dalits into the larger Hindu community. The power of katha-vachna helped bridge the gap between different social groups, promoting inclusivity and understanding among rural communities in Uttar Pradesh. The Ram katha events effectively repositioned the Dalits by portraying Ram as a Dalit hero and most of his associates as archetypes of contemporary underprivileged communities.

Sadhvi Niranjan Jyoti’s inborn talent of katha-vachna at mass gatherings garnered the interest of VHP ideologue Swami Parmanand Giri in the 1980s, and she joined his group of female disciples at the Fatehpur ashram. Like her guru sisters, Sadhvi Rithambara and Uma Bharti, Niranjan Jyoti developed exceptional oratory skills and demonstrated an aptitude for provocative speeches during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. From 1988 to 1993, she remained a member of the Kendriya Margdarshak Mandal of the VHP. However, unlike Rithambara and Uma Bharti, Niranjan Jyoti experienced popularity and fame a little late in her public career (Naqvi 2014). Her upbringing in a socio-economically disadvantaged Dalit community undoubtedly contributed to her ascent within the BJP, particularly when the party sought to promote individuals from non-traditional lower-caste backgrounds to electoral spheres. Niranjan Jyoti’s early involvement in the issue-based Ram Janmabhoomi movement marked the beginning of her broader engagement with the Hindutva movement, signalling a significant shift in her political aspirations towards a more broader landscape.

According to her account, from the onset of her public career and in the aftermath of the Ayodhya affair, she displayed a positive attitude towards the BJP. She participated in electoral campaigns to endorse the party solely in recognition of the BJP’s nationalist enthusiasm (Samay Live 2016). For a sadhvi like Niranjan Jyoti, who gave up all material desires and expectations, politics became equivalent to jana-seva or a humanitarian public welfare service. However, on a personal level, she viewed her engagement in politics as akin to a purification process by infusing the spirit of morality and dharma into politics. Unlike Rithambara, she did not employ any rhetoric of anti-politics or critique of the political world from the outside. Still, she afforded to join politics, weigh the advantages and drawbacks of politics, and fight for her cause from within politics. She seems more akin to a hardliner BJP politician than a street activist of the Sangh Parivar. Her success as a BJP politician helped her earn a privileged position inside the Akhil Bharatiya Sadhvi Shakti Parishad – a collective organization of female ascetics managed by the VHP. Her dual affiliations with the BJP and the Sadhvi Shakti Parishad granted her a platform to bring about meaningful change from within the political realm while maintaining her activist spirit. However, the extent to which Nirajan Jyoti understood her affiliation with the BJP and Hindutva as a means to address her encounters with gender inequity and challenge traditional gender norms remains unclear. Further analysis is required to determine the extent of her understanding and actions in this regard.

Sadhvi Niranjan Jyoti’s affiliation with the BJP grew stronger when she assumed membership in the BJP’s union executive committee in 2003. Subsequently, in 2012, she ascended to vice president of the BJP in Uttar Pradesh. The circle reached a full when she won the Hamirpur assembly constituency in Uttar Pradesh in 2012. She was appointed Minister of State for Food Processing Industries in the first Narendra Modi government after winning her first parliamentary election in 2014. When re-elected to Parliament in 2019, she was allowed to serve as Minister of State in the Ministry of Rural Development in the second Narendra Modi Cabinet. Sadhvi Niranjan Jyoti, in contrast to Uma Bharti, was unable to establish herself as an independent voice inside the party and did not initiate visible efforts to address Dalit concerns in her constituency. In response to her provocative so-called ‘communal’ statements in public, the party authorities often chose a cautious and restricted stance towards the sadhvi. At the same time, the media frequently depicted her as someone who was agitating the general public and destroying society’s pluralist ethos. Despite her challenges, Sadhvi Niranjan Jyoti remained a prominent figure in the Narendra Modi Cabinet. She may be seen as a bridge connecting the younger generation of sadhvis – who used extreme emotions and ideas to sway public opinion – with the older, more radical activist sadhvis of the Ram Janmabhoomi period.

As her engagement in political affairs intensified, she exhibited a growing tendency towards divisiveness and provocation, and she consistently employed inflammatory rhetoric, disregarding the potential consequences. This behaviour often led to heated debates and further polarized public opinion. Despite criticism, she remained steadfast in her approach, fuelling the already-existing divisions within society. Her strong language may have been an attempt to highlight her heroic temperament and virulence despite coming from a less educated and impoverished background, or it may have been a result of psychological compulsions to prove to the BJP leaders her worth as a dependable spokesperson for Hindutva. However, using objectionable solid language, she alienated people who might have otherwise been open to her ideas. Further, she widened the rift between the internal factions of the Sangh Parivar. At a public rally in 2014 in Delhi, the Sadhvi uttered a profanity while stating, ‘Aapko tay karna hai ki Dilli mein sarkar Ramzadon ki banegi ya haramzadon ki – You must decide whether you want a government of those born of Ram or those born illegitimately’ (The Indian Express 2014). On her subsequent appearances in riot-torn parts of east Delhi, Niranjan Jyoti continued to warn the enemies with words like: ‘bhagwan Shyamsundar ka chakra Sudarshan ke saamne jo aayega who bachega nahi (Whoever comes before the chakra of Shyamsundar, will not live)’ (Dasgupta 2015).

Two questions need to be raised in this context. To what extent did the radical ideology of Hindutva sadhvis remain unchanged or transform upon entering politics? Furthermore, can their caste-class background be seen as a paradox when considering their political affiliation with a party predominantly influenced by the upper caste, or does it function as a mechanism to rally support within their communities? These inquiries illuminate the intricate interplay of individual identity, political alignment, and potential consequences for the sadhvis who engage in political activities. To address these queries, it seems appropriate to consider the involvement of the sadhvis in post-Ayodhya Hindutva discourse from three primary perspectives. First, in their capacity as an ascetic character – a unique category of free-thinking individuals with their strands of thoughts within Hindu nationalism. Second, because they were celibate, otherworldly people, these sadhvis had the opportunity to become organic leaders of the Hindu community. This position was far more prestigious than that of traditional political leaders. In general perception, ascetics or celibate renouncers are often seen to be free from all moral vices and to have little or no chance of moral decay. Third, they showed they might be powerful role models for ordinary Hindu women. They could advocate for women’s rights and empowerment, challenging social norms and pushing for greater gender equality.

It is crucial to acknowledge the significance of portraying activist sadhvis in an authentic manner. This deliberate and thoughtful representation has the potential to shape a new archetype of female leadership characterized by strength, independence and unwavering commitment to social justice, women’s rights and ethical integrity in the realm of politics. The extent to which these sadhvis could meet the requirements or adapt to any of these positions depended on the ideological context and political environment within which they functioned. Since the late 1990s, the involvement of sadhvis in Indian politics has largely been influenced by the BJP’s overall position on women and the views of the RSS-VHP regarding their women-centric groups, with which many activist sadhvis have been affiliated. Only a few sadhvis worked outside the realm of Hindu nationalism or championed women’s rights within male-dominated akharas. It is crucial to recognize their involvement and impact in any conversation about activist sadhvis.




Chapter 4 

CELIBACY, SEXUALITY AND EXTREMISM: THE ASCETIC WARRIORS OF HINDU RASHTRA

Expressions and experiences of sexuality embrace a broad spectrum of identities and configurations across diverse cultural contexts. The dominance of an ideology could attempt to restrict the expressions of sexuality to a singular perspective and deny agency to those who do not conform to the established framework. However, it is essential to recognize the diversity and complexity of the sexual orientations of each individual, those who submit to the ideology yet define their sexual orientations. It appears that the ideology of Hindu nationalism often sought to regulate and control how men and women should express their sexuality within the confines of what is considered to be authentic Hindu culture. Nevertheless, some varied perspectives and factors have influenced how people manifest sexuality within this ideological structure. Hindu nationalist ideology is shaped by deeply embedded notions about gender and sexuality, which are often influenced by various assumptions that women are the primary source of sexual anxieties for nationalist men (as in the case of the celibate pracharaks of the RSS), victims of sexual assault (usually by religious others) and symbols of sexual energy (celebrated as matri shakti). Within the current Hindutva movement, these three ideas helped shape the perception of women’s agency as naturally threatening, victimized and emancipatory. Interestingly, these ideas continually had a significant influence in maintaining the supremacy of male-upper caste-ethno-religious politics, which connects sexual and religious identities to validate social expectations of gender and advance a particular political objective.1

Perceptions of sexuality are defined mainly by a fixed set of cultural standards that prescribe behavioural norms for men and women within the ideological domain of Hindu nationalism.2 These behavioural norms or gender identities became the ground for moral contestation between the colonizers and the colonized in colonial times, and gender identities and sexual norms got integrally tied up with the idea of national liberation and regeneration. Since social constructs of masculinity and femininity were closely associated with gender stereotypes and power relations in society, early Hindu nationalists visualized masculinity as a hegemonic construction. Masculinity, with its innate attributes of strength and aggression, appeared crucial for establishing a solid Hindu nation because these desired qualities were believed to protect the traditional Hindu culture and shield the community from external threats, whether Muslims or the British.3 Perceptions of femininity, on the other hand, tended to be less compelling compared to the construction of masculinity as it functions within the counter-space of passivity, obedience and domesticity. The early Hindu nationalist organizations such as the Hindu Sabha, Arya Samaj or the RSS, therefore, charted out a distinct discourse on masculinities that could alter and challenge the stereotypical colonial notions of ‘impotent-weak Hindu’ against the ‘aggressive’ Muslims. The discourse included the establishment of a strong ‘Hindu identity’ against the portrayal of an ‘enemy’ (Muslim) as the threatening ‘other’ who needed to be resisted. The attempts to distinguish a strong and masculine Hindu male from the stereotypical colonial portrayal of a weak Hindu male during the early twentieth century could be rationalized based on the country’s political circumstances.4 The shuddhi and sangathan movements, flourishing at that time, underscored the imperative to organize and unify Hindus under the banner of a confident, masculine persona.

If, in terms of gendered and sexual conceptions of masculinity, the Hindu nationalist consensus was preoccupied with concerns about the loss of Hindu identity and its ability to forge a solid Hindu nation, then at the core of their conceptions was the idea of passive femininity, portrayed in motherhood and domesticity.5 This idea of passive femininity, as depicted in Brahmanical sources, endorsed the principles of virtuous womanhood. In this ideal, a Hindu wife dedicates her life to her husband. She follows an austere way of life that includes self-denying customary practices such as vratas, fasting and others. These pativrata wives practise married life as a form of sadhana in which they willingly sacrifice their desires to serve their husbands and in-laws. As an ascetic, they give up their own autonomous will and existence to serve the pati-devta (Bevilacqua 2017: 55). In the Hindu nationalist discourse, however, the ideals of femininity simultaneously reflected the potential to undergo a profound metamorphosis, becoming assertive and autonomous, but only when directed exclusively to the nationalist cause of building and defending a Hindu nation. The fluidity of gender identities and sexual norms has repeatedly been accommodated in the Hindu nationalist discourse when women were required to gather masculine strength and behave like militant warriors to defend the community and the nation.6 The increasing concerns about the disempowerment of Hindus in the face of aggressive adversaries, such as Muslims and the British, complicated the idea of passive femininity. Hindu women, traditionally depicted as symbols of purity and expected to have controlled sexual orientations, were allowed restricted agency and opportunity for self-defence and participation in the Hindu nationalist movement. In the Rashtra Sevika Samiti and the Durga Vahini, gender identity and sexual norms were constructed at the intersection of other identities. Their representation of heroic Hindu women characters from history and their portrayal of Bharat Mata opened possibilities for women to assume the role of aggressive activists during times of crisis. However, none of these organizations mentioned the following questions: What kind of crisis could women expect to encounter? Does this crisis only pertain to the public sphere, mainly when religious opponents endanger Hindu women? Does this crisis include the problems of sexual violence and gender inequalities in both the private and public domains, particularly when Hindu women encounter threats from males within their community? Discourses on Hindu nationalism may have empowered women to cultivate ‘masculine’ strength to realize their full potential in parenting, social activism and leadership. However, these discourses have not identified the specific challenges that Hindu women are meant to confront, nor have they identified the actual adversary. The fuzzy cultural space allocated to women to operate in and fight from remained open-ended and adjustable to changing times.

Therefore, women’s prominent presence at the forefront of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement should not be considered a typical representation of women’s activism in Hindu nationalism. It is crucial to understand movements and incidents like these to comprehend the evolving dynamics of gender identity and sexual norms. Yet, it is equally important to understand the underlying mechanisms and frameworks operating during relatively peaceful periods. These mechanisms facilitated women to adopt specific positions as Hindu nationalist ‘activists’ (such as ascetics, street fighters, social workers, public speakers, politicians, volunteers, etc.) and exercise certain forms of agency. The heterodox agency of women may appear ferocious and extremist, apparently spontaneous at times. Still, it must not upset the foundation of familial relationships, nor should it inspire others to do so. Unless the atypical stance of women disrupts the hierarchical structure of the familial relationship, which is considered the sacred foundation of Hindu nationalism, it may be accepted and even encouraged as a unique and extensive aspect of the movement.

The Hindu nationalists often reinforced the idea that Hindu identity is inherently tied to specific gender and sexual norms of heteronormativity, which sustain the traditional family structure and uphold societal stability. By promoting these gender and sexual norms, Hindu nationalists aimed to maintain a sense of cultural purity and resist perceived Western influences on Indian society. It also considered any deviation from these norms a threat to preserving Hindu culture and values. Although Hindu nationalists might have created the stereotype that portrays men as protectors of the community and women as preserving traditional values in the home, the narrative has changed over time. The idea of maintaining cultural purity in society and the establishment of gender norms are likewise intertwined with the perception of an untainted, homogeneous Hindu ‘self’ against a distinct ‘other’. This perception of this ‘other’ often includes religious ‘outsiders’, as well as those who have denied conventional gender roles in a prescribed manner. The perpetuation of gender stereotypes within the context of Hindu nationalism served to strengthen the notion of a strong, untied Hindu identity while classifying those who fail to fulfil social expectations. These individuals who do not conform to social expectations could be counted as creating threats to the integrity of the Hindu community. However, in reality, the many patterns across various Hindu nationalist rhetoric and practices implemented particular reasoning, visuals and diverse configurations to make these ‘others’ play a vital role in reproducing fresh narratives of Hindu nationalism.

Sexuality, celibacy and matri-shakti

Despite being seen as ‘other’ due to their non-conformist stance towards traditional gender identities and sexual norms, the female ascetics were presented with possibilities to negotiate their agency within Hindu nationalism. One such possibility that emerged from a segment of the Hindu nationalist sadhvis is the establishment of a status quo between passive and heroic femininity by portraying the latter as the inevitable outcome of the former. These sadhvis attempted to strike a balance between conventional gender norms and the socio-political ambitions of Hindu nationalist women by presenting the transition from passive to heroic femininity as both natural and desirable. This particular set of sadhvis appeared to represent heroic and assertive femininity through their unconventional, extremist7 styles. Yet, they persuaded their audience with rhetoric and narratives comparable to traditional gender stereotypes. Since they were not in a position to openly challenge Hindu patriarchy or question gender inequalities embedded in it, they targeted the religious ‘others’, especially the Muslim men, as ‘hypermasculine’ and sexually aggressive (tacitly endorsing Hindu men as sexually fragile). The extremist behaviour of a particular group of Hindutva sadhvis could be best explained by their inability to condemn practices that normalize gender oppression within their community. The purported inability of Hindu males to safeguard their women from many forms of dangers, both internal and external, could end up in a sense of helplessness and an urge for extreme measures to maintain authority and dominance within their society. Consequently, the sadhvis directed all of their furies exclusively against the Muslims (as a community) and became so self-obsessed that they overlooked the difficulties faced by Muslim women (Basu 1995: 165). The notion of authority and power of the Hindutva sadhvis was linked to supposed standards of a ‘desexualized’ gender stereotype, evident particularly about attire, behaviours, actions and popular imageries. These included the rejection of a bodily representation of womanhood or stepping out as sexual bodies. However, stepping out of sexual bodies did not necessarily mean the rejection of a gendered mindset but rather a growing obsession with gender norms. Desexualization for the sadhvis did not altogether mean a drastic change in the thought world because the Hindutva sadhvis, whomever I encountered or observed, were quick to voice grievances about Hindu women not getting married, refusing child-rearing duties, not carrying out domestic responsibilities, or getting divorced early. Adopting a desexualized identity, particularly in public, seemed to be a deliberate and strategic choice for the sadhvis. It allowed them to embrace typical masculine characteristics or shift to feminine devotional activities, whichever suited them in a given situation.

This was indeed a unique social phenomenon. The sadhvis never formally questioned the conventional gender roles allotted to ordinary Hindu women but instead only allowed them to participate in limited public activities under proper guidance. The women’s wing of the RSS, or VHP, which endorsed women’s activism in the late 1980s, remained submissive to the parent organizations led by male patriarchs. In reality, these women’s wings had never experienced true ‘power’ or authority inside the Sangh Parivar so far. The particular group of sadhvis, whom I have referred to as extremists, albeit small in number, generally surfaced as members of various right-wing fringe organizations and proclaimed support for Hindu militancy towards the establishment of Hindu Rashtra. With their solid and frequent use of violent rhetoric on subjects like cow vigilantism, love-jihad, family planning, citizenship rights, religious conversion and others, these so-called sadhvis fuelled a trend of Hindutva extremism in recent times. Their extremist stance, however, sparked enough concern inside the BJP that the party officials frequently declined to acknowledge any association with their public statements.

It is interesting to note that the female ascetics, or sadhvis, those who do not conform to the traditional gender norms or subtly challenge the notion that women should be confined to domestic roles and should be the custodians of family values, had never been seen as a threat to the dominant narrative of Hindu nationalism. They might have disrupted the pattern of traditional gender stereotypes, but they have been recognized as an integral part of the movement. She could epitomize motherly virtues such as love, sacrifice, purity, devotion and commitment, as well as the fierce embodiment of a warrior goddess if the need arises. She might be perceived as the epitome of matri-shakti or divine motherhood, living in her austere splendour on a sacred pedestal. Yet, she comes out to defend dharma and fight the evil with violence when necessary (Kovas 376–7). The female ascetics associated with the Sangh Parivar, right-wing fringe groups or any other organizations became a part of the Hindu nationalist movement as activists, propagators (pracharikas) or in both capacities to defend and expand the reach of the movement among the ordinary Hindus.

It is important to note that, in addition to the activist preachers, a group of Hindu traditionalist female ascetics (sanatani sadhvis) frequently collaborated with the Hindu nationalist movement, despite their restricted views on caste and gender. In contrast to the activists and pracharika sadhvis, these sanatani sadhvis did not display any eagerness towards Hindu political unity at the cost of Hindu traditions and traditional social structure. These sadhvis remained dormant in the Hindu nationalism discourse. Still, when there was a political or institutional drive for significant societal shifts, these traditional Hindu female ascetics often merged their conservative approaches with the spirit of Hindu nationalism to make a collective decision. That is why the Hindutva sadhvis frequently met with the sanatani sadhvis on the same political or social platforms and collaborated on issues of mutual concern. Undeniably, Hindu nationalism benefitted greatly by tapping into the female ascetic’s multifaceted capacity to connect with the broader populace; this strategic attribute facilitated the expansion and impact of the movement.8

It is to be mentioned here that the sadhvis who had a radical-extremist inclination may also serve as pracharikas of Hindu nationalism. Here, I am not employing the term ‘pracharikas’ in the same manner as the women’s wing of the RSS designates a specific group of female volunteers. Instead, I am using this term in a broader context where the Hindu nationalist women observe celibacy, provide service (seva) to society and engage in the establishment of a Hindu nation mostly from a porous cultural space that links ideas of Indian national and Hindu culture. They may serve as cultural activists of Hindu nationalism to restore Hindu traditions and values in society, as radical warriors to promote Hindu Rashtra, or sometimes in both capacities. Their proactive efforts to elevate the poor and disadvantaged in the model of selfless service, or seva, and their emphasis on promoting religious festivals, imparting religious teachings and pilgrimages remained essential components of Hindu nationalist endeavours.9 The mass appeal of the sadhvis, despite their heterodox position and various forms within Hindu nationalism, could be partially attributed to their embodiment of a powerful ideal of celibacy and self-control. This idea connects their social and political engagements to renunciation, which resonates with a higher level of purity and discipline, at least in popular perceptions. If one’s sexual orientations are closely connected to social validation and influence, embracing celibacy and exercising self-restraint might potentially empower individuals to collect alternative sources of power and authority. In reality, these sadhvis enjoyed a degree of freedom to use their ‘celibate’ status to establish a kind of social criticism and embrace selected ways to address society and politics. Celibacy was a shield for them to adopt even an extreme stance on sensitive matters, advocate for a political party, or contest elections. In a society plagued with sexual anxieties, celibacy and self-control, they conveyed the impression of being a new standard for ordinary Hindu women seeking psychological stability and personal empowerment.

There is no denying the fact that Brahmanical orthodoxy did not approve of female celibacy and instead preferred sexually active wives for procreating and continuing the patriarchal lineage. In Brahmanical writings, the female ascetics have been commonly referred to as parivrajika. They have voluntarily deserted worldly attachments and travelled from one place to another. Parivrajika comes from the word ‘vraj’, which indicates wandering or roaming. Since these women opted for an alternative, celibate path that did not include having children, they were not accepted by the patriarchal Brahmanical society. They were considered a threat to the gendered dimensions of the social order (Ray 1999: 171–2). Traditional ascetic communities have always commended celibacy (brahmacharya) or the ability to regulate and renounce sexual cravings, with a focus on men. Celibacy gives women the option to abstain from having children and the freedom to navigate unrestricted in the public sphere. The Brahmanical discourse approved none of these options since almost all matters concerning women were centered on their sexuality and fertility. The procreation ability was the principal criterion for women’s accepted social roles. There was a lot of prejudice and social exclusion for women who either could not or did not want children. The representation of women based on their reproductive capacity and sexual orientation also shaped women’s self-perception and their responses to that discourse (Ray 1999: 63).

Historically, female sexuality has been strictly delineated either in biological terms or as a reaction to male sexuality. The discussion around the potency of semen retention, a crucial component of celibacy, mainly revolves around male perspectives. According to J. S. Alter, ‘since semen is regarded as the essential fluid of life … the whole purpose of brahmacharya is to build up a resilient store of semen so that the body in a holistic, psychosomatic sense radiates an aura of vitality and strength’ (Alter 1994: L51). The Manusmriti, one of the principal law books from ancient India that endorsed the Brahmanical conception of patriarchy, the caste system and the heterosexual social framework, portrayed women as possessing a solid sexual desire that needs to be regulated by men to uphold patriarchal norms. Regardless of the expectations placed on them by society and the home, the exciting nature of women was depicted as being driven by unrestrained sexual desire (Nasseera and Kuruvilla 2022). Due to this perception that women, in general, cannot control their sexual desires, are periodically in a state of pollution during menstruation, and, contrary to male ascetics, have no control over the discharge of their bodily fluids, they are deemed to be unsuitable for a spiritual journey (Leslie 1983: 100; Ray 1999: 179). These social stereotypes not only excluded women from joining male-centric ascetic groups but also considered them unfit for the path of renunciation and celibacy (Alter 1994: 53; Gross 1992: 220). Such social preconceptions might have limited women’s access to asceticism. However, there are numerous instances when women voluntarily disregarded these stereotypes and chose to pursue the path of renunciation. Hindu ascetic groups initially expressed reluctance to acknowledge women as members of the community but, once accepted, placed them under restrictions.

The Dharmasastras, like Manusmriti, Yajnavalkyasmriti, Naradasmrti and other texts, may have played a role in shaping societal stereotypes regarding women in ancient society. There are different traditions in Hinduism that hold a distinct viewpoint on the concept of female sexuality. In the Brahmanical tradition, the female body comes with positive connotations of creativity and fertility, in addition to negative ones of lust and deception. Positive aspects of female sexuality are primarily discussed in relation to a chaste and obedient wife who protects patrilineal succession and caste purity by only having sex with designated partners. The negative aspects of female sexuality are explored in connection with other women who may entice men, thereby challenging societal norms (Chakravarty 1993: 581; Lipner 1994: 245; Ray 1999: 78). However, mothers are not classified as belonging to either of these groups because they are perceived as pure and sanctified, with their sexuality under control or directed productively. While the fertile reproductive female body is considered to be the most prominent representation of female sexuality in the Brahmanical tradition, the stereotype of the virgin-prepubertal young girl (kanya-kumari) is visualized as the most revered representation of fertility, purity and divine energy. She is revered because she is considered the ultimate embodiment of matri-shakti or divine motherhood. Matri-shakti, referred to as the cosmic universal power of creation, emanates divine energy from the womb or yoni of the mother. The physical body of an unmarried young girl symbolizes the essence of the energies that determine creation, stability and destruction in nature. She epitomizes the divine power of motherhood, or matrittva in its initial form. The philosophical and spiritual significance of Kumari puja has been described in detail in texts like Tantrasara, Yoginitantra, Kularnavatantra and others (Bharati 1965).

The Rig Veda also recognizes the Divine Mother as the highest force in the cosmos. The worship of the Divine Mother has a unique and paramount place in the Devi Mahatya or Chandi, which is included in the Markandeya Purana.10 Even though the Divine Mother is one, she takes on many forms. As in the case of the Shakta tradition, several references to virgin goddesses are found, especially in the Tantric worship. In the Shakta-Tantric tradition, a commonly observed ritual involves the worship of the kumari as the sacred manifestation of the Divine Mother. It is believed that by demonstrating a profound respect for ordinary women, individuals may receive the blessings of the Divine Mother and achieve spiritual enlightenment. The Kularnabtantra and the Devi Mahatya, two significant Shakta texts, extensively discuss the practice of virgin worship and the importance of mother worship. The virgin goddesses symbolize untouched potential and divine energy, embodying the essence of fertility and divinity. The power of the virgin-mother goddess is most effectively demonstrated through a woman’s physical form, as the female body holds the potential to create and nurture life within it. She personifies the cosmic divine power of the goddess, distinct from that of men, and simultaneously represents the material strength of the female sex. It is important to recall here that, despite the feminine-divine relationship, there is ambiguity about maternity in Hindu religious traditions, as the goddesses seldom appear as biological mothers. Instead, they are often portrayed as nurturing and protective figures, symbolizing the universal concept of motherhood. It makes most Hindu goddesses associated with more considerable divine powers of creativity and fertility. Thus, matri-shakti is a metaphor for more multifaceted feminine power and sexuality rooted in physical, spiritual and psychological totality. This motherhood as a whole represents the prospect of breaking from the patriarchal defamation of the body and female sexuality, with a reinterpretation of female sexuality as an independent-transformative force (Gross 1989: 224–5; McDermott 1996: 305; Tobler 2001: 66–8). The transformative potential and spirit of independence associated with female sexuality illustrate the intricate dynamics of matri-shakti. This dynamic force encompasses the potential to transform the power and energy of a virgin daughter into that of a loving, protective mother, a ferocious warrior, an annihilator or even a spiritual master.

Celibacy, when embraced and expressed mainly by women about virginity and sexual abstinence, can serve as a distinctive method to channel the power of female sexuality towards greater freedom and divine energy. These celibate women can focus on their internal divine energy and access their utmost capabilities by remaining pure and untainted. Women who embrace their inner divine energy and practise celibacy and self-control might become mirror images of mother goddesses as female ascetics. The celibate female ascetics are deemed worthy of absorbing the identical divine energy embodied by the goddesses, and they can strive to traverse the intricacies of society and facilitate transformation. Despite the widely held social stereotypes surrounding female celibacy in the dominant Brahmanical traditions, female ascetics seem to be ideal for personifying the spirit of divine motherhood because they lead their followers down the path of dharma, provide them with love and care (seva), and, when needed, shield them from evil forces. Even though most female ascetics have never been biological mothers, their followers often refer to them as ‘ma’ (mother) or ‘Mataji’. For the female ascetics, the qualities of virginity, chastity and purity remained a lifetime requirement to be considered eligible for the status of saint. Female ascetics could devote themselves entirely to their spiritual activities if they are committed to these attributes, which symbolize the renunciation of worldly desires and attachments. In addition to this, female ascetics are deemed to be devoid of bodily impurity since they have never been through the process of having children or been exposed to the allied taboos on menstruation (Bhattacharya 1975; Nicole 2010). They exhibit a more excellent resistance to physical impurity and sinfulness than other women. The celibate female ascetics, who consciously opt out of marriage and child-rearing, detach themselves from worldly matters and instead focus on living as virgin goddesses. They direct their divine energy towards attaining spiritual enlightenment and selflessly serving society if necessary.11 The majority of female ascetics, particularly those affiliated with any of the traditional ascetic orders, choose to abstain from sexual relations and live without a male companion. However, it is worth noting that certain Vaishnava and Tantric sects permit female ascetics to reside with a male partner. They celebrate sexual union as their sadhana, utilizing it to transmute passion or kam into prem or love. Nevertheless, these ascetics primarily engage in a sort of sahajiya sadhana with folk orientations, lead a marginalized existence and receive little to no acknowledgement from the dominant Hindu ascetic orders. When it comes to female ascetics who are part of any of the Hindu ascetic orders or traditions, their state of virginity and celibacy grants them the ability to live the life of a saint or sadhvi and gives them the ability to transform their sexual energy into a desired direction.

It is essential to highlight a specific point at this juncture. Regardless of any preconceived notions about female ascetics associated with an akhara or religious organization, sadhvis, who were fully dedicated to the cause of Hindu nationalism and acted as agents of political Hindutva, experienced a higher level of autonomy and independence compared to others. Although the majority of the sadhvi-turned-pracharikas of Hindu nationalism adhered rigorously to celibacy, others opted for renunciation after discarding their marriage and children. They opted to transition from marriage to renunciation due to changes in their life circumstances and personal convictions. Following their adoption of sannyasa, one could assume that these women fervently supported the Hindu nationalist cause by exhibiting their ‘women’s power’ as the embodiment of ‘matri-shakti’. Operating within the framework of Hindu nationalism, these sadhvis were not consistently motivated to advocate for gender equality since not all sadhvis hold the same views on the subject. Some sadhvis and activists might stand for gender equality, while others might subscribe to traditional gender roles and values.

Sadhvi Annapurna, the national president of the Akhil Bharat Hindu Mahasabha and Mahamandaleshwar of the Niranjani Akhara, is a prominent figure in the Hindutva movement. She was previously known as Pooja Shakun Pandey and had a family with children. Sadhvi Annapurna’s adjustment from her previous identity to her status as a significant player in the Hindutva movement may indicate her shifts over time and the fluidity of the movement. After living a blissful married life for quite an extended period, Sadhvi Annapurna sacrificed her marital status, children and employment to adopt the saffron attire. Yati Narsinghanand Saraswati, the then-head of the influential Dasna Devi temple in Uttar Pradesh and one of the current Mahamandaleshwars of the Juna Akhara, catalysed Pooja’s transformation towards sannyasa. Under his spiritual guidance, Pooja Pandey, aka Sadhvi Annapurna, found a renewed sense of purpose and dedication to the Hindutva movement. After spending a significant amount of time in marriage, she started living an ascetic lifestyle. However, she did not wholly dissolve her connections with her spouse, even after choosing the path of renunciation. He was often observed accompanying her to numerous public events. In his opinion, ‘Poojaji is a courageous woman who has taken sannyasa from ordinary life to serve the cause of Hindutva’ (Dhingra 2019). The story of Sadhvi Annapurna represents an exciting departure from the conventional portrayal of female ascetics. It emphasizes women’s unique perspectives and positions in the militant discourse of Hindu nationalism. Adopting an austere lifestyle or entering sannyasa here served solely to further the cause of Hindutva, and Pooja, as a bold woman and mother herself, added to her woman power as the ultimate manifestation of mother power in this context. She appeared determined to establish India as a Hindu Rashtra and eliminate Muslims from the country (Matharu 2022).

The making and unmaking of gender

While conducting fieldwork, I had the opportunity to meet the sadhvis, visit their spiritual centres (ashrams) and attend lecture sessions. As previously stated, not all female ascetics working in the public realm had a solid intellectual vision for the implications of a Hindu Rashtra or the development of the latent strength of the Hindu community. They had never shared a sense of solidarity nor developed a clear vision of what a Hindu Rashtra should look like. A closer look at the sanatani sadhvis connected to the akharas reveals that these sadhvis were prevented from taking an independent leading role in the Hindu nationalist movement or public discourse on gender activism, primarily due to the akharas’ ambivalence about female sexuality and gender equality. Instead, they made sporadic appearances at VHP conferences with their male counterparts or engaged in discussions concerning promoting and preserving Sanatan Dharma in collaboration with different right-wing groups. Apart from this, the sadhvis, who belong to established religious institutions styled as maths, sanghas, missions and others, took a covert stance on the issues of Hindu sangathan and the establishment of a Hindu Rashtra in India. Although they might have had some autonomy in forming their own opinions, the official stance of their organizations on significant social and political issues had a considerable influence on them. The sannyasins of the Sarada Math, a prominent female monastic order founded as an autonomous order from the Ramakrishna Math and Mission,12 refrained from ever addressing matters about Hindu nationalism. Instead, they cultivated their exclusive framework for women’s empowerment by engaging in philanthropic endeavours.13

In contrast, the female ascetics associated with the sanatani akharas, who never had a separate organization, were frequently deprived of any form of gendered authority by the male religious leaders. There has never been a consensus on female asceticism due to the intricate connotations of female sexuality within the Hindu monastic traditions. The riddles around female sexuality have led to conflicting interpretations and treatment of female ascetics within the akharas. While female ascetics are sometimes seen as a threat to their male counterparts and society standards, they can also be seen as embodiments of matri-shakti and revered for their spiritual prowess. Because of the widespread belief that impurities and immoralities are inherently linked to female bodies, the perceptions of matri-shakti, which is believed to exist in the virgin-celibate form of female sexuality in the Shakta-Tantric tradition, did not have significant influence within the akhara hierarchy. The outstanding Hindu ascetic orders, which adhered to Shaivism or Vaishnavism, showed restricted enthusiasm in extolling the Tantric perception of matri-shakti among female ascetics. The majority of akharas and religious groups sidelined the sadhvis, restricting their influence in shaping the public discourse on gender and political activism.

Let me briefly touch on the case of female ascetic Jagadguru Trikal Bhavanta (Mataji), a self-proclaimed female Shankaracharya. In 2014, she surmounted several barriers to establish the only all-women akhara, Pari Akhara, yet she continued to face discrimination from the major male-dominated akharas recognized by the Akhara Parishad.

When asked what kinds of restrictions are placed on female saints in the big akharas, Trikal Bhavanta stated:

They never say that you cannot be a woman saint, but their view is that every woman saint should be under them. They never want an independent Akhara of women. The reason behind this is their male-dominated mentality … Their view towards women is parochial …. They have not understood the meaning and existence of women in Indian culture and Hindu religion. Had they understood the meaning, they would have happily accepted women Akharas.

(Mishra and Ahuja 2016)

Regarding the gender discrimination in the akharas, she said:

I don’t believe in any gender discrimination. It is rubbish. I have never believed, and I will never tell others to believe in it. Many times, some statements have been given to the media by other Akharas that how can a woman be a Shankaracharya? … When a woman can give birth to Shankaracharya, why can’t she be a Shankaracharya? Akhara Pramukh and any Shankaracharya is born from the womb of a woman only. This reflects that they have no knowledge of the Vedas, Purana, and Shastras.

(Mishra and Ahuja 2016)

While all the significant akharas are accessible to a particular group of female ascetics associated with a guru parampara, Trikal Bhavanta founded the all-female akhara to accommodate common female ascetics who lack a collective forum to discuss women’s issues. She claimed that because there is no legal structure for recognizing akhara and the Akhara Parishad is not a registered body, the Pari Akhara requires only some facilities, like permission for shahi snan (royal bath) during the Kumbh Mela, rather than any official recognition. ‘If these Akharas say that it is the tradition that only recognized Akharas will be permitted for Shahi Snan, our stand is that this is not the matter of “parampara” but the issue of rights. A man can do something, and a woman can do it. Women can do it better; hence, they should be respected,’ Trikal Bhavanta observed in a media interview (Mishra and Ahuja 2016). Despite her efforts, female ascetics were denied a position on the dais and a separate time slot for the shahi snan at the Nashik Kumbh Mela in 2014. They appeared to be entirely marginalized at the Ujjain Kumbh Mela in 2016. The Akhil Bharatiya Akhada Parishad has vehemently opposed the petition of the all-female akhara, known as the Akhada Pari, seeking recognition alongside other akharas, land allotment for camp setup and the privilege of shahi snan (royal bath) during the Mahakumbh 2021 in Haridwar. President of Akhil Bharatiya Akhada Parishad, Mahant Narendra Giri Maharaj, called Sadhvi Trikal Bhavanta a fake and questioned the validity of the female seer’s claim that she was the pontiff of Shankaracharya. ‘There are only four revered paths (seats) of Shankaracharya in Sanatan Dharma, everyone knows it, and there is no female Shankaracharya seat so far. Just wearing saffron clothes and claiming to be a pontiff of a so-called Akhada does not mean she can claim to be a recognized seer and get facilities for Mahakumbh’, he observed (Rawat 2021).

Trikal Bhavanta’s endeavours to dispel gender stereotypes and encourage gender equality in the patriarchal akhara culture challenged her agency of sainthood and guruhood, which largely depended on the limits of her obedience to patriarchal standards. Her intentions were called into question, and she was labelled ‘fake’ by male religious authorities for violating traditional conventions. In this context, it is fascinating to observe that, similar to other sadhvis, Trikal Bhavanta also conveyed her holiness to Hindu society through maternal energy (matri-shakti) and selfless dedication. By embracing the power of Goddess Durga, she explored the warrior imagery of Durga to attain divine strength, conquer the influence of patriarchy in Hindu monastic orders and empower female ascetics in general. According to Trikal Bhavanta, her name represents the shakti, or power, that the Mother Goddess has bestowed upon her, and she is the living embodiment of that divine power. ‘She has given it to me to make the [established leaders] right. They are crooked. Through Mother’s power, I will set them on the right path. I am the real Shankaracharya’, claimed Trikal Bhavanta in 2018 (DeNapoli 2013b: 13).

A dissenting voice like Trikal Bhavanta has not been the only one to highlight the symbolic significance and broader implications of matri-shakti, or divine power, as a strategic means to challenge the male religious authorities in the akharas. Even the majority of sadhvis, who generally adhere to the guru-parampara and abide by the regulations of the sanatani akharas, also implemented the concept of encapsulating the presence and influence of the Goddess. The self-appointment of Trikal Bhavanta as Shankaracharya, a position traditionally occupied by male Brahmin religious gurus and rooted in a heritage of Vedic culture, might have interfered with the established hierarchy of high-caste male dominance in Hindu monastic tradition. However, it failed to subvert the power dynamics completely since reaffirming the title of Shankaracharya once again conferred further importance and validity to a male designation.

Trikal Bhavanta’s radical claims to legitimize a female religious authority by putting further weight and relevance to a traditional male-oriented title of Shankaracharya might have offered alternative perceptions in the dominant paradigm of asceticism in contemporary times and, to an extent, incorporated fresh visions of female sexuality and gender identity. However, in my opinion, it was not enough to create a sense of discomfort to the normative structure of male religious authority. Sadhvis, such as Trikal Bhavanta and others, might have laid out a feminist style of gender activism within and outside of the Akhara Society. Still, they nevertheless leveraged the sex-specific attributes associated with maternal authority. This unique paradox serves as a reminder that instead of entirely discarding current frameworks, change could often be accomplished by operating inside them. Following the same path of sadhana as their male counterparts, sadhvis not only embraced the exclusive attributes of saintliness associated with matri-shakti but also mobilized it as a means of self-empowerment and a way to justify their existence in the Hindu mainstream.

Given the paradoxical portrayal of matri-shakti, it is ironic that the akharas, who honour female ascetics as ‘mothers’ or ‘sisters’, take offence when these supposed embodiments of the ‘Divine Mother’ engage in activities that recognize female sexuality or demand anything specific based on gender identity. The female ascetics are expected to achieve authenticity by abdicating their femininity without renouncing being female (DeNapoli 2023: 7). This contradictory expectation puts female ascetics in a problematic situation, as they are simultaneously acknowledged for their feminine traits as ‘mothers’ or ‘sisters’, and discouraged from expressing their sexuality. This paradox highlights the conflicting cultural demands that women face in the context of Hindu nationalism as well.

As previously stated, sadhvis, who operate under the umbrella of right-leaning Hindu politics, confirmed their status and authority much more freely than akhara-oriented sadhvis. That is why some of them, in their capacity as pracharikas of Hindu nationalism, did not hesitate to display extreme tendencies. These individuals held leadership roles or membership in right-wing organizations with substantial followings consisting of both disciples and supporters of the organization. Because of their dual nature as radical activists and devoted pracharikas, these sadhvis were flexible enough to adjust their positions when circumstances demanded it.

Sexuality and extremism: Wider connotations

The decade of the 1980s witnessed the significant resurgence of Hindu nationalism in its most effective form – the Hindutva movement. After the ‘emergency’ period ended in 1977, the following decade also witnessed a new phase of the women’s movement across India. It was a time when several women’s organizations addressed issues of sexual oppression, violence against women and general gender inequalities in society. Feminist activism, previously represented primarily by educated middle-class and upper-caste women, shifted in approach with the rise of Dalit feminism in the 1990s. With economic liberalization and the rise of caste-based political parties, issues concerning marginalized and minority women gained prominence within the changing circumstances of feminist politics in India. During the 1980s and 1990s, women’s activism adopted a more comprehensive strategy by engaging with previously overlooked perspectives and highlighting the interrelated nature of oppression against women (Katzenstein 1989; Kumar 2015). Given that the RSS, VHP and other organizations developed their mechanisms to handle the women’s issue within the confines of their ideology, they had little to do with advocating for women’s rights in the traditional sense. Their approach differed from mainstream feminist movements since they were convinced enough to empower women within the confines of Hindu religious and cultural beliefs. In addition to their initial focus on preserving Hindu spiritual and cultural icons, these groups continued to promote the perception of a masculine Hindu Rashtra, together with its geographical and familial imagery. One idealized version of controlled Hindu masculinity, contrasting the demographically expanding, hyper-masculine and seductive Muslim male, was already present within the ideological boundaries of Hindu nationalism (Anand 2007: 264; Hansen 1996: 154). In the present context, mainly when the VHP played a prominent role in restoring Hindu temples and idols and advocated for the resurgence of the perceived ancient greatness of the country, the concept of Hindu masculinity received a fresh lease on life.

The need to recast a militant-warrior image of Hindu masculinity became imperative against the backdrop of the endeavour to build a temple on the site of the Babri Masjid at Ayodhya to restore the birthplace of Lord Ram. The VHP’s militant approach to this endeavour emphasized an assertive version of Hindu masculinity: a warrior in the image and patriotic in spirit. This rhetoric matched perfectly with the RSS’s ideology of training and organizing Hindu men to protect the motherland from the threats and attacks of the so-called ‘outsider’ enemies, namely the Muslim descendants of Mughal ruler Babar in this case. It is important to note that this discourse of Hindu masculinity also responded well to a corresponding idea of femininity. To embody the ideal of masculine Hinduism, the Hindutva project sought to use the productive force of sexually regulating and disciplining the female body, as well as to create new stereotypes to dominate and control the ‘other’ – the Muslim body. Noteworthy here is the fact that colonial perceptions of effeminate Hindu males in the public domain frequently pushed them to appropriate and assert their masculinity in the private space through the stereotyped creation of chaste wives and devoted mothers; these ideas have long informed the cultural praxis of Hindu nationalism. The perceptions of hegemonic-dominant masculinity and the paradigms of controlled femininity were readily available to RSS and Sevika Samiti members from colonial times.

However, the Sevika Samiti preferred to maintain the status quo between women’s domestic roles and leadership positions since it wanted to prepare women physically and intellectually to make them competent enough to firmly establish the values and cultures of the nation after independence. On the one hand, Streesjeevan Vikas Parishad and a Grihini Vidyalaya were established in 1953 for the overall development of women; the Samiti started worshipping the Shakti idol of Devi Astabhuja on the other. The first idol of the Goddess was installed later at the Wardha centre of the Samiti in 1972. Throughout the most challenging times during the 1970s, when an emergency was declared for two years from 1975 to 1977, and a ban was imposed on the RSS, the sevikas of the Samiti displayed greater strength and courage. They stood beside the families of the RSS workers in different parts of the country and helped them regain their confidence under the guidance of Mausiji Laxmibai Kelkar. The Samiti effectively embodied both feminine submission and divine strength, as well as the attributes of motherhood and leadership.14

However, in changed political circumstances in the late 1980s, particularly in the backdrop of the Ram Mandir movement, the idea of materializing the concept of masculine Hinduism in the public sphere initiated the need to reshape the perception of femininity as well. If the primary problem with Hindutva was an intentional lack of concern over the systematic abuse of women in a patriarchal society, then the prevailing notions of upholding women’s modesty and chastity in a consumerist and neoliberal society contributed to societal discomfort. In an environment of increasing commodification of women’s bodies and the objectification of their sexuality, women’s modesty and chastity are now in danger of being exposed to the public. It challenged women to fit in with a predominantly masculine Hindu society.15 The celibate pracharikas and sadhvis presented a distinctive portrayal of femininity, serving as a harmonizing archetype in a changing environment. In a changed political and economic context, when women were required to assert their agency in the public sphere, they could integrate into the masculine Hindu society by emphasizing their virtuous and untainted inner selves by metaphorically discarding external indicators of femininity (Banerjee 2005: 61–2). In the case of ordinary Hindu women, it may include following a specific clothing pattern, making minimum use of beauty products and avoiding behaviours that may be perceived as provocative or attention-seeking. The pracharikas and sadhvis affiliated with the Samiti, VHP, Durga Vahini or any other organization emphasized this paradigm of femininity, particularly when women were exposed in public spaces as they ventured outside their homes for education, employment and other purposes.

With an emphasis on maintaining chastity and modesty, managing female sexuality requires disciplining the body and mind through training and practices. It is important to note that celibacy, which refers to abstaining from sex, does not apply to ordinary married women. However, they should exercise self-control and lead disciplined lives to maintain their purity and modesty. Devotion to one’s husband was considered sadhana in the Hindu nationalist perspective, and women who are loyal and faithful to their husbands are just as virtuous as female ascetics. The stereotyped representation of celibate pracharikas and sadhvis, however, provided an excellent ideal for ordinary Hindu women, showcasing the qualities of strength, eloquence and virtue necessary for dealing with the challenges faced in the public domain. In the Hindu nationalist visions, women can acquire the strength and power of warrior goddesses through regulated and controlled sexuality directed towards constructive goals and supervised by physical and intellectual training. By directing their sexual energy towards productive pursuits, women are recognized as reflecting the divine feminine energy that can bring about positive societal changes. In everyday life, these ordinary Hindu women may act as committed agents of Hindu nationalism. Still, in times of political turmoil, they may adopt the persona of an aggressive warrior to blend in with the masculine Hindu nation.

What does it mean to be a fierce warrior for the female ascetics in Hindu nationalism? Considering the concept of warriorhood is associated with masculine violence, it is essential to inquire whether female ascetics have ever used violence, and if so, what type of violence and towards whom? In a general perspective, they have never resorted to significant physical violence of any kind, at least not in recorded history; instead, they have lived in a state of being the target of violence in both private and public places. Masculine aggression has always been normalized in Indian society, manifesting itself through gestures or social interactions. The construction of a dominant kind of masculinity that is conditioned by societal power structures based on caste, gender and religion may have kept women in a marginal position and only recognized their militant (so-called masculine) features by infusing a sense of divinity in their images. Female ascetics who have enjoyed leadership positions in the so-called domain of masculine Hindu nationalism explored some of their characteristics as examples of manly traits. They used them to take direct entry into the movement. My interactions with some of these sadhvis revealed that, in most cases, they attained such masculine characteristics in the form of resistant behaviour against social inequalities since childhood. That resistant behaviour was mainly the result of their exposure to unjust social conditions and a sense of deprivation. However, it was only after attaining spiritual understanding and being exposed to Hindu nationalism that they were able to channel their rage and fury in ‘desirable’ ways. ‘Don’t you think promoting peace and calm in everyday life is necessary?’ Sadhvi Usha Mata, a member of the Hindu Mahasabha’s cow protection group, responded to my query by asking, ‘How can one remain peaceful when faced with social crises … hum log sant hain, vagore nehi’ (we are ascetics, not escapists).16 However, the experiences of the sadhvis differed. Resorting to a violent approach and promoting a warrior image in public often offered them alternative ways of empowerment connected with political agency. At a time when women’s rights and empowerment became the budding cry of the feminist movements worldwide, securing women’s safety and power through extremist ways became convincing altogether.

However, one of the vital issues remained unaddressed in the existing discourse. The politics of Hindu nationalism, which eulogized historical male characters like Ram or Hanuman as supreme manifestations of masculinity, encouraged Hindus to construct a homogeneous ‘we’ (righteous subjects) against a homogeneous ‘other’ (deceitful subjects). In this process, they often justified the implications of violent masculine gestures to protect the vulnerable section of the homogeneous ‘we’, especially the women. In Hindu nationalist discourses, the legendary figures of Ram, Hauaman or historical figures like Shivaji Maharaj are often invoked to emphasize the idea of defending the weaker segment of the homogeneous ‘we’ (righteous subjects) against the hostile ‘other’ (the evils or the demons) through violent means, as reflected in large-scale warfare. Women characters, who had never been a significant part of these ‘masculine’ war fares, were later incorporated into the so-called masculine domain of Hindu nationalism in two ways: as heroic mothers fighting the enemy to save their children or for a great national cause, or as the embodiment of a divine goddess fighting to protect dharma. In both instances, women were allowed to enter the masculine domain of politics and warfare by regulating their natural sexual expressions to prevent female innocence and purity from being contaminated or damaged. From the late twentieth century, when women appeared in large numbers on the political front of Hindu nationalism and even became involved in violent political turbulence, the fear of their innocence being jeopardized increased. Against the backdrop of the nation’s changing socio-economic conditions, particularly in the 1990s, women’s perceived threats to their innocence intensified – not because they were confronted by ‘enemies’ who were represented as sexually ‘aggressive’, but rather because they were more susceptible to sexual fantasies and desires created by Western cultural influences (Banerjee 2005: 130). However, within the inner circle of the Hindutva movement, female sexuality has always been a paradox because it is vulnerable on the one hand and morally problematic to masculinity on the other. It could create challenges for the masculine understanding of Hindu nationalism espoused by male celibate workers dedicated to the cause of nation-building. The notion of female sexuality, if incorporated into the discourse of Hindu nationalism without proper interpretations and explanations, might present difficulties for male activists. Because of the paradoxical nature of female sexuality, the Hindu Mahasabha remained indecisive and unresponsive to the question of incorporating women into leadership positions (Williams 2023). The RSS, on the other hand, segregated the women’s wing of their organization, and the VHP and the BJP kept their women’s wings dormant for a long time.

Notedly, women activists affiliated with the Sangh Parivar did not get a chance to enter the masculine political sphere of the Hindutva movement unless they brought out an amicable solution to the paradox of female sexuality. The Durga Vahini leaders, among all the women’s organizations, attained much recognition as fierce activists who at least attempted to address the question of female sexuality from a militant standpoint, if not resolve it. My experience with the Durga Vahini activists indicated that, for the first time, a group of young, unmarried women set out to challenge the existing position of women as maintained in Hindu nationalist praxis. Providing unique expressions of female sexuality, however, did not imply a significant critique of the status quo in the VHP-affiliated Durga Vahini offered one unique model of female militant activism, it was the Sadhvi Shakti Parishad, another wing of the VHP, that sought to assemble different shades of women activism, mainly through ascetic women, or sadhvis. One of the significant streams of ascetic activism highlighted extremist approaches to the objective of a Hindu Rashtra. The sadhvis, whom I refer to as ‘extremists’, embody a unique model of ‘freedom’ and ‘authority’, founded in militant masculine gestures and committed exclusively to serving the ‘feminine’ Bharat Mata. These sadhvis adopted masculine attributes and successfully transgressed their gender roles while retaining the importance of female innocence and purity. These qualities empowered them to embrace stereotypical masculine claims to leadership and power while operating from a saintly pedestal. The masculine claims to leadership in the Hindutva movement permitted them to become the so-called ‘defenders’ of the nation and its vulnerable yet righteous subjects since the responsibility of protecting the society and community has historically been entrusted to males and their so-called activities of manliness. The responsibility of protecting the nation and its subjects involves the use of violence, even if in a symbolic way (Chakraborty 2019: 57–8). In the process of defending Hindutva, they frequently developed an ‘asexual’ identity and behaved more like a masculinized woman. They expected to be protected from sexual assault in a chaotic political environment by publicly displaying their ‘asexual’ identity. However, it was up to them to determine how long they would have this new identity and when they would return to their stereotypical avatar. Even if their immediate fight for a Hindutva cause has ended, they may only choose to continue in the public sphere with their saintly identity.

Sadhvi Pragya Singh Thakur, a follower of Avdheshananda Giri from the Juna Akhara, could be identified as an extremist sadhvi and a prominent figure in the Hindutva movement. Sadhvi Pragya gained significant public attention primarily because of her involvement in a terror attack event in 2008, in contrast to the earlier generation of politically engaged female spiritual leaders in the 1990s. Before that episode, she had a relatively unnoticed life, primarily as a Hindutva activist associated with various organizations such as the student branch of the Sangh Parivar – the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad, the hardline Hindu Jagaran Manch and the Durga Vahini. From the start of her public career, she embraced the role of a Hindutva activist. She pioneered a novel kind of female militancy by transcending the conventional boundaries of gender identity defined by the Sangh Parivar. Her identity and reputation took a drastic turn when she was suspected of being one of the perpetrators in the 2008 Malegaon Blast in Maharashtra. She was accused of joining a militant organization named Abhinav Bharat and arrested in the case of the Malegaon blast. The court proceedings against Thakur dragged on for a long time, and the sadhvi denied having any connection to the extremist organizations involved in the attack. Severe claims of assault during questioning in police custody pushed the issue to national attention, and the Shiv Sena17 decided to support her with legal assistance in defending the charges. In 2017, she was given bail for health reasons, and the BJP offered her a ticket for the 2019 general election from the Bhopal constituency (India Today 2008). During the election, the sadhvi, who was accused of being a victim of a conspiracy by the ruling Congress, received widespread support and was quoted as saying, ‘The court has given me a clean chit. All conspiracies of the Congress have failed. The Congress government not only tortured me. It tortured a woman ascetic, and this shows the condition of women under the Congress rule’ (ANI 2019). Sadhvi Pragya won her first election with a large margin and was temporarily given a clean chit in the bomb blast case by the National Investigating Agency. Nevertheless, her offensive and discriminatory statements generated significant issues for the party in the state. Her statements and remarks seriously damaged the credibility of her political party, and the leaders of the BJP often issued warnings about the sadhvi. The Juna Akhara momentarily disavowed the Sadhvi.

Despite having severe reservations about her, the BJP capitalized on the aggressive and saintly image of Sadhvi Pragya, who challenged the Congress leaders in Madhya Pradesh. Accommodating a sadhvi with an extremist militant image within conventional electoral politics legitimized the spirit of extremism, which had hitherto been valorized primarily by the right-wing peripheral groups. Similarly, she was welcomed back into the Juna Akhara after her success in the election and temporarily overcoming the legal concerns. However, her bold and confident persona again took a new approach when she established a new akhara in 2019 called the Bharat Bhakti Akhara, wherein she would serve as its Mahamandaleshwar and leader. She proclaimed her newly established akhara to include all seers and devotees who would collaborate in safeguarding the sanatana dharma, transcending distinctions of caste, creed and religion (Mani 2019). She declined to receive any form of acknowledgment from the Akhara Parishad. This action once again proved her nonconformist character and commitment to creating a more democratic space for spiritual practices. Despite her reluctance to share personal details, what is known from media sources is that she did not experience caste inequality or grave poverty as the majority of the Hindutva sadhvis encountered in childhood; instead, her bold persona and confidence in flouting the barriers set a new standard for the rest of the sadhvi activists of her generation. While taking an oath at the 17th Lok Sabha, she took another unexpected move by adding the name of her spiritual guru, ‘Swami Purna Chetananand Avdheshanand Giri’, to her name. This move garnered criticism because it was assumed that she was attempting to gain extra political points by associating her name with the guru. However, her efforts to blend ascetic values with political endeavours met with criticism from the ascetic community and political leaders. Her so-called ‘masculine’ claims to independent leadership, even within the ascetic community, resulted in a series of dilemmas.

Sadhvi Pragya successfully carried her ‘masculine’ attributes while performing on the political front. Unlike Rithambara and Uma Bharti, she had never been represented as ‘motherly’ or ‘sexy’ in public. She successfully reinforced the long-lost militant image of a Hindu sadhvi in contemporary electoral politics. By demonstrating masculine attributes of aggression and resorting to violence, even if symbolically, when necessary, Sadhvi Pragya appealed to specific sections of the masses, but her party officials remained skeptical of her performances. Her asexual identity, as expressed in her physical behaviour and vocabulary, might have provided her with some advantages in elections. Still, it also drew severe criticism and challenge from the male leaders of the party. Her comments on love jihad, words of praise for the controversial Nathuram Godse and her provocative remarks continued to expose her extremist position.18 Her suggestions to the Hindus, especially the women, like, ‘Keep weapons in your homes, if nothing else, at least knives used to cut vegetables, sharp … I don’t know what situation will arise and when’, had no good influence on the party; instead, her repeated inflammatory statements from a responsible position caused severe embarrassment for the BJP (ANI 2022). Sadhvi Pragya’s hypermilitant position, especially her attempts to transgress existing gender positions prevalent in Hindu nationalism, produced confusion and discord both within the Hindutva circle and the ascetic community on how to handle her situation.

After Narendra Modi came to power in 2014, the BJP exhibited a reluctant approach towards the extremist sadhvis who retained the legacy of militant activism of the Ram Janmabhoomi era. The party seems to have deemed it sensible to distance itself from the controversy surrounding these sadhvis representing different fringe factions within the Sangh Parivar. Notwithstanding this, the BJP readily mobilized on the passion and influence of these militant activists during elections, when the party required an immediate boost to its appeal among supporters and ordinary workers. As in the case of Sadhvi Prachi, a VHP leader in Uttar Pradesh who ran for the 2012 Assembly election on a BJP ticket, the party faced similar challenges in deciding how to respond to Sadhvi Prachi’s extremist views and actions. The party needed support from the fringe groups of the Sangh Parivar, with whom these enthusiastic sadhvis were very popular. Still, it wanted to avoid any negative reaction from the public.

Sadhvi Prachi, a well-educated person with links to different Hindutva outfits ranging from the Sevika Samiti to the Sadhvi Shakti Parishad, earned a negative reputation because of her alleged involvement in the Muzaffarnagar riots in 2013 and her persistent use of provocative statements. Her militant persona drew condemnation from BJP officials in Uttar Pradesh and her parent organization, the VHP. The VHP even denied her any position as an office bearer because she had joined active politics and became a controversial character. The BJP leaders did not hesitate to voice their dissatisfaction with her views on love jihad and her advice for Hindu women to have at least four children (to compete with the demographic growth of the Muslim population). As reported by NDTV, the BJP officials of Uttar Pradesh did not take Sadhvi Prachi’s situation lightly since the prime minister had already cautioned his party to stay away from controversies and instead focus on development concerns (Ketki 2015). My personal experience attending a public event (Matri Shakti Sammanay Sammelan) in Uttar Pradesh on 26 February 2023, where the sadhvi was a guest speaker, revealed that she was well-liked, particularly among young females and local Hindi-speaking women.19 However, she appeared cautious of strangers, as her attendants refused to allow me to interact with her without proper identification and recommendation from a competent authority. She spoke with conviction at the conference and suggested that Hindu mothers become virtuous to raise morally upright children. By emphasizing the importance of nurturing sanskari children, the sadhvi incorporated the spirit of an ethical Hindu Rashtra into the socially accepted ideals of moral parenting.

Undeniably, the BJP strategically mobilized the influence of the sadhvis, mainly among the local Hindu community with a significant number of followers. However, the party never fully endorsed these sadhvis nationally. The challenge was balancing their famous persona and so-called ‘problematic’ behaviours. Notably, most of these sadhvis, whom I refer to as ‘extremists’, operated from the BJP-ruled states of northern India and delivered provocative speeches from a variety of platforms, including sadhvi sammelans, religious programmes, political rallies, public events, television debates and others. ‘Like (Nathuram) Godse, I am ready to be maligned, but I will pick up arms to defend my Hindutva from every demon who is a threat to my religion’, declared Sadhvi Annapurna, a Mahamandaleswar of the Niranjani Akhara and General Secretary of the Hindu Mahasabha, at the Dharam Sansad of Haridwar in 2021 (The Wire 2021). Mahamandaleswar Sadhvi Aastha Ma, Sadhvi Kamal of the Rashtriya Gau Raksha Dal’s women’s wing, Sadhvi Deva Thakur of the Hindu Mahasabha, and Sadhvi Saraswati, the president of the Sanatan Dharma Prachar Seva Samiti, are some of the prominent names who have openly asserted their leadership position in the Hindutva movement using language and imageries that appear masculine and aggressive. Arguably, these individuals did not represent all the approaches and viewpoints inside the ascetic network of the Hindutva movement. Engaging with various ascetic voices and opinions is crucial to understanding the shifting dynamics of masculinity and femininity within the movement (Dasgupta 2023).

The militant persona of the Hindutva sadhvis might have pushed them forward in the public domain with a unique sense of empowerment. However, the ordinary Hindu women inscribed with traditional roles often failed to take the path travelled by these sadhvis because, for the ordinary Hindu women, it became problematic to take on masculine attributes but not to behave like a man. The Indian feminists who advocated for gender equality were often accused of encouraging Hindu women to adopt masculine behaviour and posing a threat to traditional family values. Consequently, the sadhvis frequently reminded ordinary Hindu women of the Western cultural norms advocated by these feminists in the name of gender equality. Curiously, none of these activist sadhvis ever challenged patriarchy or the subjugation endured by women inside their households. While challenging gender stereotypes may have given these Hindutva sadhvis some power in political and religious spheres, it did not bring significant long-term benefits for female activists of Hindu nationalism. This approach did not allow them to confront patriarchy directly but instead forced them to adjust to the structure.




Chapter 5 

SADHVI-SHAKTI IN HINDUTVA POLITICS: ISSUES AND CHALLENGES IN TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

The study of Hindu female ascetics is a relatively recent field in social science. This area of research attempts to explore how Hindu women ascetics, with their unwavering resilience and determination, challenged established gender stereotypes and provided fresh perspectives on the relationship between spirituality, gender and power. Besides, the contributions of these women to the transformations of social and political structures have also gained momentum in this field of study, especially when they are treated as marginal or microscopic communities living at the periphery of society. In most instances, these ascetics reside in isolation from mainstream society, either as wanderers, as part of an established religious organization, or independently in an ashram or spiritual centre. However, in some cases, they engage with society in different capacities, such as gurus, religious preachers, social workers or activists. In these positions, these ascetics reveal a unique sense of empowerment in shaping their lives in line with their beliefs and ideas and making meaningful contributions to society. Consequently, this sense of empowerment must not be equated with their ability to resist or subvert social norms but also with their capacity to live a life of their choice and consider their agency. Female ascetics engaged with socio-political movements, especially those with right-wing leanings, demonstrate how they exercise their desire to connect with ideas that do not necessarily question social norms but rather promote traditional gender roles and values. Thus, defining the agency of these religious women becomes a fascinating subject, especially when we consider their ability to engage with the world on their terms (Avishai 2008; B 2008). These female ascetics’ unique life experiences embraced religion as their ‘own’, allowing them to feel powerful and free to stand against patriarchy if required. Before adopting the path of renunciation, most female ascetics opposed the patriarchal societal norms that discouraged their choice to become renunciates. Furthermore, the sadhvis might oppose the male religious leaders who serve as oppositional figures within a sectarian or monastic group, thereby excluding or marginalizing female ascetics from participating in the decision-making process. Besides, the sadhvis might utilize their emancipated position as critics of patriarchy and its various avenues of oppression. However, resistance within a structured framework did not solely determine the agency of female ascetics.1 Instead, their agency often relied on mastering the submission skills to a guru-parampara and embracing a higher calling in life. Their expertise and skill in spiritual knowledge, known as sastra-gyan, helped them address life’s concerns and solve private and societal problems. This expertise enabled them to influence and reinterpret the standard meanings of traditions to serve their objectives. To understand the implications of sadhvi-shakti in the contemporary era, it is essential to examine their capacity to adjust and introduce new ideas within the boundaries of religious traditions and often within the monastic confines. This skill helped them to remain pertinent and influential in the face of a changing social context.

According to some studies, approximately sixty ascetic sects were active in India during the last decade of the twentieth century, with the Vaishnava Ramanandis and the Shaiva sects of Natha and Dasnamis being the most influential sects, which were primarily concentrated in northern India. In the early twentieth century, women made up over 40 per cent of both general and Dasnami sadhus, but their numbers gradually decreased to 5–10 per cent (Clark 2017: 26–7; Sinha and Saraswati 1978: 51; Tripathi 1978: 156). Matthew James Clark, in his study (2017), referred to William Crook’s reference to the Punjab Report of 1891, which traced the existence of Dasnami-Gosains in various places of northern India, particularly in Uttar Pradesh, with an approximate number of 103,320 sadhus, 55,347 of whom are male and 47,973 are female (Crooke 1896, Vol. 2: 261). Drawing from Hartsuiker’s seminal study on Indian sadhus (1993), Clark supported the idea that, during the Ujjain Kumbh Mela in 1992, the Juna akhara, one of the biggest sub-branches of the Dasnami sect, initiated about 3,000 new sannyasis (Clark 2017: 217; Hartsuiker 1993: 64). According to Clark,

Nearly all initiations into all branches of the Dasnamis, through the sannyasa rite, are performed at the Kumbha Melas at Haridwar, Prayaga (Allahabad) or Ujjain, over a periodic cycle of (almost) twelve years. If, at a rough guess, bearing in mind the relative sizes of the sub-branches of the Dasnamis, perhaps 7,000 or 8,000 men take sannyasa in total on each occasion, then every twelve years, there would be around 20,000 to 25,000 new Dasanami sannyasis.

(Clark 2017: 217–8)

Since most of the statistics and information on the number of sadhus was kept in the safe custody of the maths or the monasteries, it was not easy to get the actual figures, particularly the male-female ratio of ascetics in every single akhara. Though there is enough evidence of female ascetics’ existence in the Shaiva akharas, a few related documents are available on how many could become gurus. Scholars have identified female gurus from the Dasnami, Ramanandi, Nimbark and Vallabha sampradayas (Ojha 1985). However, it was only the Juna Akhara that, for the first time, allowed women ascetics to hold separate camps near their camping area during the Kumbh Mela or Magh Mela.2 Due to the fragmented data collected on female ascetics, providing an exact number of Mahamandaleswars among women ascetics belonging to different akharas is challenging. However, since the 1980s, male sadhus from the akharas have received significant attention in the political sphere, and the increasing popularity of electronic media in the 1990s gradually exposed the sacred and secretive world of sanatani akharas to the public. As a result, information from inside the akharas has become more widely known. The alliance between the sanatani akhara ascetics and the VHP and their involvement in Hindutva politics significantly altered the prevailing worldview of the akharas. As a result, women ascetics, for the first time, gained increased public recognition and visibility. In addition, many activists became influential figures in Indian politics during the Ram Janmabhoomi movement.

Swami Avdheshanand Giri of the Juna Akhara recently conferred the esteemed title of ‘Mahamandaleswar’ to five Dalit women at the 2019 Kumbh Mela, and 221 Dalit women were initiated as sannyasins. During the 2019 Kumbh, Swami Avdheshanand Giri bestowed the title of Mahamandaleswar upon five Kinnars (transgender people).3 This indicates a notable transition towards gender inclusiveness among the formerly male-dominated akharas as more women are now active as Mahamandaleswar in Niranjani, Agni and other orders. In addition to the traditional sanatani akharas, a select few modern religious orders, such as the Ramakrishna Mission, granted women ascetics the autonomy to establish separate but independent organizations. Organizations such as the Brahmakumaris, the Chinmaya Mission, the Sai Baba Ashram and the Mata Amritanandamayi Mission also accommodated women ascetics in their ranks. The Brahmakumaris, in particular, primarily encouraged women to become spiritual leaders within the sect and lead a celibate and austere lifestyle based on spiritual practice and social service. In addition to these prominent organizations, numerous smaller local sects and religious orders permit women to become sannyasins and advance the goals and beliefs of their respective orders. However, due to the lack of a comprehensive study at a micro-level, it is difficult to obtain a complete understanding of these women ascetics scattered across various regions of the country.

It’s becoming increasingly challenging for me to fulfil my main objective of identifying female ascetics linked to different Hindu nationalist groups since there is no dedicated database providing information about the number of female ascetics involved with their cause or their diverse backgrounds. Because most of these women ascetics worked in individual capacities, primarily as part of a Hindu religious order, and never admitted to being members of the VHP or RSS, it became difficult to track them down and make them the focus of my research. Only women ascetics who ran for office on the BJP ticket or openly declared their affiliation with the Sangh Parivar were readily identified as ‘Hindu nationalists’. At the same time, the rest were recognized based on their message, speeches, acts and social behaviours. The female ascetics I have identified as Hindu nationalists have never acknowledged that they have a role in politics, nor have they ever called the Hindutva movement a political one. ‘We will place magical weapons [of Lord Indra] in your hands, which you must use to protect our culture. We sadhus have come to bless you in this war. We have come to awaken self-pride in you’. This was the rationale that Sadhvi Rithambara originally used to defend the stance of the ascetics in the Ayodhya event. However, younger sadhvis like Sadhvi Prachi Arya affirmed, ‘The role of sadhvis is like the role of the mothers. As the mother prepares her children, we have to nurture society.’ Within a complex socio-political environment, the sadhvis employed diverse imagery, narratives and ideas to develop justifications for their active engagement in public affairs. The sadhvis, regardless of their age, experience, sectarian affiliation and conceptual differences, do not see their involvement in public events as engaging in politics. Instead, they endeavour to infuse all their acts, words and visions with a spiritual meaning. During our meetings or at the lecture sessions, most of them expressed their commitment to reviving sanatana dharma and raising awareness of Hindu religion, history and culture. Interestingly, these ascetics always recognized this responsibility as a collective awareness that required collective action to become a reality. These ascetics were well aware that there would be no reliable voice to bring the Hindus together as the shared descendants of an ancient land, customs and spiritual values unless the sadhus and sadhvis came down from their hallowed pedestals and led common people towards the path of dharma. The construction of ‘we’ as a distinct category of ascetic individuals could lead to a sense of separation from common (householder) Hindus. Yet in their attempts to revive and restore Sanatan Dharma, the ascetics were to serve as guides, leaders and fellow activists of the common Hindus. If one aspect of this story involved bringing all Hindus together despite caste, class and sectarian differences, a large part of the process was shaped more like an ideological and cultural battle against a group of perceived enemies, such as fundamental Muslims, Christian proselytizers, so-called ‘anti-Hindu’ (secular) parties, part of the English language media and a segment of elite urban intellectuals who support Western culture in the name of modernism. Thus, the quest for creating an integrated and self-conscious Hindu society, founded on the principles of dharma, involved the risk of being vulnerable to political mobilization from outside. The extent to which the sadhvis avoided presenting Hindutva as an ‘us versus them’ conflict depended upon their capacity and freedom to exercise agency in a plural society.

The sadhvis I encountered in ashrams or seva kendras were mainly from the post-Rithambara or Uma Bharti generation and worked with the VHP and other organizations. For instance, Sadhavi Mukta Mata, or Sadhvi Divya Mata of the Juna Akhara, listened to Rithambara’s feisty teachings and met her on many occasions. They showed profound affection for that lady but identified themselves differently from the generation of sadhvis Rithambara or Uma Bharti represented.4 These sadhvis occasionally attended VHP meetings and exchanged ideas on various socio-political subjects. Still, when asked what Hindutva meant to them, they firmly claimed that it was a means to foster a feeling of spiritual insight and self-identity among Hindus. As previously stated, there are a significant number of sadhvis outside of the mainstream Hindutva network, providing community services but also espousing ideals and aspirations that may appear to be quite comparable, if not identical, to Hindu nationalism. For example, the female ascetics associated with Divya Jyoti Jagrati Sansthan are outspoken and actively participate in news channel discussions and regular spiritual meetings.5 The katha-orators affiliated with the Sansthan can be recognized as openly supporting Hindu nationalist beliefs and tacitly supporting the leaders of the Hindutva movement. This clarifies how even seemingly apolitical sadhvis were able to contribute to the advancement of Hindu nationalist principles through their public participation. Sadhvi Pragnya Bharti, attached with the Divya Jyoti Jagrati Sansthan, expressed that ‘Hindutva is more than simply obtaining Hindu Rashtra; it is also about establishing Sanatan Dharma. Making Ram Mandir a reality through Hindutva allows Hindus to retain their dharma and Sanskriti’. Sadhvi Shreya Bharti of the Sansthan could also be heard discussing issues related to the movement on various news channels.6

It appears that most of the highly active sadhvis mainly remained indifferent to the question of whether it is possible to articulate their conscious choices as ‘women’ and ‘ascetics’ in a context that could run narratives of violence to claim India as the land of the Hindus. How could female ascetics and ordinary Hindu women fit into the cultural, historical and religious sphere of the Hindutva movement, which historically prioritizes masculine-heroic actions over feminine-passive ones, as demonstrated by Lord Ram’s portrayal to be Maryada-Purushottam (the man who is supreme in honour)? (DeSilva 2016: 121). This particular issue shaped a few critical questions: whether Hindutva, with all its promises to revive and restore Sanatan Dharma, has led these women to internalize patriarchal norms. Whether Hindutva, within its open-ended ideological space with many possibilities, reduced these female ascetics to a context characterized by masculinity, the rhetoric of violent protest and traditions anchored in doctrinal orthodoxy.

There were times when sadhvi activists participated in violently manifested and communally charged demonstrations and delivered speeches that incited Hindus, especially Hindu males, to take up weapons. Yet, the sadhvis often appeared to be operating from a subordinate position, missing command and authority over the dominant masculine space of Hindutva. Violence, in the form of aggressive speeches and actions, could serve the interests of patriarchy by forcing women to conform to male standards and readjust their gender identity while still retaining their gendered responsibilities. The presentation of women as the militant goddess Durga, or the portrayal of sadhvis as ‘celibate warriors’ (Banerjee 2005), ultimately preserved the patriarchal power patterns that reinforced the belief that women can genuinely attain strength by strictly conforming to male standards. The sadhvis’ way of strengthening one identity over the other, or, more precisely, juxtaposing masculine traits onto the feminine, when required, did not simply indicate an expression of a ‘delusional consciousness’, but rather a strategic approach of survival and resistance in patriarchal-masculine structure. Considering the intricate facets and techniques of the sadhvis’ activism, I prefer to perceive these sadhvis as a marginal but influential community with a symbolic capacity to shape the terms of its consciousness.

Sadhvi Nivedita Bharti, a vibrant young sadhvi whom I managed to talk to during the Akhil Bharatiya Sadhvi Sangosthi of the VHP in Haridwar in 2016, informed me, ‘Hindu dharma me jo shakti hain, wo kisi me nehi, yeh dharma hi hain jo hame age badne ki shakti deti hain ….sab kuch chod iss dharma ke liye hi to aye hain …’ (The power of Hindu dharma is unparalleled. This is our dharma, and it is what drives us forward in life. We have given up everything so that we may follow dharma.) Sadhvi Nivedita had many followers and devotees and earned recognition as a bhajan performer. She acknowledged that embracing the life of an ascetic allowed her to roam the streets and public spaces without putting a pallu or usual veil on her head. It permitted her to live a somewhat independent life, something she had never experienced before becoming an ascetic. Like her peers in the ascetic society, she chose not to reveal her familial origin or caste association, just mentioning a lesser-known town in Haryana as her place of birth. However, she was filled with joy to recount the tale of her encounter with her guru at a village festival and, eventually, the account of leaving her home and undergoing sannyasa diksha after a long time of spiritual training. Living under harsh patriarchal limitations and conforming to customary practices became less important to her as she went on an ascetic journey. She joyfully expressed that the eternal essence of Sanatan Dharma empowered her and reshaped her identity as a dharma-parcharaika, someone unaffected by temporary belief systems or social norms. Acquiring spiritual knowledge from the vast array of ideas, meanings and discourses of Sanatan Dharma endowed these ascetics with the ability to pursue dharma creatively. It also facilitated them to compete with their male counterparts in sastra-bakhyan, spiritual debates and attaining the status of a spiritual master or guru. The female ascetic’s roles as katha-vachaks, public speakers, gurus, educators and religious leaders afforded them the authority and freedom to choose whether or not to speak out on specific issues. They preferred to avoid open discussions on caste, Brahminism, untouchability and violence against women in Hindu households or presented their explanations from a dharmic perspective.

It was puzzling to me that someone like Sadhvi Nivedita, who developed her persona primarily as a renouncer and spiritual practitioner, attended VHP gatherings and eventually endorsed stereotypical themes about ‘Hindus in danger’. As previously stated, the VHP’s promises to organize Hindu society and protect Hindu dharma may have drawn these sadhvis to the core of Hindutva politics. Still, they mainly remained indifferent to the possible consequences and implications of endorsing an ideology that could be manipulated into a radical one if not presented practically. I would not say that these sadhvis, in general, were not mindful of the implications of Hindutva in a democratic-secular setting; nonetheless, what convinced them the most was the productive implications of Hindu nationalism for preserving Hindu culture and values. They also recognized the immediate assurances that the VHP offered, such as recovering temple sites, reclaiming sacred places of worship, and uniting Hindus worldwide.

Identity, consciousness and activism: The Sadhvi Shakti Parishad

Although initially Hindutva appeared to some female ascetics as a way to adopt Sanatan Dharma, it ultimately provided them with a new means of shaping their identities by fostering a sense of belonging to a broader community. Despite their free-spirited and individualistic dispositions, the female ascetics ultimately transformed their identity by mediating relationships with strategic power dynamics inside the Hindu nationalist movement. By absorbing the radical spirit of a right-wing political movement, female ascetics resisted established norms and established a new identity as ‘activist sadhvis’ as an alternative category. In embracing this new identity, they successfully nurtured their relationships with Hindu monastic authorities, the broader community and amongst themselves. The idea of sadhvi-shakti thus raises the question of how they were able to exercise their agency while being affiliated with a right-wing ideological group, effectively combining their traditional roles as ascetics with their newly assumed activist positions. My fascination with these sadhvis drives me to focus on one specific organization, the Sadhvi Shakti Parishad (SSP hereafter). It provides a platform for these women to come together, exchange their experiences and extend mutual support to each other in their journeys. Established in 1998 under the aegis of the VHP, this organization offered female ascetics the opportunity to jointly recognize themselves and reinforce their willingness to perform the responsibilities of both an ascetic and an activist. As noted by its official website, the SSP was established as a wing of the VHP to bring ‘all the women saints, i.e., the travellers of spiritual paths, on one platform for the spiritual well-being and material welfare of the society’ (www.vhp.org). The primary objective of the SSP was to encourage social cohesion, egalitarianism, harmony and collective advancement throughout society. From the outset, the SSP was anticipated to harmonize the temporal and spiritual pursuits of the society, with the sadhvis supposed to satisfy each of these objectives equally.

The SPP started as a cultural outlet for the VHP but later evolved into a social organization focused on addressing the issues and concerns of female ascetics in particular and the overall well-being of society in general. The SPP offered female ascetics from varied backgrounds a platform to cultivate their ideas and actions within a supportive community. It encouraged them to re-explore the meanings of choice and freedom while being part of an ideological camp. The ideology of Hindutva might have served as a driving force behind most of the SSP’s activities; however, with the passage of time and the involvement of a large number of female ascetics from various schools of thought, the SPP gradually transformed into a common meeting ground for discussing social issues and concerns that appeared to be damaging to the society’s healthy growth.

The formation of the SSP coincided with a critical phase in Indian politics. Before its formal formation in 1998, the VHP organized three sadhvi conferences in 1995. VHP’s women’s department, known as ‘Matri Shakti’, organized thousands of meetings nationwide and established organizational units at the provincial and district levels. Women actively participated in campaigns against pornography, dowry and cow slaughter. Sadhvi Ritambhara was appointed All-India Coordinator of Durga Vahini during the 1994 conference. It was overseen by Sadhvi Kamlesh Bharti ji, Usha Rani Singhal, Mrs Manorama Tai and Ms Nirmala ji. The event was highly successful. During the Mother’s Conference in Prayag in 1996, prominent figures like Omkar ji Bhave, Ashok ji Singhal and Acharya Giriraj Kishore ji took on leadership roles, and the ideas of the Sadhvi Shakti Parishad were embraced. Sadhvi Santoshi Mata ji participated in Haridwar’s 1997 Matri Shakti Sammelan. She bestowed her blessings, and the SSP embarked on its journey.7 Much before the Matri Shakti and the SSP started their journeys, sadhvis and celibate women preachers had already expanded their network in the Hindu nationalist circle through community and social events, religious events and social service programmes, sometimes under the guidance of the Sevika Samiti, sometimes under the patronage of a guru-based organization, akhara or other. The radical female ascetic figures of the Sangh Parivar emerged politically during the Ram Janmabhoomi campaign in Ayodhya. During the height of the movement, the calls for violence made by these sadhvis had a substantial impact on both the public and households, and their words were circulated widely through various media channels. As the movement spread throughout northern India, women who had previously been emphasized as helpless victims in the Hindu nationalist movement led by men began to take on new identities and enter the so-called masculinized political sphere of activism. The sadhvis, serving as symbolic representatives of the shifting nature of right-wing politics, not only encouraged men to assert their ‘Hinduness’ by aggressively reinforcing their manliness but also brought the rhetoric of violent activism closer to the everyday Hindu women who stayed at home and listened to their speeches on audio cassettes (Kiswar 1993). Following the breakdown of the Ayodhya, the VHP relied on female ascetics’ influence as a cohesive force, distinct from the male ascetics who had already attained stature and prominence within Hindu nationalist circles. It’s important to recognize that many male ascetics who participated in the Dharma Sansad conferences of the VHP from the mid-1980s were affiliated with the RSS and actively promoted its ideology. Prabodhanand Giri, the leader of organizations like the Sanatan Dharm Mahasangh and the Hindu Raksha Sena, and Yatindranand Giri, a revered monk of the Juna Akhara, were previously engaged as RSS pracharaks before they chose to live as sadhus.8 The Dharmacharya Sampark Vibhag of the VHP established and maintained regular communication with the sants-mahants during its initial operation phase, primarily through regular meetings of the Margadarshak Mandal and sessions of the Dharma Sansad. A targeted campaign was initiated in the 1990s to establish contact with Yuwa Sants (young ascetics) as part of the Sant Sampark initiative. The older generation of sants, who have always supported the VHP, are now passing away and moving on to a new phase of life. Therefore, it is particularly fitting for a fresh cohort of sants, especially young sants, to join the Parishad and familiarize themselves with the objectives, strategies and goals of the VHP. A series of Yuwa Sant Chintan Vargas was initiated to establish contact with as many Yuwa Sants as possible. Multiple Yuwa Sant Chintan Vargas have been conducted since 1996.

The Chitrakoot Yuva Saint Chintan Varga of 1997 was organized from 1 to 5 January 1997 in Chitrakoot. Anant Shrivibhushit Jagadguru Ramanandacharya Pujya Swami Rambhadracharya Maharaj of Tulasi Peeth supported it. The event brought together important Sants and Mahants. It aimed to gather knowledge from discussions with previous Sants and Lord Shriram’s achievements, aiming to make the earth demon-free. According to the VHP, four daily sessions were organized for Jnan-Vardhan, Chintan, Charcha and Udbodhans, each from 1 to 5 January 1997. Guidance was provided by respected individuals such as Pujya Swami Rambhadracharya, Mahant Ramjidas, Mahant Ramdas, Mahant Ramashrayadas and VHP office-bearers, including Shri Ashok Singhal, Sadanand Kakade, Brahmadeo Upadhyaya, Mohan Joshi, Balkrishna Naik, Omkar Bhave, Bhaiyyaji Kasture, Ramphal Singh, Jaibhansingh Pawayya, Jivheshwar Mishra and Acharya Giriraj Kishor. A total of 116 Yuwa Sants participated in this Varga, with 61 representing Uttar Pradesh and 35 from Madhya Pradesh.9 The Yuwa Sants who took part in the 1997 Ambala Yuva Saint Chintan Varga were inspired to serve Hindu Dharma, Hindu Sanskriti and Hindu Rashtra, in addition to serving Gow-Mata and Ganga Mata, with indomitable vitality. Their testimonies materialized in the shape of numerous resolute determinations. Some members of the Yuwa Sant made a lifelong commitment to any project that the Parishad designated. They also conveyed their sincere intention to safeguard Dharmic Sanskar Kendras such as Mutt-Mandirs. They pledged to diligently execute the initiatives of Dharma Jagaran and social sanskaras in their respective regions.10

However, the female ascetics’ journey did not receive the same systematic boost from the VHP as the male ascetics. A Yuwa Sadhwi Chintan Varga was conducted in Swami Narayan Ashram, Hari Dham, Sokhada (Vadodara), on 24–28 October 1998, under the supervision of the SSP; nevertheless, the organization had yet to determine a well-defined course of action. Similar aims and objectives were set for the yuwa sadhvis as their male counterparts; however, a particular emphasis was laid on their ability to firmly persuade Hindu women of the delusion of the Westernized kinds of women’s liberation movements and instead promote the values and principles laid out by their ascetic ancestors in the ancient past. The yuwa sadhvis were expected to appear as the true guardians of Sanatan Dharma, serving as the repository of ancient wisdom and sacred traditions.11 Nevertheless, the main problem faced by the SSP in its formative days was to identify and recognize the sadhvis spread throughout several ashrams or mutts, as well as provider a common platform for the ‘ashram-vision’ sadhvis, or wandering female ascetics. Given the marginal status of the female ascetics, who are often overlooked, the SSP found it quite challenging to create a structured network for them. To map the sadhvis into a homogeneous structure of Hindutva, it was essential for the SSP to build a cohesive network of these individuals regardless of their sectarian characteristics and spiritual perspectives. Female ascetics belonging to a monastic community have been an easy target for the SSP because of their greater access to the public domain than independent wandering ascetics.

During the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, it was evident that sadhvis like Rithambara and Uma Bharti were associated with one or more organizations of the Sangh Parivar. Their entry into the movement was channelled through a line of systematic activist actions endorsed by the ideology of Hindutva. In addition to these famous faces and their female ascetic associates from the akhara backgrounds, other sadhvis sympathized with the socio-religious agendas of the VHP. However, they chose not to support or get involved in any violent political movement, opting to remain anonymous and divided. These sadhvis focused more on spiritual practices and community service than direct political involvement. Despite this, their shared concern for preserving Hindu traditions and values in a post-globalization society that they felt was losing its cultural identity was what united them with the more extensive Hindutva network. Hindu female ascetics, in general, might have shared a concern for upholding the Sanatan Dharma in the face of perceived religious threats from the ‘others’ (Muslims/Christians). They were, however, more concerned with the emerging trend of a standardized construction of Indian womanhood and a consciously defined sexuality, which they believed was manufactured and regulated by Western norms and values.

Since its inception, the SSP has continued to emphasize a perceived erosion of traditional Indian values and scrutinized the rise of a Westernized, homogenized urban middle-class cultural ideology. This posed a threat to conventional ideals of womanhood as significant economic and cultural changes brought the patriarchal constructs of gender into question. The SSP addressed concerns regarding the vulnerability of women in public spaces, as more women stepped out of their homes for work and education in response to changing socio-economic circumstances. In addition to their concern for ordinary women, the SSP aimed to address the issues and aspirations of female ascetics who lived with a fractured identity, divided by their respective guru paramparas and belief systems. ‘The purpose of this Parishad is to unite all the sadhvis of the country on a single platform’, stated Sadhvi Kamlesh Bharti, the general secretary of the SSP, as outlined in the official objectives of the SSP, which include promoting ‘cordial coordination among various Panth-Sampradayas for the unity and integrity of Bharat Varsh’.12 Mahamandaleswar Santoshi Mataji, along with support from the VHP, implemented targeted initiatives to broaden the SSP network. At a young age, Swami Nrisingh Giriji Maharaj of the Shri Niranjani Akhara ordained Santoshi Mataji. She acquired a profound understanding of Indian philosophy and Dharmasastras. In the early 1980s, she founded the Shakti Upasana Trust in Kankhal, and in 1986, the Nrianjani Akhara honoured her with the title of Mahamandaleshwar. She was the first woman to hold the esteemed position of the first female Mahamandaleswar in the Niranjani Akhara. She claims to have initiated the custom, after which other akharas also began bestowing women with the same title. The establishment of the SSP resulted from her commitment to empowering the female ascetic community, who are often ignored and marginalized.13 Sadhvi Kamlesh Bharti, a respected sadhvi and experienced leader of the VHP, made significant contributions to the formation of the SSP to fulfil her commitment and responsibilities towards Hindutva. Sadhvi Kamlesh Bhatri, a well-educated lady, embraced sannyasa in 1978 and engaged in her spiritual practice till 1988. Subsequently, she became involved in the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, driven by a spiritual call to serve Lord Ram. Very little is known to the public about her austere lifestyle since she preferred to keep a low profile compared to the other sadhvis of her time. She played a crucial role in spreading the message of Hindutva through social service programmes. Her women empowerment initiatives, particularly the establishment of the Matra Anchal Kendra at Haridwar, a centre dedicated to empowering impoverished, orphaned, or abandoned young girls, garnered significant public attention and acclaim.

Early leaders of the VHP, such as Ashoke Singhal and Giriraj Kishore, played a vital role in endorsing women’s empowerment initiatives that aimed to protect the traditional Hindu way of life and culture. They motivated the sadhvis to launch positive initiatives to educate women and children on moral principles and foster a sense of patriotism among them. In contrast to highly active organizations like the Durga Vahini and the Mahila Morcha, the VHP prioritized the importance of ‘sadhvi shakti’ in rejuvenating the sphere of religion and culture as a platform for restoring Hindu ideals. The Matri Shakti and the SSP offered women intellectual and religious education and guidance. The presence of these separate women’s organizations within the traditional male-dominated sphere of Hindu nationalism not only strengthened the sense of liberation and advocacy among a significant portion of middle-class women but also mobilized lower-caste and particularly tribal women in the states of Jharkhand, Bihar and Chhattisgarh through diverse social welfare initiatives and projects. To what extent has the narrative of violence and militancy been prevalent in the discourses of the SSP? Regarding the issue of women empowerment in general, the SSP successfully balanced the diverse roles of women as nurturing yet heroic mothers, virtuous and dedicated wives and courageous warriors. The portrayal of women as courageous warriors is a fascinating depiction that might connect empowerment with militant activity and violence, particularly for women from martial groups who have historically been denied agency. Sadhvis serving as chaste and committed warriors and role models for ordinary Hindu women may have presented the community with an intriguing example of dedicated individuals who could resort to political activism and militancy to protect dharma and sanskriti when necessary. Similarly, the power of motherhood has been celebrated numerous times to emphasize that women picking up arms or fighting as warriors in the masculinized landscape of Hindu nationalism are just another expression of their inherent motherly qualities of protecting and looking after their family, community and nation. ‘If needed we will make bricks out of our bones, and our blood will be the mortar to build temples’, stated Sadhvi Uma Bharti during the Ayodhya movement and declared in an indomitable spirit, ‘We could not teach them with words, now let us teach them with kicks … tie up your religiosity and kindness and throw it in the Jamuna’ (Handcock 1999: 237; Hansen 1999: 180). The language and rhetoric used by one of the early representatives of Hindu nationalist sadhvis demonstrated that sex and gender are distinct, with women capable of taking on masculine roles and vice versa. However, women talking like militant warriors or behaving like ‘men’ within the Hindutva movement could have opened new possibilities. The portal of sadhvis as virtuous and celibate warriors with motherly attributes resonated well with the depiction of ‘great’, ‘courageous’ and ‘knowledgeable’ women characters like Jijabai, Rani Laxmibai, Rani Durgavati and others who led chaste and virtuous lives like an ascetic because of their devotion to familial duties and their commitment to living a pious life for a greater purpose. However, these portrayals of women did not challenge the masculine-warrior ascetic image of the RSS volunteers since women continued to serve as secondary characters in the Hindutva movement, irrespective of their status and positions. Hindu nationalist leaders and organizations never wavered from their core masculine spirit of building a Hindu nation based on masculine principles. The connotations of sadhvi shakti or matri shakti only strengthened the movement in support of the dominant male narrative of Hindutva. Within the confines of the masculine space of a nation, alternative representations of women could only be accommodated; they were not permitted to become dominant or powerful. Sikata Banerjee addressed this masculinity as a construction of Hindutva, where the male warriors were recognized as natural, cultural configurations that could not be replaced or transformed (Banerjee 2005: 6–7).

Nevertheless, it is essential to note that the expressions of freedom and the ability to make choices in the intricate world of these female ascetics should not be solely attributed to their restricted accommodation in the male-dominated realm of Hindutva. As previously mentioned in this discussion, the performance and activism of these female ascetics must not be appraised in terms of what is considered women’s rights and agency in a liberal feminist context. During conversations, my ascetic informants emphasized that they dedicated their lives to developing their ethical commitments to Hindu society. They believed that their spiritual sadhana had granted them the moral agency and authority to guide society in line with the principles of Sanatan Dharma. It had nothing to do with Westernized ideas of freedom, right or equality. Instead, their presence could be explained by the sacred responsibilities entrusted to them by dharmic principles and Hindu religious traditions, aiming to restore women to a position of reverence and power. Sadhvi Indu Puri, whom I met at the Prayag Magh Mela in 2014, said, ‘The purity of Hindu society has been questioned as Christian norms influence women. It has resulted in a lack of control over female sexuality and a decline of morality within society. We (sadhvis) are here to direct them towards the path of dharma to prevent further moral deterioration in Hindu society’.14 ‘We have to sit together and deliberate on our role in tackling problems’, declared Sadhvi Prachi Arya in Kumbh Mela in 2001.15 The sense of shared reasonability of what the sadhvis frequently referred to could be understood uniquely. First, it could be viewed as the special capacity (agency) of the sadhvis against those of the regular women who seemed to be vulnerable at the hands of Western influences and ‘non-Hindu’ cultures. Second, it was more like a self-defined responsibility focused on restoring Hindu women to a position of great reverence, which they claimed women had previously earned through their behaviour and status in bygone eras. It portrayed them not as street activists marching in demonstrations, conducting dharnas or making demands through women’s organizations. The sadhvis intended to behave as cultural messiahs of Hindu nationalism in this context.

It was perplexing to discover that, despite having no direct connection to the RSS or its gender ideology, the sadhvis espoused similar logic and assumptions that women demanding ‘rights’ were a Western import and part of a more extensive network of left-wing feminists in India. ‘Women in the form of Prakriti (nature) are the foundation of society … As time passed, men created institutions that destroyed this image of women …. they have limited her greatness … after independence, when educated women resisted, they joined a so-called westernized women’s liberation movement that killed the Indian family.’16 Unless women (Hindus) embody cultural authenticity and fulfil their role as the bearers of a nation’s destiny, claiming a mere ‘Western style of rights’ will not benefit them. The sadhvis belonging to an akhara or any religious organization differed from the celibate pracharikas of the Sevika Samiti or the activities of the Durga Vahini. Yet, their impact and influence in the Sangh Parivar groups were solid and consistent, particularly within the women’s wings. Despite that, how could a segment of these sadhvis, as free-spirited individuals who have already challenged societal expectations and opposed the authority of male renouncers, express such unwavering confidence and conviction in the conventional gender ideologies of the Sangh Parivar?

The Ram Janmabhoomi movement undeniably provided women with an unparalleled opportunity to transcend the traditional feminine roles mandated in Hindu nationalism, enabling them to embrace greater empowerment and freedom. However, it did not dismantle the meta-structure of gender ideologies that was dominant in Sangh Parivar groups. During Guru Golwalkar’s time, passive femininity, such as inspiring mothers and self-sacrificing wives, reflected the gendered nature of Hindu nationalism in contrast to assertive masculinity. Golwalkar advised his followers to embrace traditional gender roles and reject Western modernity, which he saw as a reflection of effeminacy and unmanliness. During the 1990s, with women increasingly engaging in public and political arenas, there was a noticeable shift in the perception of traditional gender roles towards a more proactive stance. However, the conflict between traditional gender roles and changing gender dynamics remains particularly significant, especially with a new generation of self-assured women from urban middle-class and lower-middle-class backgrounds joining the movement as volunteers or activists. This new generation of women, who profoundly benefitted from the economic and educational opportunities that emerged from globalization in the 1990s, substantially expanded the women’s wings of the Sangh Parivar through constructive social activities. However, these women confronted the social and cultural consequences of globalization, encountering new obstacles and criminal threats in modern urban spaces (Gangopadhyay 2010). The absence of a strong social security system and the consequent increase in crimes against women, which could be ascribed to the growing trend of women working outside the home, once again emphasized the importance of focusing on gender violence and creating a safe and supportive environment for women. The increasing rate of rape cases, kidnapping, abduction, dowry deaths, insult to women’s modesty, indecent representation of women in various social platforms, women trafficking and others raised social concerns, as well as the need for self-reflection on how society views women.17 Since its beginning, the SSP has maintained a consistent narrative for identifying the root cause of women’s problems. Irrespective of their religious affiliations, the sadhvis acknowledged that the primary cause of the increasing number of crimes against women is society’s exposure to a materialistic Western culture and foreign ideas that have harmed traditional family structures and moral values among individuals. When asked about the sexual exploitation and continued oppression of women in society, the sadhvis mostly gave sceptical answers, blaming it solely on the influence of Western materialism. Such an influence, they believed, jeopardized the chastity and bodily purity of Hindu women by objectifying them as sexual fantasies and commodities in the beauty market. The earlier notion of Hindu women (middle class-upper caste) as ‘docile bodies’ (as described by Michel Foucault) that could be controlled, utilized and disciplined for the success of nationalism has now lost its previous cultural significance as they have been pulled down from her moral pedestal.18

Almost all major SSP conferences regularly focused on these problems in greater detail. During the 2001 Kumbh Mela meeting, Sadhvi Ritambhara and other sadhvis emphasized the necessity of awakening women’s strength to make future generations sanskari. They emphasized how crucial it is to improve the conditions of India’s widows and women, who suffer abuse at the hands of their families. Most of them expressed concern about the West’s influence on women in India. Other speakers discussed dowry, abortion, women’s freedom, beauty contests, AIDS and more.19 The SSP meeting, held in Haridwar as part of the VHP conference in 2022 and presided over by Mahamandaleswar Swami Maitreyi Giri, was widely covered by the media. The attendees thoroughly reviewed women’s empowerment, family enlightenment, conversion, education, sanskar and environmental conservation. Milind Parande, the International General Secretary of VHP, stated that Dharmacharya is crucial in guiding and directing the saint society. Parande summoned the spiritual personalities in the gathering to rouse the matri-shakti. He voiced his concerns over the safety and dignity of women in positions of power. He shared his opinions on controversial issues, including religious conversion and love jihad, which are currently prevalent in the country.20 During the conference, female ascetics were determined to lead a nationwide public awareness campaign called the ‘jan-jagran campaign’ to educate society about the difficulties. According to the reports, Mahamandaleswar Swami Divya Chetana, Dr. Pragya Bharti, Hemanand Giri, Sadhvi Kamlesh Bharti, Sadhvi Prachi, Sadhvi Nirmala, Sadhvi Radha Raman and others attended this conference.21 The next SSP conference at Haridwar in 2023 addressed similar issues and concerns. VHP’s patron Dinesh Chandra, General Secretary Milind Parande, Mahamandaleswar Swami Sadhvi Maitreya Giri Maharaj, Sadhvi Vibhanand Giri Maharaj, Sadhvi Divyachetna Majaaj, Sadhvi Gargi Chaitnya, Sadhvi Pragnya Bharti, Sadhvi Ganganath and others discussed the importance of preserving Hindu culture and values. Milind Parande asked the women saints to maintain close contact with people in their work locations. ‘There is a need to link Hindus to their religion and beliefs. In Hindus, there is a need to foster a spirit of fearlessness rather than migration. Women saints are crucial in imparting courage and values in Hindu families and society today.’ Sadhvi Pragya Bharti committed VHP activist and the disciple of Mahant Nritya Gopal Das, the head of the Ram Janmabhoomi Nyas, emerged highly critical of issues like a religious conversion, love jihad, gay marriage and live-in relationships. ‘The saint community should oppose the attack on religion because Hindu society today is like an innocent creature devoid of values. The saint devotes his life to protecting the nation, religion, and society. To educate females, mothers must first learn about their culture and values. Saints should transmit faith in religion to society through intimate connections.’22

It is worth noting that most of the issues raised by the sadhvis concerned the deterioration of family values and the disintegration of the family structure. The threats from beauty contests or Valentine’s Day celebrations no longer remained important; instead, the shrinking notion of family from joint structures to nuclear structures and finally to autonomous units constituted by live-in relationships gathered much attention from the sadhvis. In their view, the steady growth of live-in relationships in the metropolitan cities not only compromised the concept of family support to women in cases of domestic violence but also contributed to the breakdown of traditional values that have long been upheld in society. Mainly during 1990, the rise of a marriage market driven by print and electronic media and marriage bureaus in cities changed marriage into a considerably more commercial, materialistic and less emotional event. Furthermore, following the introduction of multinational beauty brands, women’s desire to conform to a standardized ideal of beauty (primarily Western) significantly impacted marriage culture. Furthermore, as the market became more open to a new consumer culture, luxury products gained popularity, and various new items became available for dowry in middle-class families. This shift in societal attitudes has resulted in the commodification of marriage, imposing considerable pressure on a particular section of women and families. Those who did not meet the beauty standards of a fair complexion or slim figure, as well as the expectations of a lavish marriage culture, experienced discrimination in the marriage market, particularly among the marginalized poor.

The SSP did not fail to adopt a critical approach towards women for their declining social status. They not only broke families and kinship relations but also demanded dowry and preferred male children only. SSP’s publication, ‘The Power of Motherhood’ incorporated articles on ‘Contemporary Women’s Problems and Their Solutions’ (Sharma, 2000), ‘Protection of Women’s Rights’ (Bajaj 2000) and ‘The Oppression of Women and Some Ways to Resist’ (Khanna 2000), addressed the causes and possible solutions to women’s problems in society. Desexualizing the image of women in the public domain, that is, keeping a certain amount of decency in clothing, not flaunting feminine beauty and behaving modestly in front of strangers’ men became a recurrent theme of discussion in the SSP discourse. Putting a check and control on women’s sexuality put the highest emphasis on the image of female celibacy as the highest ideal to be appraised and aspired to ordinary Hindu women. Consequently, to attack that highest form of innocence and purity in a venerable public domain, women need to become strong and fight for the protection of their dignity, if required. A strong, chaste woman could easily tackle the masculinist fear of women moving freely in the streets, doing jobs in offices, competing in elections or even gaining political power. The persona of the sadhvis here presented the model to be followed, as they move independently, speak confidently, take activist positions and even take part in violent struggles, yet sustain the spirit of chastity, modesty and motherly attributes.

Dimensions of sadhvi-shakti in a class society

Sadhvi Vandana Bharti Giri, speaking on the discrimination of poor, marginalized women in India’s globalization-driven consumer culture, criticized the portrayal of women in modern advertisements, which silently isolated the image of labouring poor residing in small towns or villages and highlighted the image of economically resourceful, modern, educated women living in cities (Gangopadhyay 2010). During a religious event in May 2021 at Akhand Param Dham Ashram in Haridwar, I had a brief encounter with Sadhvi Bandana Bharti. This encounter helped me comprehend the depth of mind of an educated sadhvi who herself came from a prosperous family but chose sannyasa after being inspired and guided by Paramanand Maharaj ji. She informed me that whenever she performs bhajan or Ram katha in small towns or villages in northern India, the so-called rural, illiterate women attend in large numbers. They may appear rustic, loud or unpolished. Still, they are the ones, she believes, who continue to uphold traditional values, and this is because these hard-working women cannot afford to have leisure time to watch television, surf the internet or go to the cinema. Sadhviji did not specify which approach she would prefer when addressing middle-class, educated urban women to adhere to traditional values and family norms. Still, she looked confident in training women as ‘Hindu’ regardless of caste or social background. She contends that the absence of guiding principles and values that everyone should uphold daily is why society has fallen from its former grandeur and standards. She repeatedly referred to the lines from Devi Bhagwat, ‘आचारहीनं न पुनन्ति वेदा यद्यप्यधीता: सह षड्भिरंगै/ छन्दांस्येनं मृत्युकाले त्यजन्ति नीडं शकुंता इव जातपक्षा (‘Even Vedas cannot sanctify a characterless person, the Vedas leave a man without morals at the time of death like birds to their nests when feathers grow’). As an enthusiastic supporter of the Hindutva movement, she wanted sadhvis to teach women the values of Sita or Jijabai and foster a shared Hindu identity among all castes and classes. ‘How do you believe illiterate, rural women, particularly those from lower castes and classes, would understand the implications and connotations of a common “Hindu identity” given that they already consider themselves as “Hindu” and practice traditional Hindu values, as you previously stated?’ In response to my question, Sadhvi Vandana initially refused to discuss ‘caste’. Still, she acknowledged its prevalence in rural and small-town cultures in northern India, where she has worked for many years. ‘There is nothing ahead of Lord Ram or dharma … it is the moral character, behavior, and deeds that define a person, not his caste’, she replied succinctly. According to her, only Ram bhakti has the power to transform a person’s caste identity, elevate their moral character and assist them in realizing that Hindutva, or Hinduness, is the ultimate expression of their performing dharma for the welfare of the society and the nation.23

Sadhvi Vandana Bharti and many others regularly conducted Ram katha sessions in micro-spaces of the nation, specifically at ashram premises, temples and occasionally at public pandals. These sessions facilitated the transformation of the abstract concept of Ram bhakti into a re-sanctified national space in a more personalized manner. The physical aspect of this sacred national space was strengthened through community involvement, such as participating in events like Ram katha or Ramlila, which promoted a sense of connection and devotion among the followers. This tradition united the nation’s fragmented selves and reinforced the emotional bond between individuals and their collective cultural legacy. It also pursued the objective of building a Ram temple in Ayodhya or reclaiming mosques in Mathura, Kashi and other regions. Major organizations like the Sevika Samiti, Durga Vahini and Matri Shakti focused on empowering middle-class women in cities and towns. In contrast, sadhvis like Vandana Bharti concentrated in remote rural areas and small towns, holding katha sessions at local temples and ashrams. The spirit of decentralization in their approaches facilitated a more inclusive development of Ram bhakti at the public level. The religious gatherings that took place regularly also offered unique opportunities for inter-caste communication, whether through participation in community dining events or leading religious processions around the local area. While holding spiritual sessions, the sadhvis often discussed the negative impacts of foreign culture in the country. However, their target was not specifically Western culture but a general critique of outside influences on traditional Indian values and practices. The issue of religious conversion, especially love jihad, was also discussed during these sessions, as the metaphor of Ram battling the wicked Ravana was frequently utilized to underline the significance of fighting the perpetrator enemy who appears to be a threat to the Ram rajya or dharma-rajya in future India.

In early 2018, I attended several Ram katha and Bhagavat katha sessions in various parts of western Uttar Pradesh, including Meerut City, Garhmukteswar, Nagla Rawa, Pipli Kheda and Hapur. My encounter with Manyata Devi (name altered on purpose), a retired school teacher and lifelong celibate in Garhmukteswar, remained memorable.24 After voluntary retirement from school, she became a full-time VHP worker and was recognized as a bhajan singer at local katha sessions. Wearing a white sari with a veil, no makeup or accessories, rudraksha around her neck and tilak on her forehead made her look like a sadhvi. I questioned her casually, ‘Are you a Ram or Shiv bhakt?’ To my surprise, she wittily stated, ‘I am a desh bhakt only.’ Making my little knowledge of Ram-Katha even more perplexing, she presented herself as a ‘follower’ (rather than a devotee) of Maryada Purshottam Ram, the human with remarkable conduct and virtues mentioned in Valmiki’s Ramayana. She seemed uninterested in discussing Ram, who is represented as God’s avatar in the Ramcharit Manas. She preferred not to educate me on the subtle distinctions between a ‘follower’ and a ‘devotee’ of Lord Ram but instead directed me to read VHP literature first.

As previously said, Hindu nationalism remained open to new ideas and trends, becoming more adaptive with each generation. In my judgement, sadhvis and celibate women preachers functioning in the so-called Hindu nation’s micro-spaces helped recruit support for the movement by articulating the desires and interests of a varied audience. The sadhvis did not explicitly present a political message or call for votes for a particular political party. However, their deliberations had the potential to serve as a resource for Hindutva groups working in the Hindi belt states, where Ram katha and Ramlila events are trendy. The presentation of Ram Katha and Ramlila sometimes combines Hindi, Urdu or other closely related dialects in the peripheral areas of the ‘Hindi belt’, a region that spans from Rajasthan to Bihar in the west-east direction and from Himachal Pradesh to Madhya Pradesh in the north-south direction. Ram katha is essential to the preservation and transmission of Hindu cultural heritage. The recital of these stories transmits cultural traditions, values and beliefs linked with Rama from generation to generation (Lothspeich 2020: 3–33). When addressing the local audience, the sadhvis frequently portrayed Lord Rama as a revered God and the mighty king of Ayodhya, personifying righteousness and courage in the face of demons or evil forces. The evil here is primarily recognized as an external adversary, Ravana, who kidnapped Sita Mata, the symbol of innocence, purity and virtue – the ultimate epitome of Hindu womanhood. Right-wing leaders have frequently employed the life stories of Ram and Sita in political campaigns and rallies, especially in Hindu-majority areas, to appeal to Hindu sensibilities. Drawing connections between Ram’s traits in the Manas and Ramayana, these leaders framed politics as a combination of religion, strength and righteousness. Most of their serious followers and listeners are from the typical audience who regularly attend spiritual sessions like Ram katha and others. The so-called Rambhakts appear here in dual roles as both voters and devotees. On the one hand, they have been convinced of the importance of defeating the external evil forces that threaten their faith and culture while also being advised to win over the internal evils – the carnal desire to serve their deity, Lord Ram. In both contexts, they must embody the true spirit of Ram bhakti to create the ultimate Ramrajya. It would be incorrect to claim that all those who vote for the BJP and support Hindutva groups are solely driven by religious influence or are devout followers of Lord Ram. Other significant factors influence their political decisions. However, in recent years, it is crucial to acknowledge the widespread popularity of the slogan ‘Jai Shri Ram’ (Victory to Ram) in spiritual and political gatherings. This demonstrates how Lord Ram once again gathered momentum to support Hindu nationalism in India. It became a matter of surprise for many when, in a letter to divisional commissioners and district magistrates, UP Chief Secretary Durga Shankar Mishra said a campaign should be launched across the state to connect various communities with the ideals of Lord Ram mentioned in the Valmiki Ramayana. According to him, regular recitation of Ramayana and Ramcharit Manas, Sundarkand, Ram katha and Ram pravachan should be organized in temples after lighting lamps (Hindustan Times 2023). So far, the activities were organized by the sadhus and the sadhvis, now turned out to be a state affair, and the ruling BJP Party in Uttar Pradesh expected to rip many benefits from such a state-wide drive to bring marginalized castes and classes in the purview of the Ramrajya as early as possible.

The Hindi belt states, which primarily emerged as the main stronghold of the Hindutva movement, garnered significant support from the urban and semi-urban lower middle classes. Politics in this region has essentially become a testing ground for various themes such as ‘Ramrajya’ (ideal governance), cow worship, glorification of Hanuman (a Hindu deity), temple rituals like ‘puja’ (worship), organization of large-scale ‘mahayagnas’ (religious fire rituals), Navratri (nine-night) celebrations and political leaders seeking blessings from religious gurus and ‘babas’ (spiritual leaders) in these states (Banerjee 1991: 101). The process of how the local Hindus developed a cohesive cultural identity or connected themselves with the Hindu nationalist political movement remains complex. The BJP’s ability to gain the support of upper-caste Hindus in the 1991 election may have significantly contributed to its electoral triumph. However, it did not immediately bring the party significant support from Scheduled Caste and backward caste groups or spontaneously implant the ideology of Hindutva (Brass 1993: ch 5). In Uttar Pradesh, a crucial playground for Hindutva ideology, the declining credibility of so-called secular parties and their gradual disempowerment of society led to the emergence of influential groups and organizations representing conservative values and Hindu majoritarian perceptions (Banerjee 1991: 100–1). From the mid-1990s, varied collaborations of the marginalized classes in the Hindi belt allowed the BJP to increase its influence after the fragmentation of caste-based parties like the BSP or SP (Wirsing and Mukherjee 1995: 188). However, the BJP encountered challenges in gaining support from each local electoral unit in this region, regardless of caste, sect, language and ethnicity. The BJP, to gain support from a fractured ‘Hindu majority’ in North India, had to rely heavily on other Sangh Parivar groups, particularly the RSS and the VHP, which utilized various networks and mechanisms to mobilize different regional and social constituencies (Wirsing and Mukherjee 1995: 190–1). The BJP-RSS’s urbanized middle-class base was considerably supported by a collaborative network established by the VHP, primarily representing lower middle class and working classes in rural and semi-urban areas. The sadhus and sadhvis, who had been closely collaborating with the VHP, played a crucial role in dealing with this significant section of the population, particularly in recognizing their silent contributions to advancing a Hindu nation. The sadhus and sadhvis offered this segment of the population a chance to come together and enhance their communal ties through religious expressions. Public religious festivals like Ram Navami, Navratri, Diwali, rath-yatras, pilgrimage yatras and other events allowed VHP to reflect on its great political objectives of promoting Hindu culture and values. The VHP also engaged in socio-cultural activities aiming at delivering value-based, affordable education to the lower middle and impoverished segments of society, with the assistance of sadhvis affiliated with various seva-based trusts or organizations. It has been observed that to improve their standard of living, the VHP, together with its women’s wing and the SSP, frequently organizes social welfare schemes such as healthcare camps, janajati kalyan projects for the indigenous communities and vocational training workshops for economically disadvantaged youth.

After conducting a general survey of sadhvis attached to a religious establishment or ashram in a few selected areas of northern Indian states, it has come to light that most of them engage in self-help activities that attract sizable rural followings. Notably, although not all the female ascetics under consideration had open connections with the VHP, most of them harboured a certain degree of affection for the ideology and symbols of Hindu nationalism endorsed by the VHP and other groups over the years. During my visits to several katha sessions, religious gatherings and ashrams across the northern Indian states, particularly in Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand and Madhya Pradesh, I had the opportunity to meet with a few sadhvis from diverse sectarian orders. The sadhvis, who are not affiliated with any of the sanatani akharas or involved in any significant social service initiatives, refused to give an interview or discuss their life journey. However, when I sought their blessings and mentioned that I had travelled from a distant location to listen to them, they shared some of their perspectives on the current issues within the Hindu religion and society.

When queried about their overall political perspectives, most participants expressed their strong inclination to expedite the completion of the Ram temple in Ayodhya. The participants in my study did not explicitly mention any specific political party. However, they endorsed individuals they believed would prioritize Hindu interests and beliefs. I came across the first lot of sadhvis in Ujjain, Madhya Pradesh, in October 2019. I had the opportunity to engage in a brief personal conversation with Sadhvi Akhileswari Giri, Sadhvi Prabha Giri, and Shraddha Ma while exploring the Sewadham Ashram, Sandipani Ashram and Gyandas Ashram in Ujjain.25 Sadhvis from different schools of thought visited these ashrams in preparation for an upcoming summit of saints. It took several attempts before I was able to speak with them. They were not widely publicized or prominent in the media. They lived honourable lives, cultivated a close-knit network of followers in different areas, ran small ashrams and confidently proclaimed their knowledge of spiritual subjects. They were situated in the sacred cities of Ujjain, Khandwa and Amarkantak in Madhya Pradesh and engaged in professional katha sessions throughout the year. When questioned about their opinion on the SSP, they all admitted having limited knowledge about the organization. Upon informing the sadhvis about the objectives of the SSP, which operates under the auspices of the VHP, they expressed their complete endorsement of the SSP’s endeavours to unite all female ascetics on a common platform. Additionally, they acknowledged that due to financial limitations they occasionally travelled to faraway places like Haridwar or Varanasi and communicated with their fellow ascetics. Shraddha Ma, the group’s oldest member, recounted her meeting with Sadhvi Rithambara in Indore and expressed her profound respect for Sadhvi Rithambara’s endeavours in promoting the construction of the Ram Mandir in Ayodhya.26 Nevertheless, when questioned about the extreme RSS-VHP sadhvi activists who have gained prominence in the media, they vehemently denounced the notion of expressing hateful comments in the media, participating in elections and often appearing on public platforms alongside political figures. Remarkably, these ladies, who had received little education and had never been exposed to the outside world, exhibited a profound desire for recognition and visibility in the eyes of the public. They had personal difficulties dealing with some of the male religious authorities daily. However, they seemed to be free from any sexual prejudices, unlike the sadhvis associated with the Sangh Parivar groups. These women had some reservations in responding to my inquiries regarding their personal experiences while living the life of a sadhvi. Interestingly, they all maintained radiant skin, polished hair, groomed eyebrows and wore ironed outfits. On the other hand, the sadhvis I encountered as VHP activists or the women serving as Sevika Samiti pracharikas seemed to be more uninformed and indifferent about looks.

I conversed with Sadhvi Nirvana Bahen and Sadhvi Chintanpriya Didi, two young sadhvis, during my second visit to a Satsang programme at the Dharma Vikas Sanstha at Ujjain in December 2019.27 Compared to the first lot of sadhvis, these two ladies appeared more confident in talking about the obstacles and concerns faced by women in ashrams dominated by men. They were dressed in saffron, but when I asked which religious order they belonged to, they informed me that they had not formally received initiation by any sanatani guru. They were devotees of Lord Shiva from the same village and had been friends since childhood. In their early years, they acquired religious lessons from a local temple in their town supervised by a mahatma, whom they considered their spiritual mentor. After so much hardship, when they finally decided to leave home and lead a spiritual journey, they thought it convenient to dress themselves in saffron. They felt this colour could shield them from evil eyes and help them achieve their spiritual goals. For almost three years, they lived independently as self-styled ascetics. By the grace of God, they finally received spiritual guidance from a sadhu associated with the Niranjani Akhara at the Simhast Kumbh in Ujjain. They are confident they will formally join the akhara as sannyasins since they consider themselves already well-versed in spiritual scriptures and adept at imparting dharma Shikha to the public. They took me on as a journalist and requested that I write about how numerous such women – whom they believed to be unworthy – have frequently received the status of Mahamandaleswar from various akharas. This was the first time that I heard sadhvis speaking against other sadhvis and accusing the male religious leaders of misusing power and authority. Sadhvis associated with the cause of Hindutva, in whatever capacity, never came across as squawking on matters inherent to their organizations; instead, they conveyed a deep sense of solidarity and dedication to the hierarchy, at least in public. When it comes to the topic of gender discrimination in the akharas or against women ascetics in general, they, however, gave me the impression that they are thoroughly unaware of it. They knew the reasons best.

None of these sadhvis responded categorically to my queries but offered informal, random opinions on many subjects. Nirvana and Chintanpriya appeared to have a better understanding of politics compared to the first group of sadhvis I encountered. They lauded the Narendra Modi administration for its initiatives in preserving Sanatan Dharma and sanskriti. ‘Should India become a Hindu Rashtra?’ Again, they did not respond to this question and may not have understood what living in a Hindu Rashtra meant. Chintanpriya stated, ‘Sanatan hi sab kuch hain … Bharat sanatan ka bhumi thi aur rahegi … yeh Hindu Rashtra ka mabtab kiya hota hain ?’ (Sanatan encompasses all … India has always been a nation rooted in the principles of Sanatan Dharma and will likely retain that status in the future. However, what does it imply by Hindu Rashtra?) Obviously, I did not have any answer.

Sadhvi-shakti in contemporary time

In my observation, these sadhvis, who were not associated with any of the Hindutva organizations and who did not publicly express their political opinions, remained silent but effective cultural agents in the background of Hindu nationalism. They played a crucial role in developing and preserving Hindu cultural values, traditions and practices at the public level. They helped to constitute a domain of social and religious life where political opinion could be formed if mobilized and directed towards a common objective. This socio-religious space hardly allows citizens to engage with public issues critically. Still, it can create an influential public culture based on the shared beliefs and values of the majority community. Considering that India has democratically welcomed Hindu nationalism and voted in favour of an all-powerful state, there are enough chances that the ruling party could exert its control over this majority-driven public culture and limit the extent to which critical discussions or debates would take place. However, exploring the multifaceted nature of Hindu nationalism and its connection with the practice and philosophy of Sanatan Dharma had never ceased in the public sphere. Interestingly, the Hindutva activist sadhvis, especially the radical ones, always invited debates and discussions on topics such as the Ram Temple, love jihad, cow slaughter and Hindu Rashtra. On the other hand, the sadhvis, who primarily lead their lives as katha vachikas and public preachers, preferred to avoid addressing these issues, even in private. From my perspective, they functioned as the ‘submissive’ agents of Hindu nationalism in local spaces. Yet, they remained mostly disconnected from the prominent Hindutva sadhvis associated with the SSP and other networks. The sadhvis I met in Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh repeatedly talked about promoting and preserving Sanatan Dharma. Still, unlike the Hindutva sadhvis, they did not mention the reasons for promoting the ‘eternal’ spirit of Sanatan Dharma and who or what was challenging its authority. They joyfully welcomed the steps the central government took about constructing the Ram Temple in Ayodhya. Still, they failed to address the specific question of why this temple is important.

One key distinction that sets SSP activists apart from other sadhvis is their focus on training women in their cultural obligations relating to the challenges faced by Hindus for a long time. The SSP-affiliated sadhvis often used spiritual platforms to raise awareness among Hindus about imminent threats, particularly those relating to religious conversion and love jihad. The sadhvi activists in this context did not merely act as religious preachers imparting lectures from a divine platform. Instead, they embodied the role of traditional Hindu mothers who would bring together the family (and society) in the face of external dangers and provide essential education to their children to uphold righteous values.28 The SSP elevated the status of the sadhvis by presenting them as sevikas of the nation rather than regular workers. This legitimized female activism and portrayed the sadhvis as solid and determined ‘mothers’ who engage in public activities only to serve a more significant cause. The activities and ideologies of the SSP mainly focused on the challenges women encounter outside of their homes, particularly when they confront threats from so-called religious ‘others’. However, they mostly neglected to address the specific difficulties women confront inside the house, including physical and psychological violence. Perhaps this is because any critique of the Hindu family structure might potentially disrupt the fundamental Hindu nationalist narrative that portrays a Hindu household as the source of strength, harmony and righteousness. The celibate pracharikas of the Sevika Samiti or the ordinary Hindu nationalist women cadres, who work closely with the Sangh Parivar’s women’s wings, sometimes confront hurdles and difficulties in balancing public duties with domestic roles. Many of them quit the Sevika Samiti after getting married. At the same time, senior members of the Samiti continued with their organizational work only after being granted permission by their husband’s families and fulfilling all of their familial obligations. The sadhvis barely addressed the challenges experienced by women in the Hindutva circle, instead blaming everything on the effect of Western modernism on Indian families. As previously stated, Western modernism remained a constant theme in their discussions, particularly regarding the alleged replacement of collective family values with freedom of choice and individual requirements. Besides, the shifting perceptions of marriage and relationships in Hindu culture drew the interest of the sadhvi activists, who considered romantic love and free mixing between unmarried couples as an imminent threat to traditional family values. That is why the sadhvis serving as Hindu nationalist activists always referred to such issues as generally not suitable to be discussed by a renouncer. Sadhvi Rithambara’s suggestion to ‘assist society while standing aloof from human matters’ (Menon 2010: 88) may have been unhelpful for those women ascetics who constructed their narratives on matters related to personal choices and aspirations. Their continuous emphasis on Hindu women’s vulnerability and the expected threat of the ‘outside’ influences calls into question not just the autonomy of human affairs and the agential capacities of a consensual woman but also facilitates their intrusion into personal, familial spaces. To limit the outside influence on their children, particularly young females, Hindu parents are taught how to monitor their homes and keep unmarried girls safe from the trap of love jihad. Anxiety about women’s bodily purity, as well as a desire to maintain community honour, frequently drove these sadhvis to engage in human affairs and operate as agents of a hegemonic ideological regime, as well as to be vocal supporters of politically driven campaigns like ghar-wapsi and others.

The Hindu nationalist framework incorporates the concept of sadhvi-shakti as part of an intricate network of ideas rooted in the historical narrative of Hindu oppression during Mughal and British rule. It also emphasizes the subsequent efforts to rectify this injustice and establish a culturally unified Hindu Rashtra in future India. Holding gender concerns to the construction of the Hindu Rashtra is an integral part of the sadhvi-shakti ideology, as it aims to reconceptualize Hindu women’s position and status as custodians of the nation’s cultural values. They were also entrusted with the responsibility of protecting the nation from external threats. Although there may be minor methodological differences among Hindu nationalist organizations around the country, the conceptual strength of sadhvi-shakti has served as a unifying and universal force inside the movement.




Chapter 6 

MEDIA, MARKET AND TECHNOLOGY: THE SHIFTING TRAJECTORY OF THE SANATANI SADHVIS IN CONTEMPORARY INDIA

In the early decades of the twenty-first century, India witnessed a notable increase in spiritual endeavours supported by a new generation of entrepreneurial spiritual leaders (new-age gurus) and organizations.1 Amidst a range of political changes, these new spiritual endeavours appeared to be crucial in making a section of the population worthy enough to acquire self-management skills and overcome the challenges of modern life by relying solely on their inner resources. This approach purported to prepare the practitioner to attain inner tranquillity despite the turmoil and disorder of social and political existence by balancing life’s material and spiritual components. These self-styled spiritual gurus attracted a large following, mainly from the urban middle class. They offered guidance on the art of holistic well-being and the cultivation of mindfulness through various innovative platforms. They aimed to provide a fresh perspective on Hindu spirituality through self-reflection in a rapidly changing world. This particular trend might reflect the religious culture that has evolved due to globalization, economic liberalization and the commercialization of spiritual activity (Gooptu 2016: 936–7). The flowering of this new spiritual trend in India, influenced by global capitalism, sought to bring together individuals’ psychological and physical well-being with economic activities. This was accomplished through ‘transnational expansion of capitalism, increased use of technology and trade, which permitted spiritual practices to be conducted over more considerable geographical distances’ (McKean 1996: 1). It might put the personal pleasure and well-being of the practitioners above ceremonial practices, religious beliefs or mobilizing religious groups. The spiritual pursuits of these contemporary gurus revealed an obvious manifestation of secular understanding, as they assertively advocated for harmonious coexistence among diverse religious communities worldwide and delivered their message of personal well-being to individuals regardless of their religious affiliations. However, they barely differed in their agreement on the imperative to reproduce age-old wisdom, preserve national heritage and rejuvenate a nation estranged from its spiritual traditions. Two prominent contemporary spiritual leaders, Baba Ramdev and Sri Sri Ravi Shankar,2 have achieved widespread recognition and popularity over the last two decades. They promoted a new spiritual culture rooted in the Hindu religion but refrained from directly patronizing ceremonial Hinduism for self-empowerment. Instead, these spiritual leaders might be considered as promoting a kind of soft Hindutva, one that includes highlighting the perceived superiority of Hindu and Indian identity and incorporating Hindu spiritual ideas into every aspect of life (Gooptu 2016: 937). Interestingly, when it comes to the question of an organized Hindutva movement, not all of these new-age spiritual leaders made identical contributions to its development. While some first cultivated a spirit of Hindu revivalism to defend Hindu identity and values in the face of globalization, they eventually grew closer to politics mainly because of their political ambitions and activism. Baba Ramdev and Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, for instance, combined their profound affection for their country with promoting ayurveda, yoga and other indigenous initiatives. They aligned themselves with the popular sentiment of the Hindutva movement and continued to express admiration and support for the BJP, particularly following the ascent of Narendra Modi in 2014. With a vast global following, these tech-savvy spiritual leaders played a crucial role in forming a discreet Hindu voting bloc of affluent and middle-class Indians. They influenced the electoral process by mobilizing their followers to support the BJP.

Interestingly, most of these enthusiastic spiritual leaders did not reveal their affiliations with any specific Hindu monastic order or assert their connection to an established lineage of guru-parampara. Instead, these self-styled gurus, who had earned popularity primarily as yoga teachers or motivational spiritual speakers, asserted their legitimacy by claiming to be heavenly beings who attained self-realization through their efforts and self-discipline. Reflecting on the legacy of the economic and cultural transformations the nation had witnessed with the integration of media, markets and technology in the 1990s, these gurus made the best use of the feelings, aspirations and ideas that were present in the milieu of Hindu nationalism (Upadhyay 2024). The televised Ramayana, which accompanied the democratization of the broadcasting sector in the 1990s, stimulated the imaginations of Hindutva and led to a sharp rise in the number of new television channels that broadcast Hindu devotional programmes appealing to Hindu religious sentiments (Rajagopal 2001). The spiritual gurus and activists made the most of this emerging media power to sway public sentiments supporting their objectives and ideologies.

However, a closer and nuanced look would reveal that, alongside these self-styled spiritual gurus, a significant group of spiritual teachers who manifested their association with a guru-parampara or monastic order grabbed the limelight during the period of ‘new age spirituality’ in India. In the previous chapter, I highlighted the critical approaches they adopted towards Hindu nationalism, with many operating within the network of the Hindutva movement. There are sadhvis, mentioned in previous chapters, who took recourse to modern technologies to circulate their activities amongst a wider populace and presented them as authentic representatives of Sanatan Dharma, with their core identities associated with an akhara or Hindu religious organizations. However, my study reveals that these individuals, whom I refer to as ‘sanatani-sadhvis’, were grouped around two specific spheres: politically bordered by the Sangh Parivar and independent of the Sangh Parivar, yet operating within the greater socio-religious sphere of Hindu nationalism. It should be noted here that Hindu monastic orders3 (sanatanis) have never had an easy relationship with Hindu nationalists, especially with the Hindu Mahasabha, since the beginning of the twentieth century. The Hindu monastic orders were not sympathetic to the notion of developing a militant Hindu political identity to safeguard Hindu interests against perpetual Muslim influence. The monastic orders asserted their role as guardians of old spiritual knowledge and the moral principles of Hindu asceticism and discipline. The reformist aspirations of the Hindu nationalists came into conflict with the vision of an orthodox ‘Hindu nation’ headed by Brahmins and monastic orders, emphasizing reviving the ancient guru-paramapara system to reinforce sectarian associations and social philanthropic activities. Furthermore, the sangathanist strategy of the Hindu nationalists, especially that of bringing all the castes and classes into the ambit of Hindu political identity, did not correspond well with sectarian ties within monastic Hinduism (Kasturi 2018: 100–1). However, after independence, under changing political conditions, Hindu nationalists, particularly Hindutva advocates, who championed the concept of a Hindu Rashtra more vehemently than the old principles of a Hindu sangathan, negotiated a more cordial compromise with the sanatani orders. With the efforts of a few sanatani gurus, such as Swami Karpatri Maharaj4 and others, an informal understanding formed between Hindu nationalists and sanatanis in opposition to the so-called anti-Hindu policies of the Nehru government (Kasturi 2018: 127). However, as the RSS gained influence in the Hindu nationalist circle, differences of opinion evolved concerning the role of orthodox Hinduism in establishing the Indian national identity and a Hindu political consciousness driven by Hindutva (Kasturi 2018: 127).

Given the complicated nature of the relationship between the sanatani ascetics and the Hindu nationalists throughout history, it was not unexpected that the contemporary sanatani sadhvis who did not essentially fall within the politically defined project of Hindutva, exhibited an openness to explore the creative attributes of their religious practices. Seva works in spiritual-motivational categories rather than merely as a politically motivated strategy. However, the media portrayed and interpreted their approaches as coinciding with Hindutva politics and denied them individual agency. The crucial problem is that the Hindutva movement’s current tendencies did not create a space apart for these individuals; instead, they sought to bring all these ‘distinct’ actors under one political culture.5

Confluence of media, technology and religion

The sanatani sadhvis operating independently of the Sangh Parivar attracted followers from all walks of life. They were instrumental in maintaining and propagating the ancient traditions, rites and doctrines of Sanatan Dharma. Their activities primarily depend on an ashram or spiritual centre, and they regularly distribute their lecture videos through particular television channels, YouTube channels, live sessions on Facebook, Instagram videos, audio cassettes and other mediums to establish their online presence. The Ram katha sessions popularized by these sadhvis aimed at establishing a connection between the revered deity Ram from the Ramayana and the valiant ruler of Ayodhya, considered a Hindu identity symbol by most Hindus. These sadhvis could have preferred not to discuss the formation of Ram Rajya in a political manner, as advocated by the Hindutva sadhvis. However, their lectures, messages and regular display of sanatani rituals could have fuelled the underlying aspirations of the Hindutva movement to transform Indian public culture into Hindu culture. The live lecture sessions and virtually accessible recorded video clips of the katha sessions on sacred texts such as the Ramcharit Manas Bhagavat Gita and the Puranas also conveyed the essence and spirit of a Hindu cultural-religious value system. These lecture-katha sessions might have served as platforms where participants could enhance their understanding of Hinduism and cultivate a sense of solidarity among those who subscribe to it. By actively participating in these sessions and attending ceremonial practices as a community at the ashrams, individuals might unknowingly contribute to developing a sense of belonging and shared identity, which can ultimately contribute to the growth of Hindu nationalism. Additionally, it could motivate individuals to cultivate a passionate impulse to safeguard and advance their religion and spiritual heritage against those who do not adhere to it and have historically posed a severe threat. The need to protect and uphold traditions becomes more significant and intense when influential political forces have successfully assembled various actors and motivations to exploit the emotions and feelings of a Hindu Rashtra.

The sanatani sadhvis appeared to be the embodiments of a typical ‘Hindu’ religious guru, who sought to keep alive the essence of Sanatan Dharma among Hindus regardless of caste, class, or urban-rural distinctions by regularly organizing satsang programmes at their ashrams or other locations. They frequently used social media platforms to inform people of their forthcoming lecture sessions, provide information on their ashrams and their functions and help foster a sense of community bonding among their followers and disciples. These gurus’ YouTube channels and social media accounts could be valuable mediums for sharing spiritual discourses, conducting live sessions, and guiding their followers. Their digital presence helped them connect with followers who may not get a chance to physically visit their ashrams or spiritual centres, thus advancing the reach of Sanatan Dharma teachings to a global audience. Their personalized spiritual sessions involved singing devotional songs and reciting religious stories and verses from sacred texts such as the Ramayana, Ramcharit Manas, Bhagavat Gita and others. In this chapter, I refer to them as ‘sanatani’ in that they preserved the essence of vernacular asceticism and passed on spiritual wisdom using oral traditions and performances. This essence of vernacular asceticism, which draws from indigenous communities’ languages and cultures, proved crucial in providing them power, authority and legitimacy in a fast-changing world after globalization. I have recognized these sadhvis as ‘gurus’ (guru-ma) as advocates of a righteous society, asserting themselves as the custodians of the absolute code of religiously prescribed practices that all Hindus are bound to follow in a contemporary world. Their actions could be seen as an attempt to recreate the essence of ‘Hindu’ India within a diverse cultural environment, expanding religion’s traditional limits and definitions in a fresh setting.

One of the critical factors that contributed to the popularity of sanatani sadhvis in new-age spirituality was the use of traditional electronic media and modern social media through digital technology. India has witnessed the emergence of a religious marketplace in recent decades due to the convergence of new media spaces supported by digital technologies and spiritual practices. New media spaces supported by digital technology helped to create virtual communities where the sadhvis as ‘gurus’ could develop individualized communications and engage their followers in spiritual sessions. Several websites, social media sites, mobile apps and online prayer groups have been produced in the preceding decades to disseminate the teachings of the sanatani sadhvis worldwide. Unlike the new-age lifestyle gurus like Baba Ramdev or Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, the sanatani sadhvis used digital technology more productively to engage the ‘Hindus’ in the advocacy and activism in support of their religion and culture so that existing negative stereotypes of Hinduism in the mainstream media and society could be challenged and rectified. The popularity of these sadhvis in traditional electronic media, as well as in new digital media spaces, contributed to the rising sales of sermon books, CDs, DVDs and other materials towards the growth in the spiritual marketplace, supported by the actual revenue earned by different television and social media channels. The new media spaces and the associated marketplace, thus, offered an opportunity for sanatani ascetics to create their own individualized spaces of authority, both within and outside of organizational confines. As an instrument of individual self-appropriation, modern technology empowered these sadhvis to develop their understanding of divinity and religiosity about vernacular cultures.6

Additionally, modern digital technology has liberated spiritual knowledge from the limitations of time and space. Digital technology has made it easier to manage and distribute ancient spiritual understanding to the general public. It has also become a creative tool for those who uphold tradition and seek to preserve knowledge at risk of being lost over time (Warrior 2014). The emergence of cyberspace has allowed for the liberation of ancient wisdom from physical and institutional constraints, leading to its revival and widespread dissemination by a spiritual movement. In this way, digital technology and cyberspace have become a tangible environment for intellectual pursuits rather than just a medium. The sanatani gurus, the so-called upholders of this ancient spiritual knowledge, have adopted the language and vocabularies of the new-age, media-friendly digital spirituality. Still, it is essential not to see them just as a reflection of urban desires or as being under the influence of global capitalism. With modern digital technology, they might have customized the spiritual content of their channels and established consistent communication among their followers across geographical boundaries. However, they were the ones who rejected the notion of reducing Hindu spirituality to a mere self-management practice and instead emphasized the importance of deep-rooted traditions and ancient wisdom that go beyond materialistic pursuits.

Digital technology and cyberspace have facilitated the extensive availability and dissemination of India’s ancient spiritual knowledge, which is deeply founded in the teachings of ancient texts like the Vedas and Upanishads. This wisdom comprises a diverse array of spiritual practices and philosophical beliefs. By just clicking a button, people from diverse backgrounds can now easily access and participate in lessons previously limited to specific physical venues or restricted groups. The democratization of information has led to a broader revival of interest and admiration for old spiritual traditions, promoting a feeling of oneness and connectivity among Hindus. On the one hand, modern media platforms are being used to express and disseminate ancient spiritual knowledge that the Brahmanical authority has highly cherished and protected. On the other hand, the media space presents a challenge to traditional institutional Hinduism. The modern media spaces allow more people to engage with spirituality through visuals, physical objects and conversations. Furthermore, digital media emerged as one of the key locations in which the new Hindu nation might engage with the spiritual quest for the self (Hoover 2003: 13). Given that the ideology of Hindu nationalism is rooted in cultural and social practices, as well as in people’s consciousness, new media spaces play an essential role in making the ideology significantly more evocative and articulate (Michelutti 2007: 639). The widespread appeal of the subject becomes far more apparent when explored away from political statecraft or electoral maneuverings than when the subject is addressed from a personal spiritual perspective. The focus on bhakti in the spiritual content used by the sanatani sadhvis draws a wider audience outside of traditional political circles, and the formative power of non-political media spaces helps shape the ideology to be more approachable. When the focus changes from the political to the emotional and spiritual appeal of Hindu nationalism through the new media platforms, the issues of ordinary caste conflicts or the portrayal of some groups as ‘others’ become less significant. On the contrary, the new media platforms demonstrate how a disciplined and ethical Hindu identity can be developed and shared with the public through the display and broadcasting of ritual performances, readings from sacred texts, singing of devotional songs, giving lectures on spiritual subjects, and offering seva (in the form of dana and karuna) to the underprivileged (Alder 2015: 162). Notably, the performance of Hindu rituals becomes fluid and flexible when made available for public consumption in an evolving religious market space created by television networks and social media platforms. It is possible to see all these approaches contributing to a neo-sangathanist interpretation of Hindu nationalism within the context of changing socio-political circumstances.

Undeniably, the Hindutva forces, which sought to create a homogenized form of Hinduism, were expected to benefit significantly from the growing influence of sanatani ascetics on the newly developed media spaces from the late 1990s. Shifting from their previous position of margadarshaks, the sanatani ascetics emerged as the cultural mediators of Hindu nationalism, at least in the new media platforms. The Hindutva forces, especially the VHP, aimed to organize and strengthen Hindu society and safeguard Hindu Dharma globally. To engage the Hindu diaspora in cultural and spiritual values, the new media platforms effectively reached a global audience. However, the VHP faced challenges in garnering the endorsement of all factions of the sanatani ascetics for its aspirations of a worldwide Hindutva movement. One thing that should not be ignored is that the VHP was quite vocal about some communally important issues and got involved in contentious political matters, which might not align with the ascetics’ spiritually motivated practices. As noted, the VHP attempted to bring the ascetics into party politics in the late 1980s. From a general standpoint, regardless of some individuals’ choice to join politics, the sanatani sadhus maintained a dignified distance from organized Hindutva politics. This is true even when they have shown interest in particular issues, such as the construction of a Ram Temple in Ayodhya, the restoration of Hindu holy sites, the movement against cow slaughter or religious conversion. Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to see them solely as a neutral force devoid of political affiliations. Their public persona as ‘Hindu’ religious gurus might have allowed them to maintain a dignified distance from the organized Hindutva movement; however, in reality, they demonstrated an impressive potential to endorse the political aspirations of Hindu nationalism. It is possible that they served as mediators between Hinduism and Hindutva, actively promoting and complementing one another. However, their nationalist views often aligned with the principles upheld by the Sangh Parivar.

The more comprehensive section of the urban middle classes and the elites constituted most new-age spirituality practitioners since the 1990s. They participated in expanding Hindu nationalism in the expressions of India’s spiritual superiority and moral authority through extensive economic and cultural networks. However, as religion and politics overlap more directly, it is important to note how Hindu nationalism provided the ideological and institutional forms for linking various classes and sectors: wealthy, middle class, poor, urban and rural. New-age spiritual endeavours that used media platforms to reach a wider audience might have had their primary patronage from the urban middle classes; gradually, it produced identities and mobilized masses to strengthen the passion and spirit of Hindu nationalism in India. Here, the contributions of the sanatani gurus could best be described in terms of the re-sacralization of the nation and its past by creating a fresh and powerful cultural space mediated by Hindu imageries, emotions and ideas. Within the unyielding rationale of ‘Mera Bharat Mahan’, these sanatani gurus endeavoured to ignite a renewed interest in comprehending the ancient spiritual wisdom contained within these ‘Hindu’ imageries and ideas. In a general setting, a critical body of academic literature addressed the relationship between guruhood, media and Hindu nationalism in a broad context. Keeping the new-age translational spiritual leaders in focus, a substantial amount of study has explored the implications of new media advancements on the promotion of Hindu nationalism and the mobilization of middle-class populations as ‘consumers’ of the spiritual content. Several studies highlighted the role played by the new age spiritual gurus in shaping the contours of the Hindutva movement in an influential manner (Basu 1996a; Copeman, Duggal, Longkumar 2023; Jaffrelot 2021; Lucia 2022; Mckean 2022; Rajagopal 2001; Udupa 2018; Warrior 2005).

The academic community has already considered new religious movements and gurus who positioned themselves outside the traditional monastic orders with a large group of urban, middle-class, tech-savvy followers. Meanwhile, the so-called conventional ascetics affiliated with a monastic order received scant attention or were frequently lumped with Hindutva ascetics as part of the RSS-VHP combine. The VHP steadily entered the world of the sanatani sadhus in the 1960s, and a section of the sadhus and their monastic orders started aligning themselves with the Hindutva movement. From the 1980s, this connection became much more robust, and a group of these sadhus openly supported and participated in the activities of the RSS-VHP combine. Initially, this group of sadhus operated informally, but it was subsequently organized into a formal entity within the Hindutva circle. However, as mentioned earlier, it is essential to recognize that not all sanatani sadhus aligned themselves with Hindutva ideologies, as many still maintained their traditional practices and remained detached from direct political affiliations.

The extent to which the influence of Hindutva disrupted the influence of Hindu monastic orders in the 1980s remains uncertain. These sadhus overlooked the long-term consequences of their involvement in Hindutva politics. In many instances, they conceptualized politics as a means to reclaim their ‘authority and power’ in governance, similar to what they felt they had achieved in the past. The sadhus might have harboured a desire to raise awareness about their contributions to society, culture and politics in India throughout the ages. This desire was further fuelled by the VHP’s pledge to grant them a higher status in the future Hindu Rashtra. Although the sadhus were already receiving a steady income from the mutts and ashrams, a few of them discovered a fresh opportunity to generate wealth when a new spiritual market formed in the 1990s. This led to their acquisition of substantial power and influence inside political spheres.

The female partners of this contemporary group of sanatani gurus provided a captivating scenario. They occupied significant space in new-age spirituality as intermediaries between a traditional religious institution and external adherents. Most Hindu religious orders and monastic traditions have historically forbidden women from becoming gurus and participating in sannyasa, which is seen as a predominantly male activity. When granted permission, the female ascetics were required to adhere to the requirements of sannyasa, as stipulated by the institutional authorities of their specific sect or order. The new-age sanatani female gurus now took it upon themselves to spread Hindu spirituality in the fluid, unrestricted space of social media and enjoy some degree of liberty in practising sannyasa. With modern digital technology, spiritual knowledge has already become independent of time and space constraints, and when used by the sanatani ascetics, its implications become immense. Digital technology not only made the management and distribution of ancient spiritual knowledge more accessible to the general public, but it also provided an avenue for these spiritual leaders to monetize their sessions by marketing them on social media platforms. Furthermore, modern technology allowed these sadhvis to shape unique cultural identities and reach a wider audience beyond traditional religious spaces. Video-sharing platforms have enabled them to deliver powerful discourses and engage in debates, further solidifying their influence within the Hindu public space. It has already been established that the influence of media and commercial pressures have a substantial impact on social behaviour, and these sadhvis used the power of the media to change public opinion and gather support for their cause. To appreciate the significance of how sanatani sadhvis exercised formal authority or modelled ‘holiness’ in informal forums, it is essential to note that their primary identity as gurus made them categorized as a particular class of people who were deemed exceptionally qualified to mediate, access and embody the divine. Their holiness existed as persons without definite forms, beings who can be conceived in many images and adored intimately as a living God by the devotees. To fully understand the importance of how sanatani sadhvis exerted formal authority or displayed ‘holiness’ in informal settings, it is crucial to acknowledge that their primary function as gurus placed them in a distinct category of individuals who were considered highly qualified to mediate and embody the divine.

Additionally, these sadhvi-turned-gurus aligned themselves with a comprehensive and universal understanding of Hindu identity rather than adhering to a specific sectarian tradition. Their association with a universal Hindu identity presented their ability to contribute to the advancement of Hindu nationalism and the fostering of a united Hindu community across caste, class and geographical boundaries. Essentially, by universalizing the concept of Hindu identity, Hinduism becomes more than just one religion among many. It becomes the national ethos and way of life that all Indians need to embrace. However, the centrality of ritualism, including fasting, religious pilgrimage, idol worship, temple visits, and other practices commonly associated with Hinduism, can complicate the process of building a universal Hindu identity. This is because these practices often correspond with the spirit of Hindu revivalism and promote a Brahmanical model of religion. This Brahmanical approach to faith and religiosity exists alongside contemporary forms of spirituality symbolic of bhakti ideals of contemplative devotional and humanitarian spirituality that emphasizes compassion and service to others. These many manifestations of Hinduism may cause tensions and difficulties in identifying a single Hindu identity that seeks to universalize the beliefs and practices of all its adherents. The presence of different practices, differing interpretations and numerous views might render sanatani sadhvis susceptible as proponents of Hindu nationalism. This vulnerability comes from an actual psychological conflict: it seems like these sanatani sadhvis support religious fundamentalism even though they say they support traditional Hindu culture and Sanatan Dharma. It is crucial to consider these factors when analysing the influence and position of the sanatani sadhvis who served as gurus within the complex interplay between Brahmanical Hinduism, new-age spirituality and Hindu nationalism. I have selected the case of Mata Kankeswari, the first female Mahamandaleswar of the Panch Agni Akhara (one of the significant Dashnami akharas), as one of my points of reference to explore how she leveraged her position to mediate Hindu nationalism by incorporating impactful imagery, emotions and ideas into the everyday lives of her followers. Additionally, I seek to investigate how she exercised her influence and authority as a new-age spiritual leader while being a part of a traditional male-dominated Brahmanical Hindu monastic order.

Mata Kankeswari and Hindu nationalism

My study is based on my fieldwork at Mata Kankeswari’s ashram in Gujarat in 2019 and at a few religious meetings I attended as a participant. In addition, I have analysed Mata Kankeswari’s teachings and practices using the material I have collected from social media platforms. These platforms are where her devotees submit recordings of her katha sessions, lectures and rituals performed at her ashram. As a primary source of information, I have used a variety of news portals, websites and videos from YouTube. Conducting research at Mata Kankeswari’s ashram in Gujarat and attending religious gatherings allowed me to observe and examine the traditions and practices of a traditional Hindu ascetic order. It allowed me to observe how the sadhvi mata engages with her followers and disciples. The data collected from the virtual platforms expanded my understanding of her influence beyond the physical boundaries of the ashram and her involvement in increasing the spirit of Hindu nationalism in the country. The intricate nature of her association with Hindu nationalism and its implications for the Hindutva movement is complex, as it entails a nuanced equilibrium between spirituality and politics in present-day India.

According to the limited available sources, Kankeswari Devi was born in Morbi, Gujarat. She was intensely interested in religious traditions and spirituality from a young age. After reading or hearing it, she would dutifully repeat any poem, mantra or tale. At nine, she began practising meditation to have a spiritual experience with Shiva. She met Shri Mahant Swami Kesavanand of Panch Agni Akhara in Morbi around the age of eleven. Under his tutelage, Kankeswari Devi’s understanding of religious practices and meditation was significantly expanded. She devoted herself to the study and mastery of numerous rituals and scriptures, garnering a reputation in the community for her devotion and expertise. Kankeswari Devi asserted that upon seeing Swami Kesavanand, she felt fulfilled, as if her aspiration to witness the divine had been realized. She saw a serene manifestation like Shiva in her Guru. The act of his sacrifice and renunciation aroused her awareness, prompting her existence to gravitate towards renunciation.7 Being a part of a Shaiva akhara, she was expected to prioritize the pursuit of knowledge and engage in meditation, yoga and the study of the scriptures (Khandelwal 2004).

In 2016, Kankeswari Devi attained the prestigious title of the first female Mahamandaleshwar in the Panch Agni Akhara after a formal induction ceremony on the day of the last royal bath in the Ujjain Simhastha Mahakumbh. Until then, she held the position of Sri Mahant with a substantial following in Malwa. She was bestowed with the title of Mahamandaleshwar in the presence of Peethadhishwar Mahamandaleshwar Ramakrishnanand of Shambhu Panch Agni Akhara. Gopalanand Brahmachari is the chairman of Agni Akhara. The Pattakabhishek ceremony was attended by many Akhara officials, including Mahant Narayan Giri, Kailashanand Brahmachari, Sadhvi Ritambhara and Uttam Swami.8 In her pursuit of asceticism, she may have endeavoured to mitigate the inherent challenges posed by a male-dominated system while grappling with the ongoing struggle of recognizing female empowerment within the traditional Hindu ascetic orders. The title of ‘Mahamandaleshwar’ is usually awarded to individuals who have accomplished the pinnacles of Hindu spiritual leadership as an honour. These people are influential in the spiritual community and are held in the highest regard inside the Dashami Akhara. They embrace the responsibility of guiding and educating people in their spiritual quests and are regarded as an authority in Hindu philosophy. Mata Kankeswari’s dedication to the disciplined practice of spiritual sadhana allowed her to accomplish this success. This achievement was a significant milestone for Kankeswari Devi and the Panch Agni Akhara, as it marked a progressive step towards gender equality in the traditionally male-dominated realm of spiritual leadership. Usually, Hindu ascetic orders that operate under the authority of the Akhil Bharatiya Akhada Parishad (ABAP) adhere to strict ceremonial customs and hierarchical systems. The traditional framework of ascetic orders had a robust patriarchal nature and developed rituals throughout time to exert control over the independence of female ascetics. Unlike other Shaivite akharas, such as the Juna or Aavahan akhara, the Panch Agni Akhara had a distinct evolutionary path. It consisted of celibate Brahmin saints who worshipped Mata Gayatri as their goddess. To attain affiliation with the Agni Akhara, sannyasis were required to undergo rigorous training and rituals, culminating in the performance of the Panchbhoot Sanskar. The rigidity of the Panch Agni Akhara could be traced when compared to other Shaivite akharas like the Juna Akhara, which allowed women to hold religious authority within the monastic order much before the Agni Akhara and recognized women either as mahant or as Mahamandaleshwar with the institutional authority to teach the Hindu tradition and initiate devotees as sadhus (DeNapoli 2023: 7).

However, the appointment of Mata Kankeswari as the Mahamandaleswar of the Agni Akhara should be seen as intricately connected and intertwined with the implications of power and the limitations imposed by traditional notions of male-dominated spiritual leadership. By attributing her selection as Mahamandaleswar only to the blessings of her guru, she may have aimed to counterbalance the gendered viewpoints of the male hierarchical structure inside the akhara while also managing her expectations. According to Kankeshwari Devi, the guru’s grace has granted her the position of Mahamandaleswar, not her abilities. ‘Since inception, I have been with Guru Swami Kesavanandji’s company. The Panchs of the Akharas chose the Mahamandaleswar due to his grace and blessings’.9 By renouncing personal autonomy, she effectively demonstrated her ability to function within the limitations imposed by conventional gender norms and masculine standards within the ascetic order. Throughout her journey as a sanatani sadhvi, Mata Kankeswari consistently referred to herself as being in service to her guru. She devoted herself to the guru for every achievement she accomplished in her spiritual journey. She also continued to express her gratitude to senior sadhus like Bapu Muktanand and Brahmalin Bapu Gopalanand for their warmth and affection, which she credited to her ongoing spiritual journey. It may be ascribed to her saintly humility. Still, the sadhvi’s constant denial of self-agency revealed that she thought her acts and actions were directed by some external forces over which she had no control.10 By denying any self-driven intention in her pursuit of asceticism, she might have sought to circumvent the difficulties inherent in a male-dominated system and grappled with the typical struggle to assert autonomy within traditional Hindu ascetic orders. The tensions inherent in her rejection of choice and agency in her spiritual journey developed ambiguities regarding women’s power of self-determination within Hindu ascetic orders (DeNapoli 2009; Khandelwal 2004: 6; Naidu 2013). However, when she served as a Mahamandaleswar, she was able to challenge prevailing notions of femininity. The status of a Mahamandaleswar, without a feminine equivalent in its designation, granted her formal recognition as a guru with the capacity to initiate followers and officially participate in the enthronement of male ascetics within the sect. The status might have provided her with possibilities and the potential to exert authority and influence inside the ascetic community. Whether during her katha sessions or while speaking at a religious event, Mata Kankeswari establishes herself as a Mahamandaleswar by embodying the positions of an advisor, spiritual mentor and preacher of the sanatan Hindu dharma. She discusses topics such as caste, the duty of selfless service, devotion to the nation, protection of cows and other related matters through Hindu religious symbolism, narratives and texts. She appeals to conventional cultural representations of respectable womanhood. Currently, Mata Kankeswari mostly operates from her ashram in Junagarh but also attends religious congregations in Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. Her physical presence in other parts of the country is limited, and her influence is mainly prevalent in northern Indian states. However, her media presence is widespread through television, social media and online communities. In this regard, the idea of ‘absence-presence’ was explained by Amanda Lucia in terms of the guru’s media representations that might create a presence that replaces the guru’s physical absence (Lucia 2023: 288–9). The significance of a guru’s physical absence being an issue is contingent upon the extent to which the guru’s bodily presence is crucial to the guru-disciple bond. The mediation of Mata Kankeswari may have replaced the traditional need for her physical presence since virtual interactions alone may quickly produce followers, just as effectively as the guru’s actual embodiment (Copeman, Duggal and Longkumar 2023: 32).

The proliferation of transnational media technologies facilitated Mata Kankeswari’s contributions to the resurgence of Hindu nationalism in a nuanced and authentic manner. The regular performance of Hindu religious ceremonies, recitation from the sacred texts, showcasing of the guru-parampara tradition and dissemination of Hindu cultural practices led to the formation of a shared Hindu identity among a select group of devoted individuals who embraced traditional Hinduism and advocated for its preservation among like-minded individuals. In contrast to contemporary new-age spiritual gurus, Mata Kankeswari did not promote herself as a self-proclaimed spiritual guide, did not align with any specific philosophical school of Hinduism and did not provide her followers with any secular motivating teachings. She effectively generated new prospects for Hindu nationalism to experience a resurgence thanks to the traditional ascetic orders, which had hitherto been primarily recognized in the public memory during the periodic Kumbh Mela held every twelve years in each of the four cities – Allahabad, Haridwar, Nasik and Ujjain (DNA of Hinduism 2022).

The akharas, which represent the embodiment of Sanatan Dharma, gained greater visibility and acknowledgement through live streaming of religious rituals at the ashrams and the demonstration of ascetic unity, symbolizing the true essence of traditional India rooted in renunciation, spirituality and devotion. The akharas, categorized mainly as Vaishnava, Shaiva and Udasin, likely adhered to their sectarian rituals, scriptures and weaponry practices. Overall, they retained authority over most ascetic spaces within Hinduism and served as custodians of Vedic Sanatan Dharma. The concept of Sanatan Dharma, as a symbol of orthodox opposition to change in the context of the colonial modernization project, evolved and became a significant driving force behind the formation of the Hindi nation and a pan-Indian Hindu identity since the early twentieth century (Zavos 2001). Despite internal conflicts and power struggles, the akharas consistently upheld Sanatan Dharma as the most authentic and unchanging Indian tradition, resisting the imposition of Western ideas that were believed to be evident in introducing secularism and communism into Indian culture. This resistance to Western ideas could be identified in the akharas emphasis on preserving Brahmanical rituals, caste hierarchy and doctrinal practices. It served as a reminder of the everlasting customs and values passed down through centuries. It strengthened the Hindu collective identity and sparked a renewed interest in their faith.

Interestingly, much like the new-age transnational spiritual gurus, who flourished primarily on virtual platforms, akhara-based sanatani gurus such as Mata Kankeswari employed modern technology to reach their audience, despite showing a degree of scepticism towards modernity and its tools as a consequence of colonialism and Western influence in India. However, they shared more extraordinary promises of reform when playing a crucial role in shaping the narrative of Hindu nationalism in contemporary India. My encounter with Mata Kankeswari revealed that she embraced new technologies primarily because of the changing needs of the moment and the urgency to sustain the spirit of traditional Hinduism in a society influenced by neoliberal economy and digital advancements. Compared to more conventional methods, technology has the potential to close the generational divide and attract younger people to religion much faster. Furthermore, live-streamed videos and social media networks managed by the sanatani sadhus themselves could also help in countering the negative portrayal of Hinduism in mainstream media. It would also contribute to dispelling misconceptions about the faith when disseminated and circulated by the sanatani sadhus, who had previously only been represented in printed materials, television shows produced by commercial channels, or at a religious gathering like Kumbh Mela and others.

The impact of technology and social media on Mata Kankeswari’s role as a guru may be subjective and open to interpretation. The relationship between technology and spirituality is a complex and evolving one. Evaluating the possible advantages and disadvantages of incorporating technology into conventional spiritual practices is challenging, as it continues to influence and redefine the role of sanatani gurus in contemporary society. It is possible that reaching a larger audience could benefit a sadhvi affiliated with a less recognized akhara to make her presence acknowledged in the public domain. However, upon closer examination, it may disrupt the personal dynamics of the guru-shishya parampara, which have traditionally been kept confidential and sacred through the customs and rituals of a specific akhara. When made public, spiritual knowledge might lead to the undesired outcome of even unqualified individuals receiving it. Therefore, it cannot be assumed that the Mata has developed a very spontaneous relationship with the media; instead, as the representative of a sanatani akhara, her relationship with the public included both opportunities and challenges. Concerning the akharas’ gender perspectives, using media and technology, Mata Kankeswari enhanced the public’s perception of a female spiritual leader as a legitimate guru. Irrespective of her spiritual achievements, she could engage in a display culture infused with words, images, physical gestures, sound and music. As previously mentioned, Mata Kankeswari’s katha sessions, which have been recorded as online video lectures, are broadcast and accompanied by a symphonic orchestration of music, various camera angles, light and decorations. Here, she appears to be more than a sadhvi; instead, she is a performer, an upholder of tradition and an activist who digitally disseminates knowledge, customs, rituals and traditional faiths of a nation. Using media and technology, she transforms into a digital activist who connects the divide between conventional storytelling and modern technology, making old traditions accessible and relevant in the digital era.

While attending Mata’s satsang or katha sessions, I saw her incorporating devotional music into her performances. It is uncommon for male ascetics, who tell stories or recite sacred texts, to sing songs during the intervals between satsangs. However, I do not want to label it as a ‘rhetoric of renunciation’ or a feminine way of being a sadhu (DeNapoli 2014: 4–7). Regarding the sanatani sadhvis who uphold the traditions of an akhara, singing songs during katha sessions seldom serves as a form of empowerment for women or as an alternative to the prevailing perspective of sannyasa. This is because the akhara, governed mainly by a male hierarchy, exercises strict institutional supervision over all activities and presentations of its members. Mata’s independent agency is noticeably absent in her performances; instead, she seems more of a replica of her male counterparts. She neither advocated for female devotees to create an alternative space for performative devotion nor attempted to include a feminist perspective in her lectures. Although there have been persistent gender inequalities in the akhara, she has never demonstrated any indication of surpassing the patriarchal structure of gender discrimination or her own gender identity. All aspects of her leadership role are carried out within the framework of a patriarchal akhara culture, thereby contributing to the preservation of the existing ascetic hierarchy. As a female guru within an akhara culture, she had to renounce her feminine identity without giving up her femininity and mask her sexual identity as a woman. The indicators of her femininity include her attire, gestures, conduct, charitable endeavours and other aspects that she deliberately adopts to strengthen and comply with the expectations of the patriarchal akhara. In addition, she is expected to maintain her femininity to conform to the patriarchal gender hierarchy of the akhara, which traditionally regards women as respected mothers (Mataji) or sisters rather than simply as ‘women’. The media portrayals of Mata Kankeswari depicted her primarily as a revered mother figure, embodying asceticism and guruhood through her maternal power while downplaying her sexual desire and presenting her with a conventional image of divinity. The attributes of matri-shakti might have benefitted Mata Kankeswari in the manifestation of her saintliness in a male-dominated akhara culture and acted as a means of meeting social expectations. However, my encounter with the Mata reveals that she did not deliberately assume a particular motherly demeanour or convey her willingness to serve the community to demonstrate her feminine (motherly) love, care and devotion. Instead, the aspiration of her guru, the esteemed Keshavanand Bapu, led her into spiritual sadhana solely focused on knowledge and dedication. Although she is revered as a motherly figure by her devoted followers, she primarily took on the role of an authoritative leader within her community. This includes providing spiritual training to other ascetics, conducting religious ceremonies alongside male ascetics of the akhara, managing the functions of her ashram, supervising the activities of the Khokra Harihardham Hanuman temple and its associated gurukul vidyalaya and attending various social events. In these instances, she demonstrated her leadership skills and embraced the role of a Mahamandaleswar, rejecting gender differences.

Hindu nationalism in the 1980s and 1990s acknowledged gurus as a vital and unique force in shaping Hindu culture. They were seen as adept at navigating the intricacies of caste dynamics, bridging societal divisions and adjusting to the rise of global capitalism while maintaining traditional norms. Although they may not have had the ability to alter the caste status of their followers directly, these leaders could instruct their disciples on how to surpass the barriers imposed by the caste system and integrate themselves into a unified Hindu religious community by adhering to prescribed values and ceremonial practices. This shared sense of religiosity seemed remarkably inclusive yet essentially Brahmanical in approach. It permitted a degree of flexibility and adaptability within Hinduism while simultaneously maintaining the Brahmanical traditions. Institutionally, the VHP explored for the first time how a certain kind of Brahmanical culture might effectively pass on its heritage founded in values and rituals within society through the gurus, who could serve as intermediaries for Hindutva ideas in a more sophisticated way (Copeman, Duggal and Longkumar 2023: 2–3). Because Hinduism placed these spiritual gurus as the ultimate creators of social values and accorded them a relatively superior status, these gurus were in a position to portray society as being based on an absolute-steadfast structure, wherein members of competing social classes who strive for political legitimacy and temporal achievements are likely to appear subservient to the spiritual authority (Mckean 1996: 14).

The assertion that Hindutva is a highly political ideology characterized by Hindu majoritarianism and militancy has been outdated since the beginning of the twentieth century. The foundational spirit of Hindutva, i.e. Hindu nationalism, which emerged as a response to the challenges faced by Hindu society during British colonial rule, had undergone a substantial transformation over the decades after independence. It comprises an extensive spectrum of social, cultural and political movements to safeguard and advance Hindu traditions and values. While the extreme political elements have demonstrated a tendency to translate Hindu nationalism into majoritarianism and militancy, it is essential to recognize the diverse perspectives within this ideology. Hindu nationalism witnessed renewed prospects for expansion and ingenuity in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, coinciding with liberal economic reforms and the emergence of the digital revolution. By capitalizing on the potential of social media and online platforms, the movement mobilized its supporters and gained prominence and sway, both domestically in India and internationally abroad.

Mata Kankeswari’s use of modern technology in the virtual space and her establishment of a personal connection with millions of Hindus across various regions of the nation and the globe influenced the dynamics of her interaction with the Hindutva forces. Interestingly, her relationship with the Hindutva forces appeared quite different from that of the sanatani sadhus and gurus who were part of the RSS-VHP since the latter part of the twentieth century. It was the period when the printing press was the only means of communication for the sanatani sadhus and their organizations for disseminating religious materials, such as translations of scriptures, prayer books, worship guides and other materials, by sanatani sadhus, gurus and their organizations.

Unless the VHP publicly declared its association with religious gurus through special conventions such as Dharma Sansad and others, or reports on the VHP’s margdarshak mandali were published by leading dailies, the general public would find it difficult to understand the religious guru’s relationship with the VHP. During the heyday of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement from the late 1980s, print, radio and, subsequently, television facilitated fresh forms of communication technology, highlighting a close connection between the ascetics and the Hindutva outfits. Later on, the usage of audio cassettes to produce and transmit Hindu religious materials became widespread in the public arena. This specific technology played a significant part in the dissemination of Hindu right-wing propaganda, which ultimately led to the destruction of the Babri mosque in Ayodhya in December 1992.

Starting in the 1990s, with the economic changes in the nation and the commercialization of spiritual material via several cable TV channels, a group of sanatani gurus and sadhus encountered a resurgence through their increased visibility and influence in the media space. However, they also faced intense competition from modern (new-age) global gurus in the subsequent decade. Swami Ramdev, for example, despite lacking affiliation with any specific ascetic order or philosophical school, received extensive media coverage for his promotion of yoga and Ayurveda to improve physical and mental health. Additionally, he was recognized for fostering a sense of Hindu revivalism within the broader context of Hindu nationalism.

Compared to their sanatani counterparts, the global gurus were able to establish an advantageous position and exert a more subtle dominance over the digital media space due to their fast and extensive use of modern technologies and connecting with followers across the globe. Furthermore, this achievement facilitated a well-organized organizational network under the direction of these gurus, which was solely dedicated to developing spiritual courses and materials related to self-management skills rather than ceremonial Hinduism. These global gurus frequently controlled television networks and shaped the media environment using corporate business structures. Notably, from the early decade of the twenty-first century, the BJP seemed interested in investing in these new-age global gurus mainly to win elections with the blessings of these influential figures, who have more or less become public personalities. The BJP’s stance on the sanatani sadhus had been notably inconsistent, particularly after the destruction of the Babri Mosque in 1992. Despite the party’s remarkable ascent from political insignificance to unparalleled political influence in association with the sadhus from the late 1980s, it distanced itself from the sadhus and the matter of the Ram temple afterwards.

Undoubtedly, the BJP benefitted greatly from the sadhus’ activism during its ascent in the late 1980s. It was primarily through the VHP that a faction of the sadhus came together with Hindutva politics and exercised a significant influence in developing the Hindu nationalist agenda. Subsequently, it seemed that the sadhus were unwilling to participate in political affairs actively or to encourage interference by the Hindutva groups in matters about religion. According to the staunch supporter of the Hindutva cause, Mahant Avaidyanath, ‘We are with anyone who wants to avenge the wrongs and insults done to Hindus and Hinduism … We are not trying to force all sadhus to think alike … the fact that some sadhus have become BJP MPs does not mean we accept whatever RSS says in matters of religion’ (Pradhan 2009: 199). A similar underlying reluctance was seen in the case of Puri Shankaracharya. ‘Sadhus remained cautious and alert so that they did not get misused by BJP and the VHP’ (Pradhan 2009: 200).

Likewise, Mahant Nritya Gopal Dar stated, ‘Our support for pro-Hindu organizations, including the VHP, is on an issue-to-issue basis, and we sadhus do not quarrel over larger philosophical/political principles.’ Apart from these pro-Hindutva sadhus, other sanatani sadhus came from a variety of backgrounds and strongly opposed the Hindutva agenda. Swami Agnivesh asserted: ‘I don’t agree with the VHP or the sadhus associated with it. Most importantly, he does not remain a Hindu when one becomes a sadhu, a sant, a swami, or a sanyasi. A [real] sadhu has to be universal in his outlook’ (Pradhan 2009: 199–205).

Recognizing their core identity as spiritual guides who respect political neutrality, the sanatani sadhus persisted in maintaining their strategic distance from the BJP. They demonstrated a great deal of reluctance when it came to issues of communal unrest, such as those in Gujarat in 200211 or the attacks on Christian churches by extreme right-wing groups around 2008.12 Although the sanatani sadhus retained a somewhat neutral and balanced position on issues concerning Hindu-Muslim relations, the pro-Hindutva radical sadhus and sadhvis, who had received direct support and patronage from the Hindutva brigade, were often perceived as discriminatory and loudmouthed. Although it is not certain how much the BJP’s attention to new-age global gurus helped it shake its reputation as being associated with the negative remarks of radical sadhus and sadhvis of the Hindutva camp, it did undoubtedly help the party gain traction with a large section of the urban middle class, non-resident Indians, and the youth. These global gurus provided a rejuvenating alternative to conventional religious rituals, emphasizing individual development and self-enhancement. The teachings of the BJP struck a chord with its intended audience, who desired a harmonious blend of spirituality and contemporary lives.

On the other hand, the VHP and a section of the RSS continued to keep a cordial relationship with the sanatani sadhus, primarily through the Akhil Bharatiya Akhara Parishad, because they believed that these traditional sadhus held the true essence of Hinduism and could effectively mobilize the masses in semi-urban and rural areas where they had significant influence. However, the sanatani sadhus did not always endorse the programmes of the VHP and often engaged in conflicts with the organization and between themselves, particularly over the building of the Ram Temple at Ayodhya. For example, the Nirmohi Akhara played a significant role in the legal proceedings regarding the Ram Mandir issue, and it often went into conflict with the VHP regarding its exclusive rights in the decision-making process for the construction of the temple (Venugopal 2019; Shukla 2022). Although there were conflicts between the VHP and the akharas on particular issues, the sanatani sadhus, in general, played a significant role in shaping public perceptions and mobilizing support for the construction of the Ram Temple. In addition, their participation in religious processions and events organized by the VHP strengthened the ties between the two forces regarding a shared objective. As previously stated, because of their individualistic, free-spirited approaches to life, it would be unfair to label them as political allies of the Hindutva movement; instead, they should be viewed as strategic partners or issue-oriented companions of the VHP. Whether it was a national movement against cow slaughter, religious conversion, reservation to religious converts, encroachment of Hindu religious places, promotion of gau-seva projects, the Ganga Raksha Andolan, the Amarnath issue, Kerala’s Dharma Yatra, the Ramsetu agitation, population control or something else, the VHP attempted to win the trust of these sadhus and turn these movements into joint ventures. However, the VHP similarly failed in getting the sadhus as a cohesive support system. Instead, the sadhus remained flexible and unpredictable partners of the VHP over the years. For instance, the issue of gau-raksha, or cow protection, grabbed significant attention from the sadhus because of its religious and economic importance. The sadhus often campaigned together with the VHP to create public awareness about the enactment of solid regulations against cow slaughter in the nation.13 The sanatani sadhus’ endeavours to protect cows resulted in many cow shelter houses or goshalas and rehabilitation initiatives for abandoned cows. While none of the cow protection campaigns specifically targeted any particular religious community, the communal undertone of the issue was frequently apparent as it became a source of contention between different religious communities.14

Mata Kankeswari, however, introduced a unique approach to protecting cows by emphasizing caste duties and legitimizing the chaturvarna system as integral to the campaigns for cow conservation. She was heard saying during one of her lectures at the Agni Akhara’s Varanasi centre: ‘Those Sudras who serve the cow are real Sudras; those Vaisyas who nurture the cow are real Kharatriyas; those Brahmans who worship the cow (gau-mata) are real Brahmins.’ If members of these caste groups dedicate their lives to the cow, they will all experience material fulfilment and divine favour. Like Shudras, they would achieve emancipation without waiting to attain upward mobility in the life cycle; instead, they could reach it immediately while remaining in their caste positions. If each caste serves the cow by their designated caste duties and responsibilities, they could all experience the desired sense of mukti, or emancipation, while continuing their caste positions. Mata Kankeswari’s approaches towards gau-seva and caste responsibilities promoted the traditional notions of caste hierarchy. It reinforced the belief that each caste had a specific role to play in society. The endorsement of the Brahmanical caste system under the pretext of gau-seva did not effectively confront the fundamental inequalities ingrained in the caste system. Instead, it perpetuated the marginalization of lower castes within the framework of an anusasit samaj ruled by religion and traditional value system.

It would seem that the sanatani sadhus affiliated with the VHP have a consistent and broad perspective on the need for a morally and religiously disciplined community, or anusasit samaj, based on Sanatan Dharma. Since the 1980s, the VHP’s Dharma-Sansad sessions have served as a platform for sanatani sadhus to discuss and advocate for the establishment of a morally upright society (roughly translated as dharma-rajya) rooted in the principles of Sanatan Dharma (www.vhp.org). Prominent members of the margdarshak mandal of the VHP, including Jagadguru Ramanujacharya Swamy, Jyotish Peethadhishwar Swami Vasudevananda Saraswati Maharaj, Swami Vamdev Maharaj, Acharya Ramanath Suman and other Dharmacharyas who were present at different Dharma Sansad conferences, engaged in discussions regarding the means of endorsing a morally righteous society (anusasit samaj). This objective aligns with the broader Hindu nationalist goals of fostering social cohesion based on shared moral values and self-disciplinary practices (Sanskar and Sadacharan) among its members. The aim is to prepare actual Hindu citizens to safeguard the idealistic vision of a just society shortly. However, the sanatani sadhus remained highly critical when it came to explicitly legitimizing the political model of a Hindu Rashtra as advocated by the Hindutva groups or discussing the stereotypical narrative of a ‘threatening other’ – specifically Christians and Muslims. Conversely, they formulated this distinctive ‘sanskar and sadachar’ programme by the Hindu faith, which serves as the foundation of Indian nationalism.

The advent of digital technology significantly facilitated the dissemination of sanatani sadhus’ teachings, sanskar, and sadachar to a large audience as a component of the nation-building process. Sadhus have been promoting sanskar-jagaran activities since the VHP started organizing the Dharma Sansad in the presence of influential sanatani sadhus from different sectarian affiliations. Sadhus engaged in satsangs, kathas and pravachans to carry out their sanskar-jagaran endeavours. These programmes featured Bhagwat katha, Ram katha, puran-katha, vrat-katha, bhajan-kirtans and other pertinent spiritual teachings. The stories shared by the Ram katha sessions mixed and matched spiritual teachings, moral values, knowledge of folk cultural traditions and public amusement so that the parts featuring high philosophy could have flexible and easy access to the listeners. The Ram katha, especially featured in Tulsidas’s sixteenth-century work Ramcharit Manas, remained a favourite choice with most of the sanatani sadhus from northern India. The kathakars brought significant changes in performance forms and styles over the years. The gradual mass production of the Ram katha events changed its earlier recitation style of performance into that of a slow, structured, storytelling fashion mixed with prose explanations, elaborations and customized interpretation of spiritual-moral points (Lutgendorf 1991; Orshini 2015: 329). It has changed Tulsidas’s visions of the Ram katha, highlighting the significance of an intelligent listener who can realize its underlying meanings.

In the modern era of ‘new-age’ spirituality, the kathakar sadhus faced intense competition from global gurus because the latter could reach a larger audience thanks to the emergence of a new, organized spiritual market worldwide. However, as soon as the sanatani sadhus entered the media space with fresh content and developed novel strategies to remain relevant in the television and virtual media platforms, their popularity increased on various private commercial channels, such as Sanskar TV, Aastha TV, Satsang TV, Jagran TV and others. In place of secular, mass-oriented content like yoga, Ayurveda, health care, motivational speeches on stress management and lectures on dietary instructions similar to those offered by the global gurus, the sanatani sadhus presented a fresh model of Brahmanical guruhood. They reflected the visions of Hindu revivalism within a broader Hindu nationalist frame. This approach solidified their authority and positioned Hindu nationalism as a modern and relevant ideology in the eyes of ordinary Hindus seeking personal growth and self-improvement.

A thorough investigation of these sanatani gurus reveals that they regularly complemented their impact in the constantly changing Indian spiritual market by promoting a unique style of guruhood based on classical monastic values. Based on scriptural sources, the sanatani conception of guruhood revolved around formal initiation (diksha), convictions and the passing on of spiritual authority through lineage, rooted in the guru-disciple relation (Charpentie 2010). My study reveals that Mata Kankeswari transcended social norms prioritizing gender or caste membership, demonstrating her elevation from the traditional idea of Brahmanical ceremonial purity. Her media representations focused primarily on her preference towards bhakti rather than the liturgical practices of the monastic order with which she is officially affiliated. Thus, Mata Kankeswari’s media portrayal as a sanatani guru and sadhvi revealed the complexities of ascetic women’s image in new media spaces, where she does not advocate Brahmanical orthodoxy but must emphasize her traditional character. In new media spaces, she is the one who performs an emancipatory function by taking on religious leadership, creating her community of followers, making her individualized teachings more prominent than those of her institution and reaching a large segment of society. However, her ideas and teachings did not contradict the established gender roles sanctioned by the Dharmashastras nor deny the consequences of the rules and regulations enacted for women (Charpentie 2010: 267–8; Procter-Smith 1993: 25). Nonetheless, this ambiguity is evident in most sanatani sadhvis operating in new media spaces in an era of advanced technology.

Interestingly, in contrast to the new-age spiritual leaders (lifestyle gurus) who do not align themselves with any ascetic order or philosophical school, the sanatani Hindu gurus appeared to be more trustworthy partners of Hindu nationalism. This was primarily because of their deep-rooted understanding of Hindu scriptures and rituals, which allowed them to disseminate knowledge derived from the sacred texts and the splendours of an authentic ‘Hindu past’ within the cultural boundaries of Hindu nationalism. Hindu nationalism here works as a unifying frame that taps into the sense of pride and belonging that the Hindus should feel towards their ancient culture, religion and history. The gurus in this context served as custodians of a sacred-treasured past, bestowing their knowledge from this past onto their disciples and followers. The guru’s disciples and followers are also expected to cultivate a shared responsibility to preserve and elevate the knowledge tradition in the years to come. A personal relationship between the guru and the disciple is necessary to transmit knowledge and traditions from the Hindu past. The guru could persuade the disciple of something by their actions, words or gestures if they can establish a deep connection and trust.

Mata Kankeswari’s position as a ‘guru’ materialized through the expressions of mother power created a parental model of authority in settling her relationship with her disciples and followers. This parental model of authority corresponds to the Brahmanical idea of guruhood, which established a psychological and emotional foundation of dependence and submission of all disciples and followers by treating them as the guru’s children. Mata Kankeswari’s portrayal as ‘mataji’ generated a parental image for her, whereby she is supposed to provide protection, love and security to her ‘children’ (disciples/followers). Mata Kankeswari’s relationship with her guru also reflected a similar nurturing perspective. As an ideal disciple, she was supposed to follow the messages and desires of her guru without hesitation.

Although the public representation of Mata Kankeswari as a ‘guru-ma’ is defined primarily by her teachings and performances, her subliminal enthusiasm for Hindu nationalism had never been contained. Furthermore, her close association with BJP leaders, particularly in Madhya Pradesh, where she has a solid support base, and her active participation in various religious events sponsored by the BJP could be seen as an unmistakable indication of her publicly expressed preference towards a specific political ideology. She maintained her esteemed role as a revered ‘guru-ma’ for these political leaders who take satisfaction in mobilizing voters with the blessings of a sanatani Hindu guru. The public display of the guru-disciple (mother-son) relationship between Mata Kankeswari and the leaders of a specific political party proved helpful in gaining the trust of the general devotees towards the political party. As previously mentioned, in the Brahmanical model of guruhood, the actions, desires and wishes of the guru become the natural desires of the devotees; the guru’s openly sharing connections with the political leaders or participating in katha events endorsed by a political party influences the devotees to align their political preferences with the party connected with the guru. Thus, the guru demonstrates how religion shapes voting choices and functions outside the political mainstream.

The presence of Hindu sanatani gurus in contemporary India is a seamless fusion of technology, commerce, politics and spirituality. The mutually beneficial relationship between these gurus and television channels has significantly contributed to their extensive impact and appeal. Less renowned or aspiring gurus may need to compensate stations for broadcasting time first. However, once introduced to the spiritual market, they can engage in discussions for highly sought-after time slots and even get compensation for their appearances on the channel (Upadhyay 2022). However, their prominence in television and the virtual space shifted attention from the earlier model of guruhood, which aimed to maintain the dominance of the Brahmins and hereditary occupational groups or castes when they operated as allies of political forces. Instead, in the new-age spirituality dominated by technological advancements and market possibilities, the gurus sought to establish the Hindus as a ‘spiritual category’ based on the timeless principles of Sanatan Dharma, which transcend societal divisions and sectarian affiliations.

Since the BJP’s strong return following the Lok Sabha election in 2014, the Hindutva forces have maintained a policy of silence on radical sadhus and sadhvis, instead focusing more on those ascetics who have developed a devotional public image. The shift in focus has allowed Hindutva groups to connect with a wider range of people, including those who might have been hesitant to support a party linked with extremist elements earlier. This inclusive approach has significantly bolstered the BJP’s ability to connect with a diverse voter base, thereby contributing to its substantial electoral victories.



CONCLUSION

Female ascetics, a distinct group of activists, have played a significant yet often overlooked role in advancing the development of Hindu nationalism in India. Their influence on social norms and values has been instrumental in the achievements of the contemporary Hindutva movement. In the past five years, the pace of right-wing Hindutva politics has surged, surpassing expectations. This surge has been accompanied by a rise in the popularity of right-wing politics globally, with women playing increasingly pivotal roles in redefining the movement’s ideals and organization (Bar-On, Tamir 2018; Bornschier 2018).

The ideology of Hindu nationalism emerged in the early decades of the twentieth century to preserve traditional Indian culture (Hindu) and values contrary to Western standards and ideals. Hindu nationalists called for the restoration and revival of conventional notions of womanhood and domesticity, denying Western values of individual freedom, which they saw as an imminent threat to Indian culture. This approach reinforced traditional gender norms and a growing concern about the status of women in discourses about modernity and reform. Notably, the evolution of Hindu nationalism underwent a significant restructuring over time, and the process involved the unification of diverse Hindu practices and traditions under an all-encompassing national, cultural and racial identity known as Hindutva. Within this Hindutva narrative, Hindu women, who had long been regarded as symbols and custodians of Hindu culture and traditions, were recognized as active participants in defence of the Hindu community against those perceived as religious and cultural ‘others’ in Indian society. With time, particularly from the late colonial to the post-colonial decades, the traditional worldview of Hindu nationalism had to adapt to the changing ambitions of women seeking more visibility and acceptability in the public realm. While working towards the development of a united Hindu identity and safeguarding Hindu interests, the various Hindu nationalist organizations acting as outfits of a Hindutva movement engaged in political mobilization and restricted modifications in their perceptions to achieve their vision of a Hindu nation. To build a united and self-conscious Hindu society, it was essential to address caste and gender issues and integrate varied perspectives and ideas within the greater spectrum of the movement. In the decades after independence, Rashtra Sevika Samiti, the women’s wing of the RSS, and women activists could have emphasized the role of women in nation-building initiatives. However, they did not become prominent political actors until the 1980s, when the Hindutva movement rose to unprecedented prominence in Indian politics. Notably, it was the decade when the women’s movement, led by feminists, gained traction in India; however, while the women’s movement represents a variety of feminist concerns, including liberal, socialist, radical and others, Hindu nationalist women activists accommodated themselves to only one family of organizations, represented by the RSS as its leader (Deo 2016: 8).

In the late 1980s, with the ascendancy of the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, a new lease of life was breathed into the Hindutva movement, and a bunch of new actors and groups, including a new set of women activists, emerged in support of the cause. The definition of ‘women activists’ needs to be reconfigured concerning the promotion of Hindu nationalism through the Hindutva movement. I have used the term ‘activist’ to refer to those engaged in political and non-political activities within the Hindu nationalism movement. The main focus of this analysis is the female ascetics, also known as sadhvis, who I have identified as a distinct group of actors. They can be classified as women activists in two ways: firstly, as Hindutva sadhvis who are closely associated with the political agenda of Hindutva, and secondly, as pracharikas, sevikas or sannyasins who primarily worked in the religious, cultural and social aspects of Hindu nationalism. However, it is essential to emphasize that these two types of activism are interconnected and overlapping, yet they also need separate consideration. Exploring non-political Hindu nationalism encompasses a greater understanding of the endeavours performed in the religious and cultural domains that are not directly associated with electoral or political power strategies. The approaches that primarily defined Hindu nationalism through the political project of Hindutva presented a range of theories regarding the BJP’s ascent in Indian politics, particularly concerning caste, class, ethnicity and religion. However, such approaches tend to avoid discussions on the involvement of various actors and communities associated with minor organizations within the Sangh Parivar, particularly fringe groups that operate outside the mainstream of high politics (Alder 2015: 20–1). For example, female ascetics who are involved in the non-political sphere of Hindu nationalism may associate themselves with the political agenda of Hindutva, which the Sangh Parivar backs. They may also engage in activities to mobilize people based on their ethnic and religious identities or promote the concept of a Hindu Rashtra. Nevertheless, they played a proactive role in advancing and spreading Hindu nationalism within the realm of spiritual and cultural customs.

The entry of female ascetics into Hindutva’s political domain, primarily through the VHP and other groups, and the reshaping of Hindu nationalism in the 1990s did not indicate an apparent shift in policy within the movement. Instead, it incorporated some fresh themes and patterns of women’s activism, which appeared much more enthusiastic and forthright compared to the previous era. More militant and vocal than their male counterparts, these sadhvis portrayed the stereotypical image of radical activism by women and displayed a more confident and assertive approach towards political and social issues. Opening up these approaches helped to explore the trends of the movement from two new developments in the 1990s. The Mandal Commission’s suggestions brought attention back to the issue of caste, emphasizing the interconnectedness of gender and caste in women’s political activity. Moreover, the wave of globalization and its influence on women’s lives presented Hindu nationalism with fresh challenges and opportunities to manage. The Durga Vahini, the militant organization for young women under the VHP, revived the tradition of virtuous and strong women who fought to protect their culture and identity against external challenges, whether from a religious or cultural adversary. In addition, the emergence of low-caste women leaders, including some radical sadhvis, confronted the conventional hierarchies and introduced fresh perspectives to the mainstream of the Hindutva movement.

The ideals and visions of asceticism contributed in various ways to shaping the ideology and practices of Hindu nationalism from colonial times. The ideal of male celibacy continued to be a persistent theme in the making of an ascetic masculine nationalist identity. On the other hand, female chastity, purity and devotion to familial values were regarded as the manifestations of virtuous womanhood based on the principles of ascetic femininity. The Rashtra Sevika Samiti nurtured and fostered the principles of virtuous femininity in the decades following independence, eventually encouraging the sevikas to take active leadership positions during a socio-political crisis. However, the involvement of ascetics and dharmacharyas in the margdarshak mandali of the VHP from the 1960s, along with the gradual emergence of a few women ascetic-activist figures from the late 1980s, subsequently brought out the inherent conflict between asceticism and activism as one of the consistent themes in Indian politics. The matter was not just about sadhus participating in political matters within a secular state. Spiritual leaders and teachers have been actively engaging in socio-political events in different capacities in India from pre-colonial to post-colonial times. The issue at hand concerns sadhus advocating and campaigning, vigorously or discreetly, for a particular ideology that prioritizes the religious interests of the majority, equates Indian culture with Hindu culture, seeks to establish a singular Hindu identity and strives to gain political influence to promote a future Hindu Rashtra.

The engagement of the female ascetics or sadhvis in the political fabric of the Hindutva movement was a significant development. To place these sadhvis in a proper historical context, it is essential to acknowledge their diverse roles in shaping the movement’s future trajectories. At the core of their involvement in the movement lay a fundamental conflict between their positions as spiritual leaders and political activists. Despite their active engagement in public affairs, these female ascetics emphasized the importance of domestic life and family values, particularly when addressing ordinary women. Living the life of a renouncer did not stop them from highlighting the core principles of Hindu nationalism, which are to make every individual, particularly women, dedicated to domestic life and family values. Regardless of their non-traditional lifestyle as renouncers, they managed to engage with public affairs and take an activist stance on issues not typically deemed relevant to an ascetic way of life. On the one hand, they demonstrated their unwavering commitment to traditional gender stereotypes that have been nurtured within Hindu nationalism. On the other hand, they advocated for more prominent and, if necessary, more ‘heroic’ roles for women to protect society from external ‘threats’ and influences. They had more access to media and technology than their predecessors in previous generations, thanks largely to a neoliberal India, letting them reach a wider section of society.

A handful of female ascetics, particularly those associated with a Hindu monastic order, frequently sought to reconstruct and challenge patriarchal standards and gender norms. They attempted to create a distinct place for themselves by establishing their separate akharas or creating alternate locations for spiritual leadership. These women faced opposition from traditional male-dominated akharas, and it cannot be ascertained if their participation in larger right-wing political networks allowed them to explore their independent impulses fully. The issue of self-empowerment for these nonconformist women within the boundaries of right-wing Hindutva remained complicated and debated. The main problem here is that their militant approaches and use of offensive language against a particular group of ‘others’ did not give due recognition to the empowering actions of the sadhvis in a male-dominated environment. As right-wing activists, most of the Hindutva sadhvis frequently confronted a tense political environment characterized by cultural anxieties, violent rhetoric and patriarchal stereotypes. Simultaneously, they often served to create new narratives of resistance against the gender stereotypes prescribed by that patriarchy in their everyday actions and practices. As a result, these sadhvis frequently encountered a dilemma where they were caught between right-wing radicalism and patriarchal dominance. It led them to compromise their spiritual aspirations to stay relevant in the movement. The majority of the Hindutva sadhvis, thus, chose a strategic approach, desperately balancing their positions as zealous activists and spiritual practitioners. The most evident manifestation of this strategic stance may be seen in the ascetics’ involvement in social service or seva, which serves as both a spiritual practice and a means of promoting and implementing the ideology of Hindu nationalism in daily activities. The motivating power of seva as a spiritual practice has often been overshadowed when these sadhvis promote seva initiatives as a component of a nation-building process. This process seeks to inculcate a sense of rootedness in traditional values and culture and reinforce the ideals of an ethical Hindu identity.

When I conducted fieldwork among the female ascetics active in Hindu nationalist right-wing politics over the last five years, I was confident that the subject matter would be timely and relevant since a global rightward trend was already in place. As I explored their beliefs and motivations deeper, it became clear that these women, particularly female ascetics, played a more complex and significant role in spaces and regions where the spirit and passion of Hindu nationalism had already gained traction in the last century. The majority of my respondents were from India’s Hindi belt states, and they expressed similar anxiety about safeguarding traditional values and practices while advocating for a change in gender stereotypes. The Hindi belt states, which continued to be the strongholds of Hindu nationalism from colonial times, introduced many female ascetics, or sadhvis, who evolved as dynamic figures in the Hindutva movement. Indeed, I found it difficult to recognize the lesser-known sadhvis, particularly those who worked primarily as katha-vachikas at local ashrams or religious centres, since they often wanted to stay out of the political spotlight and were not as well-known as their much more renowned counterparts. However, local sources, particularly RSS-VHP workers, media correspondents and ordinary disciples, frequently assisted me in contacting these women or attending their spiritual programmes.

There are limited possibilities to investigate ascetic women’s activism as part of worldwide right-wing movements. The phrase ‘global right’ itself is very paradoxical, even while anti-feminist and anti-minority viewpoints might appear in diverse geographical regions, including liberal democracies (Graff, Kapur, and Walters 2019: 541–2). However, one needs to acknowledge the complex views that incorporate both progressive and conservative ideas before describing the right-wing Hindutva movement as anti-feminist or anti-minority in a conclusive tone. An essay in the RSS’s mouthpiece Organizer pointed out:

The concerns of current feminism observed in other regions of the world are transcended by Vedic feminism. Vedic feminism starkly contrasts the current incarnation of the aggressive movement that began in the West in support of women’s rights to equality. The Vedic perspective on feminism is distinguished by an innate spiritual worldview that projects absolute equality between men and women in all aspects of life and existence. The Vedic approach to feminism is neither exclusive nor extreme. …The contemporary feminism is confrontational, putting women on an antagonistic stage with men. The Vedic perspective on feminism is family-oriented, whereas the modern perspective on feminism is individualistic. The Vedic perspective is duty-oriented, whereas the modern perspective is rights-oriented.

(Jayswal 2023)

The Hindu nationalists emphasized the superiority of an indigenous kind of feminism by addressing current social issues such as broken homes, divorce, the absence of mutual respect in cohabitation and the psychological detachment resulting from a self-centred lifestyle adopted by women. They often link these problems to the adverse effects of following a Western feminist ideology in the pursuit of women’s rights (Nazz 2023: 174). All these concerns are global and are connected with the changing economic conditions worldwide. Keeping women inside the confines of the home and motherhood or allowing them just a limited political role to play may be a general trend in right-wing movements across the globe; nonetheless, I do not wish to associate these characteristics with the Hindu Right in contemporary India only. In colonial times, women’s roles and contributions to the Indian national movement have often been framed through the lens of domesticity, which overlapped with their responsibilities as cultural and religious preservers. While Gandhi acknowledged the significance of women’s active involvement in public affairs, he considered the home a space where women might exert their highest moral influence. During colonial times, motherhood and nationalism were crucial in promoting women’s participation in the public sphere. Women’s motherly attributes and familial roles served as the basis for their contributions to nation-building. The Hindu nationalists, however, effectively orchestrated and systematized these concepts into a coherent conceptual framework. Nevertheless, India had never experienced a well-organized or well-funded right-wing movement, such as those observed in the United States, Germany, Hungary, Poland and other countries (Ramet and Roger 1999). In the twenty-first century, the United States has seen the rise of a new wave of right-wing politics known as the Alternative Right (alt-right).1 This movement is defined by a collective conviction among Christian fundamentalists and the emergence of resentful ‘angry white men’ who hold the idea that feminism is harmful to humanity (Graff, Kapur, and Walters 2019: 543). Due to its racist and misogynist ideologies, the alt-right received widespread condemnation across the world. In India, however, radical misogynist approaches, such as the alt-right, were not prevalent. Instead, we can trace right-wing women negotiating their gender persona through violent means on several occasions. The persona of an ‘angry Hindu woman’ has been appropriated by right-wing groups since the 1990s, which sanctioned women, even the ascetics, to acquire masculine-militant traits that fit with their agenda. The active involvement of right-wing women in street protests, taking a confrontational position against the police and making bold statements before the media, all manifested how these women have embraced the stereotypical positions of masculinity and militancy (violence) to ensure their sustained relevance and visibility in the public domain when required (Banerjee 2003; Bedi 2006: 64). The militant warriorhood of women, however, has been integrated with the ideals of ‘motherhood’ within the contemporary Hindutva movement. This paradoxical status quo could have helped reduce societal tensions due to women’s growing public activity in so-called masculine ways (Banerjee 2003). Besides, taking a masculine-militaristic position might not suggest a true liberation for right-wing women (Bacchetta 2004). However, the historical relevance of ‘right-wing feminism’ would be incomplete unless we recognize the trope of motherhood in the development of ‘indigenous-right-wing feminism’ in India.

It is to be mentioned here that the self-empowering spiritual attribute of divine femininity, in the form of mother power, provided provisions for the elevation of women to a superior spiritual position compared to men. If this spiritual superiority of women, as endorsed by certain Hindu religious traditions, manifests in the material world, it has the potential to strengthen the social standing of women. In a traditional society governed by religious beliefs that permeate every aspect of life and within a cultural setting distinct from the West, embracing concepts such as gender equality and women’s rights may have been a challenging affair. Campaigning for gender equality, based on Western standards, may not necessarily coincide with the principles and ideas of this ‘indigenous feminism’, which insists on empowering women through a different perspective.

The right-wing forces in various countries may have configured the parameters of the right to gender equality in ways that perpetuate racist agendas; however, the Hindu Right is not always enthusiastic about approaching the issue of gender equality through the lens of feminist campaigning for human rights. To deal with violence against women, the Hindu Right in India might have proposed that women in minority religious communities need to be treated the same as all other women. However, Hindu women had additional arguments prepared. Not to mention that Hindu nationalists always had alternatives because they had access to a vast array of ancient social and religious writings to discuss women’s rights and gender equality from perspectives other than the universal human rights angle. Hence, they were prepared to successfully endorse the militancy of the Durga Vahini as manifestations of female empowerment as the goddess Durga, specifically in self-defence and fighting enemies. Alongside, it offered underprivileged, socially disadvantaged young women from small towns the chance to participate and perform in the nationalist mainstream.

The notion of the nation as a mother is unique to the Hindu Right in India. For a long time, Hindu nationalists rallied behind the concept of the nation as a mother and the embodiment of a Hindu goddess. The mother nation requires adoration, security and protection, and true Hindus can only defend the holy mother against Islamic or Christian perpetrators (Naz 2023: 171). Anyone who humiliates and vilifies the sacredness of the mother ought to be taught a lesson, and this includes so-called secularists, feminists, indigenous protest groups and sections of the media. The list keeps growing. It is worth noting that none of the ideas or principles supported by the Hindu Right were established as official decrees by a religious authority since Hinduism lacks a church-like authority and a text akin to the Bible. The perceptions and ideas articulated by the Hindu Right were only conveyed through practices and performances within politics and culture. In contrast to the Church of the Vatican’s opposition to gender-threatening the concept of traditional families, heterosexuality and the religious interpretation of relationships between men and women through various publications in the 2000s (Mayer and Goetz 2023: 5), right-wing Hindutva groups in India appeared to be uncertain about establishing a clear agenda regarding matters of gender and sexuality. Although the BJP, the political wing of the Hindu Right, publicly announced its intention to develop new systems to promote the progress of women in social, political and economic spheres as well as raise awareness on gender issues,2 the other associated groups of the Sangh Parivar did not offer a comprehensive course of action.

On the one hand, they had to promote nari-shakti by honouring women’s intrinsic strength and vitality while remaining implicit supporters of the BJP’s social reform programme, but on the other, they stuck to their old ideals of condemning concepts they recognized as Western influence. The feminist appeal for gender equality, which they thought of as a challenge to the inherent biological dispositions of man-woman partnerships backed by religion, was met with skepticism and rejection by traditionalists in society. They feared accepting such ideas would destabilize the social order and weaken their cultural values. Female ascetics within the Sangh Parivar groups have been viewed as the most suitable role models for women in leadership. They possessed the capability to provide moral guidance to ordinary Hindu women, imparting traditional Hindu values. Additionally, they could assume leadership positions by employing a unique form of masculine-militant energy to confront adversaries, if required. Female ascetics, by means of their presence and active roles in the Hindutva circle, clearly portrayed a distinct kind of morally and physically pure women who are free from sins, sexual desire and unfettered engagement with people from other religions. As they are free from any moral or physical contamination, they have the power to implement dharma, sadachar and sanskar into the corrupt realm of politics.

The role of female ascetics within the Hindutva movement could be seen as a significant departure from the traditional Brahmanical perceptions. Brahmanical perceptions, primarily influenced by patriarchy and caste, viewed women as inherently impure and lacking a natural inclination towards dharma. Historically, ascetic women led their spiritual lives in seclusion since societal standards discouraged their involvement in ascetic organizations and beyond. The Dasnamis introduced a more significant percentage of female ascetics than other ascetic groups. Yet, it was uncommon to discover situations when guru lineage was passed down from woman to woman. The guru-parampara primarily relied on a male hierarchy, especially amongst the Dasanami orders.3 Although right-wing Hindutva organizations aimed to exert dominance over the several groups of women they included, they unknowingly opened new possibilities for them. This was particularly true for ascetic women who wanted to assume prominent leadership positions in society, a traditionally denied privilege. Regardless of the caste-class backgrounds, ascetic lifestyles offered ordinary Hindu women a path to explore self-empowerment, such as becoming a guru, creating their sect, or becoming activists in social and political spheres.

As I looked for the feminist interpretation of the Hindutva sadhvis, I found that the feminists were more interested in explaining the patriarchal visions that regulate the Hindu nationalist circle rather than the complexities of women’s challenges and empowerment within the movement. As the feminists are keen to look into the disparities not only between genders but also within power structures such as caste and class, they might have found the social category of ‘sadhvis’ less appealing because caste, class and other identities become meaningless in the life of a renounced person after taking sannyasa. Technically, they are only defined by their sectarian identity, not even by gender identity. However, a growing interest among scholars could be observed in exploring the intricacies of Hindu women’s experiences and their ability to act within religious environments since the 1990s. This shift in focus is particularly relevant as the women’s movement in India gained new momentum during the 1990s, and many Hindu nationalist women, predominantly female ascetics, came to be recognized as influential figures in both the political and non-political aspects of Hindu nationalism. They are often portrayed as submissive and dissonant subjects of Hindu nationalism and the Hindutva movement. Yet, from this narrative of submission and resistance, they registered a unique sense of agency and strength. It helped them reflect on the expectations placed on them during the initial phase of the movement.

Typically, Hindutva sadhvi’s affiliation with a sanatani monastic order, or attaining the status of a Mahamandaleshwar, made them appear more acceptable to the male hierarchy, both inside the religious order and the Hindutva circle. However, one must acknowledge that, regardless of whether they were serving the cause of Hindu nationalism or advancing the agenda of the Hindutva movement, whether aggressively or submissively, no matter how misguided they were, they were motivated solely by their religious faith and a sense of national duty. The typical Hindu nationalist conviction that Bharat Mata requires only courageous, patriotic sons to defend and nurture her has been redefined by these female ascetics and the Hindu nationalist women who contended that feisty, virtuous and devoted daughters are equally capable of serving the mother nation. Their accomplishments stemmed from their ability to establish their unique approaches and styles of action, all the while conforming to the cultural standards of Hindu nationalism.

Has the story of the sadhvis been entirely told by the model of the sadhvis constructed by the Sangh Parivar? It is implausible that female ascetics associated with Hindu nationalism were able to interpret their lives independently since they were always portrayed as a collective identity, part of a homogeneous ‘we’ (Hindus). Even though they retained the capacity for individual decision-making, they were often portrayed as devoted soldiers of Hindutva, sometimes displaying extremist tendencies but unwaveringly dedicated to their cause. There were indeed actions and approaches of disagreements, such as in the case of Uma Bharti, who has a long history of resistance against the upper-caste male leaders of the BJP. However, the media and other interpreters represented her as a compliant subject at the end.

After the Ram Janmabhoomi movement subsided in the late 1990s, the scope and activities of the Sevika Samiti were restricted. The Sevika Samiti and the Durga Vahini were maintained under the complete supervision of the Sangh Parivar. However, they encountered difficulties controlling the women, particularly the female ascetics affiliated with various fringe factions of the Sangh Parivar. To ensure the electoral success of the BJP, the RSS-VHP alliance sought to place the extremist-radical sadhvis in strategic positions so that these individuals could be mobilized for the success of the party and sidelined after the objective had been achieved. With the ascendancy of the BJP, led by Narendra Modi, in 2014, the uncompromising and inflexible approaches of the right-wing fringe organizations were strategically adjusted to achieve stability. The rise of contemporary spiritual leaders such as Swami Ramdev and Sadhguru has overshadowed the previous generation of Hindutva sadhvis under the new BJP regime. However, the traditional sanatani sadhvis, who advocate for devotional Hinduism and propagate the revival of traditional Hindu values and culture in the name of Sanatan Dharma, have regained immense popularity on television and social media platforms. Currently, they are the new flagbearers of Hindu nationalism in India.


NOTES

Introduction

1Gender is a social construct that determines roles and expectations according to sexual orientation. Examining how women are portrayed in conventional home roles, there is a substantial discussion on women’s participation in right-wing activities. Especially noteworthy is the 2012 study We Are Worth Fighting for: Women in Far-Right Extremism by Eviane Leidig, referenced in Chelsea Daymon and Margolin Devorah’s study (2022).
2To gain a comprehensive understanding of the diverse history of Hindu nationalism, refer to the works of Christophe Jaffrelot (1993), William Gould (2005) and Prabhu Narain Bapu (2011). These scholars have made significant contributions to the field and provide valuable insights into the subject matter.
3Savarkar’s texts The Indian War of Independence (1909) and A Review of the Hindu Empire of Maharashtra (1909) best express the intersection of Hinduism and hegemonic masculinity in the model of masculine Hinduism. To get an understanding of Hindu Rashtra, see Savarkar’s Hindu Rashtra Darshan (1949).
4For a detailed discussion on various approaches to religious women’s agency, see Kelsy Burke (2012). By referencing Orit Avishai (2008), she discussed the advantages and limitations of feminist scholarship on the agency of women participating in traditional religions.
5For details, see Benjamin Zachariah (2015: 639–55) and Marzia Casolari (2000: 218–28).
6Savarkar’s understanding of Sanatan Dharma may be gleaned from his work ‘Essentials of Hindutva’, which was finished in 1921–2. The part titled ‘Who Is a Hindu’ (pages 38–44) succinctly presents Savarkar’s major concepts on Sanatan Dharma and Hinduism. The book was released in 1923 during Savarkar’s incarceration. When it was reissued in 1928, the title of the book was changed to ‘Hindutva: Who Is a Hindu?’ See the web version, Essentials of Hindutva (savarkar.org).
7To delve into the early history of the Hindu Mahasabha, we may turn to scholars such as Richard Gordon (1975), Christophe Jaffrelot (1996b), John Zavos (2000), Kenneth W. Jones (1989), Indra Prakash (1966) and Prabhu Narain Bapu (2011).
8The organization was initially established in 1887 in Haridwar by Pandit Din Dayal Sharma as a response to the growing influence of the Arya Samaj and Christian missionaries. Its primary aim was to preserve and promote Hinduism’s traditional principles and practices. In 1902, a significant change occurred when Swami Gyanananda, a Shaiva ascetic from the Dasnami order, assumed leadership. From then on, the organization became popularly known as the Shri Bharat Dharma Mahamandal. See ‘Proposed Deputation of the Bharat Dharma Mahamandal Society to the King’s Coronation’, Foreign Department, Internal, B Progs, June 1902, Nos 112–14 (NAI); John Zavos (1997: 77–80); Malavika Kasturi (2015).
9Letter from Joshi to Provincial Hindu Sahas, 26 August 1943, Papers of the All India Hindu Mahasabha, NMML, New Delhi, File C/67, 44, Quoted in Williams (2023): 101.
Chapter 1

1One of the leading scholars on spirituality, Philip Sheldrake, claims that the word ‘spirituality’ comes from the Latin spritua litas, which is linked to the adjective spritualis (spiritual). It’s important to make clear that the antithesis of God’s spirit is not the physical or ‘material’ (Greek soma, Latin corpus), but rather the flesh (Greek sarx, Latin caro). The conflict is, therefore, not between the physical and the spiritual but between two worldviews (2007: 76–7). To define spiritual consciousness and infuse new meaning into existing concepts of religion, or simply to separate ‘pure’ religion from impure religion, Indian thinkers utilized indigenous idioms of self-expression. For instance, Advaita Vedanta (non-dualist Vedanta) philosophy has been widely favoured as the driving force behind a ‘clean’ Hindu religion by figures ranging from Rammohun Roy and Swami Vivekananda to M. K. Gandhi. A number of Brahmanical schools of Vedanta exist, but Shankara’s Advaita Vedanta has been staunchly defended by Western scholars for its role in the development of a true, authentic Hinduism (Halbfass 1988: 102).
2Hindu nationalism and Hindutva are closely related. Hindu nationalism emphasizes cultural, historical and spiritual cohesiveness to preserve and advance Hindu culture, traditions and values. Conversely, Hindutva covers Hinduism’s cultural, religious, political and patriotic aspects. This idea was later expressed by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and its allies, known as the Sangh Parivar. Both themes emphasize Hindus’ political and aggressive engagement in Indian society and politics in response to perceived threats to Hindu culture and customs. For details, see Walter K. Anderson and S. Damle (1987).
3The term ‘Sangh Parivar’ (Family of the RSS) describes the grouping of political, social and cultural organizations that can trace their organizational and ideological origins back to the RSS. The Sangh Parivar encompasses various entities, namely the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) as a political party, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) as a religious organization, the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad (ABVP) as a student’s union, the Bajrang Dal as a religious militant organization that serves as the youth wing of the VHP, and the Bhartiya Kisan Sangh as a worker’s union. Additionally, it is frequently considered to refer to affiliated entities such as the Shiv Sena, which espouse the same ideological principles as the RSS.
4Impacting the social-political discourse in a certain way is itself an act of infusing power to shape events. In recent research, Alastair McLntosh and Matt Carmichael have described activism as an agency that denotes power over others, power with them, or power from within. According to them, spiritual activists undertake activism in the sense of empowerment, which relates to power from within (2019: 302–3).
5It is often assumed, in different ways, that the sannyasi is understood in the conventional image of the Brahmanical renouncer. This representation, though it partially captures social reality, makes ascetics a category of renouncers who receive sannyasa from a guru within a lineage that usually functions inside the framework of a sect. See Matthew James Clark (2004: 3–5). For a general understanding of Hindu asceticism in India, see Robert Lewis Gross (1992), L. T. Denton (1991) and Haripada Chakraborti (1973).
6Ancient Indian literary texts exemplify asceticism through regimens called vrata or dīkṣā, which were used as a model for professional ascetic modes. The Brahmanical literature records early interpretations of temporary ascetical practices. Asceticism as a permanent way of life in India began in esoteric works called Upanishads. Practices conducive to attaining the ‘world of Brahman’ include reciting the Veda, fire-worship, gift-giving, tapas, fasting and wandering forth. For details see Gonda (1965), Tull (1989) and Witzel (1997).
7Nivritti marga encourages a renunciant lifestyle, letting go of attachments to material possessions and ego. Both householders and renunciates can follow by embodying the right mindset and spiritual disposition. Sannyasa, or renunciation of worldly life, is a liberation from domination.
8One’s inherent nature influences these psychological tendencies and can be categorized into three gunas: sattva (purity and knowledge), rajas (passion and activity) and tamas (inertia and ignorance). These gunas shape the pursuit of dharma, artha, kama and moksha, as individuals may prioritize different objectives based on their dominant guna.
9Sister Nivedita celebrated the Indian deity Kali in her work, Kali the Mother. In the chapter ‘The Voice of the Mother’, she highlighted Goddess Kali’s implications for the revolutionaries. See Sister Nivedita (1900).
10For details see Swami Satyadev Paribrajak, 1926, Sangathan ka Bigul, 3rd ed. Dehradun, cited in Charu Gupta (1998: 729).
11Hindu asceticism has become a crucial domain for thinking about conceptions of masculinity from a nationalist viewpoint. Chandrima Chakraborty has discussed how the concepts of Hindu asceticism and masculinity were interpreted in nationalist settings. Ideologues and leaders of the Hindu nationalist movement depended on carefully chosen portrayals of Hindu asceticism and masculinity to suit their political objectives. See Chandrima Chakraborty (2011).
12Mathamnaya-Mahanushasan is considered the original sourcebook of a constitution for the ‘maths’ that Adi Shankaracharya established. The four Shankaracharya peeths are represented by the Mathamanaya-Mahanushasana. It is evident that the information in the Mathamnaya provides the primary framework within which Dasnami order is constituted.
13Among the Dandis, the names used include Tirtha, Arama, Sarasvati and Bharati. Among the Nagas, some of the names assigned include Giri, Puff, Bharati and Sarasvati. For more information, refer to G. S. Ghurye (1953) and Matthew James Clark (2004).
14The Dasnami order was founded by the great Shankaracharya (?788–820 CE). Sanyasis from the Giri, Puri, Bharati, Aranya, Parbat, Ban, Saraswati, Tirtha, Ashrama and Sagar orders composed the Dasnamis. The Dasnamis identified with either the Gossains or the Nagas. The Gossains could run a family, whereas the Nagas were always single. Nothing covered their naked bodies at all. The Dasnamis are renowned as ferocious warriors. The Dasnami Nagas wreaked havoc on the Mughal army of Emperor Aurangzeb in 1669 CE when they stormed the Vishwanath shrine in Banaras. During the Islamic era, another warrior ascetic order emerged: the Sikh Khalsa. Specifically against Aurangzeb, the Khalsa Sikhs fought bravely. Banda, a former Vaishnava bairagi, led the Khalsa even after Guru Gobind Singh’s death. See Lorenzen (1978) and Ananda Bhattacharya (2012).
15In 1925, Keshav Baliram Hedgewar, a prominent member of the Calcutta Anushilan Samiti, founded the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), also known as the National Volunteers Organization. Subsequently, Madhavrao Sadashivrao Golwalkar, the second leader of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), significantly contributed to establishing and expanding the RSS network throughout India. All the organizations operate under the RSS umbrella and promote Hindutva ideology principles. This perspective envisions a prospective scenario for India whereby Hindus will regain their societal significance, which is believed to have been diminished during Mughal and British dominance. To get a comprehensive understanding of RSS, it is recommended that you refer to the work of W. K. Anderson and S. Damle (1987). To get insights into the organizational networks and systems, refer to Tapan Basu’s (et al.) study in 1993.
16By 1909, a group of politically aware Hindus, primarily from the upper castes, recognized the significance of unity in both numbers and organization within Hindu society. This awareness grew particularly in response to constitutional reforms, census reports, and the rise of separatist politics in the country. The pamphlet, ‘A Dying Race’ (Mukerji 1909), exhibited profound apprehension over the future of the Hindu community, which faced a significant challenge posed by proselytization efforts.
17A considerable number of pamphlets and booklets have been written focusing on the issue of the purported fall of Hindus. Mention may be made of U. N. Mukerji’s ‘Hinduism and the Coming Census; Christianity and Hinduism’ (1911), Lala Lajpat Rai’s ‘The Depressed Classes’; (1909), Sakharam Ganesh Deuskar’s ‘Bangiya Hindujati Ki Dhangshanmukhe?’ (1910). Swami Shraddhananda published a significant work titled ‘Hindu Sanghathan: Savior of the Dying Race’ in 1926.
18The term ‘sangathan’ can be interpreted as denoting an organizational entity. Swami Shraddhananda contributed to the spread of this concept by associating it with the Aryan Golden Age. The manifestation of the sangathan movement has undergone periodic changes. M. N. Malviya also disseminated the notion in question throughout the tumultuous events of the Multan riots in 1922. In 1938, V. D. Savarkar defined a movement encompassing several groups with the same objective of shaping the Hindu race into a powerful and independent Hindu country. This movement was consolidated primarily under the auspices of the Hindu Mahasabha in the 1920s. For details, see Indra Prakash (1938) and John Zavos (2000).
19K. B. Hedgewar successfully realized Swami Vivekananda’s vision of nurturing individuals by forming the RSS. M. S. Golwalkar is also said to have been a follower of the Ramakrishna order, and afterwards, he aligned himself with the RSS. However, there are disagreements about whether the RSS’s interpretation of Hindutva resonates with Swami Vivekananda’s revitalized Hinduism (see Walter K. Anderson and S. Damle 1987:113; Sharma 2013).
20Chandrima Chakraborty classified the characteristics of masculine asceticism, drawing upon the ideas conceptualized by the leading intellectuals in their writings. She points out the overlapping configuration of ascetic masculinity by Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay’s use of the category called ‘santan’ (Aanandamath), Tagore’s Man’ (Gora) and Gandhi’s ‘satyagrahi’, as well as the rise of the ‘angry Hindu’ archetype used by the Hindutva groups in later periods. Walter O. Kaelber’s assessment of five categories of asceticism could be referred to here as very helpful in providing a comprehensive understanding of asceticism as a complex category with economic, social and political implications. Kaelber suggested five characteristics of asceticism: asceticism against culture, asceticism of culture, asceticism above or beyond culture, and asceticism and culture in paradox (Kaelber 1995: 320–8; Chakraborty 2011: 18–19).
21One may recall the portrayal of the dacoit queen Devi Chaudhurani by Bankimchandra in his celebrated novel Devi Chaudhurani. In this work, the dacoit leader Devi Chaudhurani, once abandoned by her husband, became engaged in militant activity against the British government and continued to perform humanitarian activism for the benefit of society. Commonly venerated as a Devi or incarnation of the mother goddess by the general masses, Devi Chaudhurani openly displayed her adherence to the cultural expressions of virtuous womanhood and eventually returned to her domestic role at the closure of the novel (Chattopadhyay 1946). Devi’s embracing the life of purity and chastity during the height of her militant struggle against the British turned into a symbolic model for the mobilization and militarization of upper-caste Hindu women within the purview of traditional Hindu femininity.
Chapter 2

1For further readings, see Francine Frankel (1978) and Jagdish Bhagwati (1993).
2The Other Backward Class (OBC) is a collective term used by the Government of India to classify educationally or socially backward castes. The classification of OBC is based on the Mandal Commission report, which identified these castes as deserving of unique benefits and reservations in education and employment. The aim is to uplift these communities and bridge the gap between them and the more privileged sections of society. The phrase ‘Scheduled Castes’ (and its predecessor ‘Depressed Classes’) identified those who have been subjected to the practice of ‘untouchability’. Still, ‘Backward Classes’ refers to a broader category of socially and economically disadvantaged groups. The inclusion of OBCs in the classification of Backward Classes is an effort to address historical disadvantages and ensure equal opportunities for all sections of society. For details, see Marc Galanter (1978: 1812–28).
3Many decisions of Mulayam Yadav will always highlight his name in the history of India. Still, the events of 30 October 1990, and two days after that were extremely dangerous. First, on 30 October bullets were fired at karsevaks. Five people died in this. Then, two days later, when a large number of karsevaks had reached Hanuman Garhi, very close to Babri Masjid, the police opened fire on the people. Government figures revealed that about one and a half dozen people were killed in this. The decision to open fire was that of Mulayam Singh, the state’s CM at that time (see Prabhash. K. Dutta 2019).
4For details, see India Times News Network, ‘BJP suspends Uma, gives her three days to explain’. Times of India. November 30 (2005).
5In his 1991 Presidential Address, Murli Manohar Joshi noted, ‘The BJP has always advocated special concessions for the backward and oppressed classes. But we do not look upon them as a vote bank. We look upon them as a part of a big family.’ See Murli Manohar Joshi, Address to National Council, Jaipur, February 1, 1991, in Presidential Speeches Part II (2005): 43.
6Following the enactment of the Women’s Reservation Bill in the parliament in 2023 under Narendra Modi’s administration, Uma Bharti once again brought up the topic of quotas and presented her arguments in an interview with Rajdeep Sardesai of India Today TV. ‘After so much hard work, the OBCs started believing in us, liking us. Around ten-fifteen years ago, the OBCs used to disbelieve us; they thought they had no place in our party. Uma Bharti argued that protecting the interests of OBC women in politics is imperative. This is because giving quotas for SC and ST communities is mandatory and would be automatically included in legislative bodies. The Women’s Reservation Bill should specifically provide reserved spaces for women belonging to the OBCs’. See the India Today Video Desk for details. ‘Uma Bharti On why she wants OBC quota in women reservation bill’ (2023).
7Uma Bharti, ‘Not a Woman’s World, Case for OBC Reservation’ (1998) 12, as told to Vidya Subramani. Quoted in Nivedita Menon (2000: 3838).
Chapter 3

1The Akhil Bhartiya Akhara Parishad (ABAP), consisting of three main akharas or Hindu monastic orders adhering to Vaishnavism, Sikhism and Shaivism, was founded in 1954. Principally, the ABAP assisted in the planning of the Kumbh Mela and other Hindu religious celebrations. It played a crucial role in resolving numerous conflicts among the akharas. Although maintaining a cordial rapport with the Sangh Parivar, the RSS-VHP consistently endeavoured to exert their influence over the Hindu monastic orders and solicit support for a range of matters about the religious interests of Hindus. There are sadhus among the akharas who shared a close connection with the RSS and even served as RSS pracharaks before becoming ascetics out of their spiritual quest. An example of this is Swami Jitendranand Saraswati, the general secretary of the Akhil Bhartiya Sant Samiti (ABSS), who happened to be an RSS pracharak earlier and joined the path of asceticism. Throughout his spiritual career, he naturally remained an ardent supporter of the Hindutva movement, and served as an intermediary between the sadhu samaj and the RSS. For details, see D. K. Jha (2019: 79–80).
2As per the official statement of the BJP, the rath yatra brought up three basic questions that had long remained dormant inside the country’s collective consciousness. However, individuals refrained from posing these concerns, apprehensive of facing consequences from the pseudo-secularists who had governed India by default since its independence in 1947. The following questions were posed: ‘What is secularism? What is communalism? Can national integration be achieved by constantly pandering to minority communalism? Cannot the Government reject the cult of minority?’ Clarifying the position of L. K. Advani, the statement concluded, ‘Shri Advani chose Somnath as the starting point of his yatra because the reconstruction of the shrine on the rubble of loot and plunder was the first chapter in a journey to preserve the old symbols of unity, communal amity, and cultural oneness’. For details, see The ‘Ram Rath Yatra’, a significant event in Indian history, is available online: https://www.bjp.org/ram-rath-yatra (accessed on 2 January 2024); Maya Arzan (2010).
3Ibid.
4In 1970, he was elected as an independent Lok Sabha member from Gorakhpur. However, he lost in the 1971 General Election. In 1989, he won again as a Hindu Mahasabha candidate. He was elected MP from the same seat in 1991 and 1996 as a Bharatiya Janata Party nominee. He became the Mahant (head priest) of Gorakhnath Math, succeeding his master Digvijay Nath. He played a significant part in the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. He was a mentor and guru to Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath. See Mahant Sri Avaidyanath (1983).
5V. D. Savarkar gave the presidential speech to the Hindu Mahasabha in 1938, which is excerpted in C. H. Philips (1962:362). This speech profoundly explained the principles and objectives of the Hindu Mahasabha.
6To understand the core ideas of a Hindu Rashtra, see Savarkar (1984).
7For a discussion on communism and economic changes in India, see Basu (1993: 34–7), Upadhyay and Robinson (2012: 35–57) and Gupta (1991: 573–82).
8ITV Gold TV. ‘Sadhvi Rithambara Ji’s interview’. ITV Gold TV. USA, September 16 (2022). Available online: https://bit.ly/3skF1cX

9For details, see Anja Kovacs (2004: 373–88).
10Using a VHP style of pressure tactics on BJP, she could be heard speaking at the Hunkar Sabha, organized by the VHP at Nagur on 25 November 2018 in the presence of RSS Chief Mohan Bhagwat. ‘Prime Minister Narendra Modi should take Bhagwat’s words as his command. After all, even Modi belongs to the same order from where we come. Now, it is in Modi’s hands to restore the glory of Lord Rama’s idol laying in a tent at a disputed site.’Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh. ‘Sadhvi Ritambhara – VHP Hunkar Sabha’, Vidarbha (2018). Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z0hmSeWPOwg

Chapter 4

1By introducing the concept of ‘zombie nationalism’ in the context of the United States in recent decades, Jason Springs explains ‘the socio-political processes by which White evangelical ethnoreligious nationalism has reasserted itself by theories of religion (contemporary evangelical theology) and race (White ethnoreligious national ideology), as well as a White conservative sexual politics’. Similar trends can be seen in the Hindutva movement, as gender standards and expectations are used to strengthen and promote the dominant political ideology of Hindu nationalism (Jason Springs 2021).
2For a descriptive study of gender and sexuality in Hindu nationalism, see Amrita Basu (1996b), Dibyesh Anand (2007), Paola Bacchetta (1999) and Joane Nagel (1998).
3Pradip Kumar Datta, in one of his significant writings (1993), discusses how the Hindu communitarian identity was established and nurtured through different social and political processes in early twentieth-century central Bengal. Datta’s work sheds light on how these processes helped to defend Hindu cultural values from encroachment and vilification by other religious groups and the colonial power.
4Colonel Upendra Nath Mukerji best reflected these ideas in his famous work, ‘Dying Hindus’ (1909). In his book, Mukerji raised concerns over India’s declining Hindu population in comparison to Muslims and Christians. His study mobilized fears of a decreasing Hindu population. It generated a feeling of urgency among Hindu leaders to tackle what they viewed as an existential crisis caused by demographic decline.
5Scholars have thoroughly discussed masculinity in the context of colonialism, nationalism and post-colonialism in India. See Mrinalini Sinha (1995), Charu Gupta (2001) and Sikata Banerjee (2003, 2005).
6I have used Sikata Banerjee’s mention of ‘celibate warriors’ while describing the female ascetics of Hindu nationalism (Sikata Banerjee 2005: 128).
7The Hindutva sadhvis are not the same as women in white supremacist and neo-Nazi far-right groups in Europe and the United States. The former prioritize spiritual practices, community service and cultural preservation over political violence. Still, some of them might display a kind of extremist approach to defending their beliefs and values. It is crucial to avoid generalizing about all the sadhvis based on the approaches of a few. A few sadhvis associated with right-wing fringe groups might have displayed their preferences for an extremist line of action while addressing specific issues like love jihad, religious conversion or sexual assault by men from ‘other’ religious communities; however, these sadhvis are not well endorsed by the Hindutva mainstream.
8The Sadhvi Shakti Parishad, an affiliated body of the VHP, claimed to bring all female ascetics on one platform for society’s spiritual well-being and material welfare. Not all female ascetics affiliated with the Parishad are inclined towards participating in the Hindutva movement under the banner of the RSS-BJP. Many female ascetics associated with the Parishad follow different sectarian or philosophical streams of Hinduism and lead lives that conform to the conventional image of a saint. They do not participate in political activities or promote political issues. However, VHP’s effort to include all female ascetics into the unified structure of the Parishad served to further the organization’s objectives of promoting Hindu nationalism, ostensibly for the sake of the holistic well-being of the society. See Banerjee 2005: 129–135.
9The practice of seva has played a significant role in fostering and spreading Hindu nationalist identities. Ketan Alder examined how the religious practices of serving others contributed to developing Hindu and national identities. This process occurred independently of explicit nationalist political movements during that time and within seemingly apolitical organizations focused on religious reform and community service projects (Ketan Alder 201524: 28). For further readings, see Gwilym Beckerlegge (2004: 105–35).
10Named after the sage Markandeya, the Markandeya Purana is one of the major Puranas. The Devi Mahatmya, a segment incorporated in the Markandeya Purana, celebrates the glory of Goddess Durga and is highly appreciated by the worshippers. One of the primary translations of the Markandeya Purana was done for the Asiatic Society of Bengal by F. Eden Pargiter for the series Bibliotheca Indica in 1904.
11Later Hindu writings, such as the Dharmasastras, particularly the Manusmriti, correlate menstruation with perceived bodily impurity. This association is akin to the prescribed behavioural norms regulating interactions with those belonging to lower castes or those outside the caste system.
12The women’s monastic order Sri Sarada Math was founded as the counterpart of the Ramakrishna Order. It is constructed by sadhvis per Swami Vivekananda’s directions and functions as a female monastic order.
13Details of the Sarada Math could be collected from the ‘Official Website of Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineswar, Kolkata’ (www.srisaradamath.org ). Accessed on 2 April 2024.
14For details on the work of Laxmibai Kelkar and the Rashtra Sevika Samiti, see ‘Life Sketch of Vandaniya Mausiji-Founder and Chief of Rashtra Sevika Samiti’ (1996): 48–52.
15My conversations with the female activists of the VHP in their New Delhi headquarter (26 January 2020) revealed that the economic transformations in the 1990s were not well-received by several Sangh ideologues, particularly the women in leadership positions. They did not like the increasing prevalence of beauty pageants that objectified and commercialized the female body in a particular manner. Curiously, the Hindu nationalist ladies received backing from several feminist activists in their opposition to the beauty competitions and organized protest rallies against the sponsoring organizations.
16Conversation held at Gorakhpur, 19 February 2018.
17Shiv Sena is a right-wing, regional political organization established in 1966 by Bal Thackeray. Historically, the party’s philosophy has revolved around promoting Hindu nationalism and preserving Marathi identity.
18Love jihad is a belief system that is espoused by Hindutva activists. It primarily targets Muslim males, with the purported belief that they want to convert Hindu women to Islam using practices and tactics such as false love, seduction and marriage. The term ‘love-jihad’ refers to Muslims’ more extraordinary battle against the Hindus (India) as part of a worldwide conspiracy scheme. It attempts to establish demographic dominance through religious conversion.
19Information and ideas were collected from the Matri Shakti Sammany Sammelan, held on 26 February 2023 at the Tilak Inter College in Firozabad, Uttar Pradesh.
Chapter 5

1For a comprehensive understanding of the concept of religious agency as submission, see Mack (2003), Mahmood (2005) and Waldoks (2015).
2Sinha and Saraswati note that after the 1954 Kumbha Mela, the Juna and Niranjani akharas came closer together. Relations between the Nirvana and Atal akharas have become somewhat distant owing to a dispute concerning selecting a female Mahamandaleswar (1978: 84).
3See ‘Radical Reforms in Juna Akhara by Mahamandaleswar Avdheshanand Ji.’ The interview with Madhu Kishwar was recorded on 8 September 2020, at Harihar Ashram, Haridwar.
4Conversation held during the Kumbh Mela at Prayagraj on 20 January 2019. The sadhvis associated with the Juna Akhara refused to disclose their names if used in published documents. Pseudo-names have been used here to keep their identities confidential.
5Ashutosh Maharaj established Divya Jyoti Jagrati Sansthan in 1983 to advocate for spiritual enlightenment and the holistic growth of society. The organization includes many women (sadhvis) in its ascetic and spiritual leadership.
6The sadhvis from the Divya Jyoti Jagrati Sansthan time to time exprrssed strong opinions on religion and politics on on Hindutva-aligned platforms. Officially, this organization does not endorse any political party, though individual leaders personally advocate for themes that align with Hindutva ideals.
7See the special section mentioned as ‘Matri-Shakti’. Available at https://www.vhp.org/matrushakti/.
8For details, see D. K. Jha, ‘Unholy Orders’. Caravan Magazine (2022).
9For details, see the report on ‘Dharmacharya Sampark -Yuva Sant’, available at https://www.vhp.org/dharmacharya_sampark_single/2/.
10Ibid.
11See the special section on Sadhvi Shakti Parishad. Available at https://www.vhp.org/dharmacharya_sampark_single/1/.
12‘Voices from the Mela’. 1 May 2001. op. cit.
13Interview with Mahamandaleswar Santoshi Mataji. Aaj Tak. 10 March (2021).
14Interviews were conducted during the Magh Mela campus at Prayag on 3 February 2014.
15‘Voices from the Mela’. op.cit.
16For details see Sadhvi Kamlesh Bharti, ‘The Sadhvi Shakti Parishad: An Introduction’ (2000).
17Government of India, ‘Crime in India’, National Crime Record Bureau (NCRB), 1991, 2003, 2008, 2012, 2013, 2014 and 2015 Ministry of Home Affairs, New Delhi; Government of India, ‘Crime of India’, Ministry of Home Affair, New Delhi, 2015, p. 88.
18Foucault’s claims that four distinct procedures discipline the person to the point where people become docile. These four strategies are: ‘the art of distributions’, ‘the control of activity’, ‘the organization of genesis’, and ‘the composition of forces’ (Michel Foucault 1979).
19‘Voices from the Mela’. op.cit.
20See Milind Parande. ‘Sadhvi Shakti Parishad played an important role in awakening Matri Shakti’. UPUK Live. June 12 (2022).
21ETV Bharat. ‘Sadhvi Seminar of Vishwa Hindu Parishad held in Haridwar, discussion on gay marriage and live-in relationship’. E TV Bharat, May 27 (2023).
22In VHP’s Sadhvi seminar, an appeal was made to Sadhvis for conversion and to create public awareness about Love Jihad. Panchajanya, 27 May 2023.
23Conversation held at the Akhand Param Dham Ashram at Haridwar on 23 May 2021.
24Conversation held at a Ram katha event at a local temple in February 2018.
25Causal meetings and informal talks were conducted at Ujjain and Indore, Madhya Pradesh in October 2019.
26Ibid.
27Conversations held at Ujjain on 25 December 2019.
28Sadhvi Kamlesh Bharti, ‘The Sadhvi Shakti Parishad: An Introduction’, op. cit.
Chapter 6

1In ‘A Dictionary of Hinduism’, Stutley stated, ‘The guru is a religious guide or a teacher, who especially gives initiation to disciples’. The actual meaning of the term guru is the heavy one. The reason for this meaning is that gurus were specialists in their chosen scriptures and were often involved in debating contests. They mostly tended to win and were called ‘the heavy ones. The term “Guru” is commonly used derisively in the West. Etymologically, the Guru’ is a Sanskrit term. It comprises two syllables, “Gu” and “Ru.” “Gu” means darkness or ignorance, and “Ru” means dispeller or remover, so the guru removes or dispels ignorance of the disciple.’ See M. Stutley and J. A. Sutley (1977); Paras Shridhar (2005: 15–16).
2Baba Ramdev, or Swami Ramdev, is widely known for his yoga activities and spiritual programs. In 1995, he established the Patanjali Yogpeeth Trust, along with Acharya Balkrishna, to popularize yoga and the Ayurveda system of medicine worldwide. Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, another well-known name, was recognized for his spiritual and humanitarian activities. The Art of Living Foundation, established by Guru Ravi Shankar, has become one of the pivotal philanthropic organizations that promotes compassion, peace and service to humanity.
3Shaiva, Vaishnava and Shakta monastic centres in various parts of northern India shaped Hinduism’s sectarian structure from pre-colonial times. These monastic centres contributed significantly to developing an economic and political framework encompassing many pilgrimage centres and sacred sites. The leaders of monastic orders, known as gurus, sadhus or grains, wielded considerable power among adherents and amassed a sizable fortune and property. See Pinch (2006) and Kasturi (2018: 101).
4For a detailed analysis of Swami Karpatri Maharaj and his Ram Raya Party, see Dasgupta (2021).
5Ketan Alder discussed the ‘political’ and ‘non-political’ aspects of seva or charitable works within the discourse of Hindu nationalism. He pointed out the shortcomings of instrumentalist approaches to the relationship between seva and Hindu nationalism and their inability to explore the constructive power of religious traditions in the late modern age. Ketan Alder (2015: 26–8).
6Amongst the existing scholarship on the subject of media and religion, see Eric Rothebuhler (1999), Tamar Liebes and James Curraan (2000) and Wade Clark Roof (1999).
7Information was collected from Mata Kankeswari’s interview with Devang Bhatt, a YouTube video on 23 July 2014.
8Jha, Preeti. ‘Sadhvi Kankeswari became the first woman Mahamandaleswar of Agni Akhara.’ Jagran, 21 May 2016.
9Dainik Bhaskar, ‘ Kanakeshwari Devi became the first Mahamandaleshwar of Agni Akhara, took initiation at 9’. Dainik Bhaskar (no date).
10For details, check the speech delivered by Mata Kankeswari Devi at the Saraswat Samaroho, Morbi Gujarat. 6 September 2011, at the Khokra Hanuman Mandir Haridhar Dham. YouTube video.
11The 2002 Gujarat riots were a sequence of violent incidents that unfolded in the Indian state of Gujarat. The violence erupted in Godhra after a train transporting Hindu pilgrims was set on fire, resulting in the deaths of numerous individuals (Christophe Jaffrelot 2003).
12During the Kandhamal unrest in Orissa, India, in 2008, Christians were attacked and damaged. The violence destroyed a lot of property, forced thousands of people to leave their homes and killed a few people (see Farzand Ahmed 2008; Maitreya Buddha Samantaray 2008).
13The notion of the ‘sacred cow’ in ancient India may include inconsistencies since contemporary perspectives on the ‘sacred cow’ differ significantly from those held in past eras. However, religious sensibilities on the sacredness of cows became deeply rooted in the Brahmanical doctrine, possibly by the fourth century AD, and gradually achieved universal acceptance as a fundamental principle of Hinduism in the following centuries. For a detailed overview of the sacred cow issue, see Frederick J. Simoons and Deryck O. Lodrick (1981: 121–37) and V. M. Dandekar (1969: 1559–66).
14For details, see the lecture on ‘ Charo Varno ki sarthakta goes seva mein’, by Mata Kankeswari. 1 October 2020. YouTube video.
Conclusion

1The American alt-right movement is a closely affiliated offshoot of the far-right white nationalist movement. It rose to popularity in the middle of the 2010s, especially in the run-up to the 2016 presidential election.
2For details on BJP’s women empowerment programmes, see, ‘Chapter 10, Nari Shakti, Empowerment of Women’. Available at https://www.bjp.org/chapter-10.
3Mattew James Clark referred to the Imperial Census of India for 1931, as cited by Briggs (1982: 4–6). It indicates more than 1 million people under the headings Aghori, Faqir, Sadhu and Sannyasi, of which women accounted for almost 40 per cent of the travelling ascetic community. Denton, however, estimates a number of 10 per cent, or somewhat less, for female ascetics out of 1,300 ascetics from Banaras, many of whom were widowed (1981: 212). For details see Clark (2004: 27).
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