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Reinvention of Identity

While Javeed Alam’s article ‘The 
Contemporary Muslim Situation in 

India: A Long-Term View’ (January 12) 
deals instructively with the contemporary 
Muslim situation in India, it necessarily 
skips over the predicament of individual 
famous Muslims, who are targeted by 
“Hindutva” forces. An examination of two 
such well known cases might illustrate the 
larger predicament of Muslims, while also 
offering a commentary on “Hindutva’s” loss 
of touch with itself.

Quite a large well-organised section of 
the population, who proclaims adherence 
to the “Hindutva” cause, seems to be in-
tent on controlling the imagined growth 
of Muslim influence in India. Nothing else 
can explain the persistent harassment 
meted out to such individuals as the non-
agenarian artist M F Hussain or the  
tennis star Sania Mirza, just out of her 
teens. There is a strong muttered feeling 
that Muslims, by the very fact of being 
Muslim, must be anti-national and dis
respectful of Hindu culture, and in need 
of being put down with a firm hand, under 
any pretext. Sections of Muslim religious 
leaders have also joined hands in putting 
down Sania Mirza, which suggests that 
the fundamentalist leaders of both reli-
gions would like to see the Muslims under 
the control of traditional power structures 
that exact obedience. 

Not that the elderly M F Hussain or the 
girlish Sania Mirza are a direct threat to 
the power structures that be. But their 
media popularity signifies the emergence 
out of obscurity of Muslims in new spheres 
of social activity and importance, and it is 
what such a trend might indicate that is 
so unsettling, and which leads to such 
over-reaction from fundamentalists with-
in the power structure. And so, in bizarre 
coordination, young Sania is accused of 
being disrespectful to the Mecca masjid, 
and the Indian National Flag, from two 
fundamentalist forces, all within a couple 
of weeks of her entry into the first of the 
Grand Slam tournaments this year.

The cardinal sin that these two unique 
personalities have committed is that they 
both in different ways have stepped out-
side the identity politics of their country, 

and tried to don another newer, defining 
identity. Hussain has become an inter
nationally respected artist, with a  
globalised, hence subsumed “westernised” 
identity, whose paintings are bought by 
galleries, collectors and museums world-
wide with the same eagerness displayed 
for the works of other western artists. He 
lives outside the social space permitted 
to Indian Muslims. Whatever his origins 
as a cinema-poster painter in Bombay, 
today his identity is neither merely that 
of an Indian, nor that of an Indian 
Muslim, but that of a great living artist of 
the world.

His approach to India, its culture and 
its social themes, is a self rediscovery, 
like that of Vidia Naipaul’s or Salman 
Rushdie’s. It is this very rebirth of enquiry 
from his acquired social eminence that 
gives his quest a childlike naïveté, which 
makes us forgive his imaging Indira 
Gandhi during her Emergency days as a 
risen Durga. In fact, his very fascination 
with the wonderfully colourful panoply 
of Hindu gods gives a clue to his self 
reidentification as a globally acknowl-
edged artist, acknowledged in his own 
time, who looks with devotional wonder-
ment at the world around him. His eyes 
are no longer those of the traditional 
Indian Muslim, but closer, most probably 
identical, to those of countless westerners 
who stream into India to discover the 
wonders of Hindu mysticism.

Traditional Hinduism, unlike the great 
Semitic religions, recognises as a ‘puru
shartha’, or purpose of life that ultimately 
leads to ‘moksha’ or liberation, the role 
of ‘kama’, which is misunderstood by the 
vulgar as mere lust, but it stands for the 
aesthetic realisation of the world around 
us, the first gateway of life through 
which we pass as children, before seek-
ing ‘artha’, or economic welfare, and later 
‘dharma’, or cosmic justice for all life. The 
artist to be artist finds his ‘sva-dharma’ in 
celebrating ‘kama’. The great unknown 
artists of Hindu India, who beautified our 
temples, devotionally created the figures 
of goddesses as ‘mahashakti’, the eternal 
creative energy of the ‘brahman’. It is only 
in the psyche of the modern, sexually 
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repressed, unconsciously westernised, 
Indian, that such figures can be confused 
with pornography. 

The tragedy lies in the fact that the 
persons who set out to defend Hinduism 
are gazing at Hinduism as foreigners, 
completely convinced of colonial even 
Semitic judgments over ancient Hindu 
beliefs, which many in the modernised 
“Hindutva” forces find incomprehensible, 
and hence to be rejected. Perhaps, the 
long colonial period of foreign rule, that 
necessarily held Hindu beliefs as inferior, 
and the even longer ascendancy of ascetic 
beliefs, Christian, Muslim and Vedantic, 
have obliterated all emotional connections 
between Indians who believe they are 
Hindus and the essences of their ancient 
culture. Misinterpretation by colonial 
rulers, we know, reduced temple dances 
into mere ‘nautch’, rather than recognise 
their sacral role in sanctifying space 
through the incarnate figure of the 

‘devadasi’. It is this very misinterpretation, 
for more than a millennium, of the role of 
the fertile and divine female figure in life 
that reduced the Hindu woman from a 
person with equal rights, including those 
in religious ritual, to a subordinate in her 
husband’s household. The “Hindutva” 
forces are now trying to reinterpret 
Hinduism in line with other modern 
commonly understood Semitic religious 
practices, and one feels for the tragic 
isolation of their position from the  
roots of Hinduism. It is even more tragic 
for them that Hussain whom they attack 
has a surer instinctive knowledge of  
Hinduism.

Sania Mirza is at the other end of the 
spectrum of reinvention of identity – she 
is not rediscovering India, she is escap-
ing into the amorphous globalised world 
of the sports star. In that world today 
national emblems are brands that help to 
sell the country, its products and tourist 
allure. These emblems are not power 
symbols to be handled only by colonial 

rulers, but to be used with easy and wel-
come familiarity by all. Old world stric-
tures about skirt length or colonial notions 
about imperial flags make no sense in this 
modern world to which she has escaped. 
Maybe she can buy herself some peace, as 
undoubtedly Muslim business leaders do 
today for bottom line reasons. 

In a globalised world many people have 
multiple identities, and some of the most 
famous, like the globalised steel tycoon 
Laxmi Mittal, may strategically call them-
selves Indian. But it is just plain silly to 
think of M F Hussain or Sania Mirza mere-
ly as Indian Muslims. One is mostly a glo-
bal artist celebrity, the other mostly a glo-
bal tennis celebrity, and they must willy-
nilly accept the responsibilities, attitudes, 
and cultural practices of their major 
identity definitions. As side-effects, they 
bring more lustre to India shining, and 
also respect for Muslims.

Vithal Rajan
Hyderabad


