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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

We are thrilled to present the 2016-2017 edition of  Canons, Approach-
ing the Periphery. This is the largest issue published to date. As Mc-
Gill University’s undergraduate journal of  Religious Studies, Canons 

has provided a platform for undergraduate students to publish and showcase 
their academic research for thirteen years. It is our hope that this publication will 
make outstanding student work on the study of  religion accessible, both inside 
and outside the McGill community.

The current issue, Approaching the Periphery, includes nine of  these student re-
search projects. These interdisciplinary essays all discuss topics which move away 
from the privileged central figures of  religious traditions and investigate those 
who are considered more peripheral. The issue begins with Lauria Galbraith’s  
investigation of  the sensorium of  women across Western traditions, and this is 
followed by Sayema Badar’s regressive discussion of  the religious identity of  the 
Punjabi mystic, Bullhe Shah. Moving forward in time, Jonathan Widell addresses 
the effects of  female endogamy in Tunisia in comparison to various human rights 
charters, and Aanchal Bhattacharya investigates the role of  gender and sexuality 
within the systems of  public Indian Hindu life. Francesca Humi continues this 
strain by discussing the effects of  Christian colonization of  Canada on Indig-
enous women, followed by Alice Edwins’ investigation of  the bifurcated Sikh 
temple of  Nankana Sahib. Moving back into the ancient period, Jeremy Lieber-
man addresses the question of  the role of  religion within the Maccabean revolt 
in the Seleucid empire, and Muhan Zhang provides a psychological approach to 
Song dynasty Ch’an apparition painting. Finally, Erica Monteferrante discusses 
the rebellion of  the Watchers within the non-canonical books of  Enoch.

Special thanks go to the Dean of  Arts’ Development Fund, the Faculty of  Re-
ligious Studies, the Religious Studies Undergraduate Society, the Arts Under-
graduate Society, and all of  those individuals who supported us in the creation 
of  this publication.

Most importantly, I would like to extend the highest praise and gratitude to ev-
ery member of  our editorial board for their tireless efforts in editing the highest 
number of  essays which we have published to date. Without their work, it would 
not have been possible to put together this year’s issue.

Please enjoy the issue, and thank you for supporting Canons.

Edward Ross
Editors-in-Chief
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FEMALE ECSTASY
The Spiritual Sensory Abilities of Women

Lauria Galbraith

Our sensory realities can be difficult to examine, since they are a very 
subjective and intimate experience; even so, “systems of  sensory classi-
fications are fundamental to upholding social divisions and hierarchies” 

(Classan and Howes 66), so it is necessary to analyse how the senses have shaped 
culture. This essay will examine the sensory classifications of  women, how this 
sensory stereotype developed across Western culture, and how this feminine sen-
sorium allowed for a unique female spiritual experience that was distinct from 
the spirituality of  men. I will discuss the origins of  the female sensory classifica-
tion in Classical Greek society and its correspondence to religiosity, before con-
sidering how this ancient motif  became appropriated into Judeo-Christian belief, 
as exemplified by Philo of  Alexandria, a scholar who bridged the two traditions 
in the Hellenistic Period. Once the beginnings of  this female stereotype have 
been explained, I will show how it applied to the two significant feminine types 
in the pre-modern era: the saint and the witch. Finally, I will argue that, since the 
witch is associated with the negative connotations of  the female sensorium and 
is subordinated by the male rationalization, it is only the female saint who used 
the sensory abilities of  women to defy the cosmic and social order by accessing 
a type of  mystical spirituality beyond and superior to the spirituality of  men: the 
intimate, corporeal experience of  religiosity that is unattainable by masculine in-
tellect. This thesis reflects the belief  that the female mystic holds “the sole place 
within the history of  the West where women have achieved full and autonomous 
subjectivity” (Hollywood 5). As this paper will demonstrate, this achievement 
was only made possible due to these formerly negative sense stereotypes of  
women, which the female saints appropriated into their mysticism and used to 
claim their own authority. 

Pre-modern thought considered men and women to be of  different con-
figurations: men were “sufficiently cooked,” while women were their imperfect, 
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“half-baked” counterparts (Classen, The Deepest Touch 71). These compositional 
differences extend into the gendering of  the sensorium: Constance Classen ex-
plains that “[i]n accordance with the association of  man with mind and woman 
with body, men tended to be linked with the ‘rational’ senses of  sight and hear-
ing, and women with the ‘corporeal’ senses of  smell, taste and touch” (The Color 
of  Angels 66). The feminine sensorium was viewed as being closely tied to physi-
cality and the intimate bodily experience, while men were seen as rational crea-
tures whose sensibility is animated from the superior soul rather than stemming 
from the inferiority of  the body. Although this association of  womanhood with 
senses of  the flesh was tied to patriarchal notions of  the inferiority of  the female 
intellect, the more intimate relationship of  women to their corporeal senses actu-
ally allowed them to access a spiritual power beyond the capability of  men.

The corporeal, sensible experience of  female spirituality begins in ancient 
times. The social placement of  women within Classical Greece was almost en-
tirely confined to the household, but they played a particular role in the religious 
rituals of  the time. As Barbara E. Goff  explains in her book on women’s ritual 
practice in Ancient Greece,  “Since women were construed as more prone to 
emotional expression than men, women played a correspondingly significant role 
in the articulation of  grief  or joy on behalf  not only of  themselves but also 
of  the male population” (31). Their contribution to funeral rites was incredibly 
intense and could be described as entirely focused on the physical release of  
emotions: female mourners screamed, cried and pulled out their hair, express-
ing their bodily lament in a way inaccessible to men. This passionate feminine 
piety extended past the customary social sphere; the infamous Bacchic frenzies 
of  the Maenads, devotees of  Dionysus, are an example of  the religious feminine 
experience oriented around their carnal senses. Matthew Dillon explains that, 
“one of  the chief  ways women worshipped Dionysus was with the dance, which 
involved tossing the head, and whirling around” (144), in every way a religiosity 
of  the body and its corporeal senses. These religious rites were most famously 
described in Euripides’ Bacchae, in which Pentheus says that the women of  The-
bes “on the wooded hills rush wildly to and fro, honouring in the dance this 
new god Dionysus” (Vellacott 86). A particularly interesting element of  this play 
is that while the women are experiencing their very intense physical religiosity, 
Pentheus admits that he would like to “go spy upon them” (Vellacott 95), thereby 
producing a scene of  the women having this sensible experience of  religion 
while a man looks upon them in an attempt to understand. This motif  will recur 
in this paper; it brings out a disjunction between how men and women in this 
culture experienced piety. Thus, the female role in Greek religion was an experi-
ence separate from the masculine practice, a fact that was due to “the range of  
religious possibilities which were open to women because of  their physiology 
and biology” (Dillon 299). 

While the motif  of  women’s corporeal senses and their association to a 
bodily religious experience finds its origins in antiquity, its transmission into 
Christian philosophy begins with the mythic account of  Adam and Eve’s expul-
sion from the Garden of  Eden. Classen explains how this distinctively female 
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sensorium can be seen through the biblical portrayal of  Eve, the first and pro-
totypical woman:

Women’s connection with the lower senses was grounded in the scrip-
tural account of  the Fall. In that story, it was Eve who first disobeyed 
God’s injunction not to eat or even touch the fruit of  the tree of  the 
knowledge of  good and evil. This act of  disobedience was taken by 
many as a sign of  woman’s inability to restrain her covetous touch and 
her greedy appetite. (The Deepest Touch 75) 

The way Eve responds and understands her situation is oriented towards her 
physical sense of  taste and touch, as she lacks the rational intellect that is tradi-
tionally ascribed to men. In the context of  the Christian philosophical tradition, 
these gender constructions were connected to “the reception of  the philosophi-
cal systems of  Platonism, Neo-Platonism and Aristotelianism, which were read 
into the Bible” (Gössman 50). An example of  the transition of  this motif  from 
pagan to biblical tradition can be seen in the writings of  Philo of  Alexandria. 
Scott D. Mackie examines how Philo of  Alexandria incorporates the Classical 
female sense stereotype into the monotheistic Abrahamic tradition, and explains 
how Philo draws from the Classical thought “the dualisms that are integral to 
these philosophic topics: sense perception and reason” (141), in order to create 
the “characterizations of  sense perception and passion as essentially feminine in 
nature” (141). Mackie demonstrates how Philo believes that “mind corresponds 
to man, and the senses to woman” (143), continuing the Classical attributions 
of  the senses, and applies the motif  onto the biblical characters of  Eve and 
Hannah, splitting the female spiritual sense experience into the negative “pas-
sion of  Eve” and the positive “ecstasy of  Hannah”, a contrast that will later 
be reproduced in the medieval characterization of  female religiosity. Philo saw 
Eve’s submission to the snake, a “symbol of  pleasure”, as the “means whereby 
sinful pleasures ’ensnare’ the mind, through the body” (Mackie 143). Thus, male 
reason is misled by female sensuality “since women and the senses are ’irrational’ 
(Leg. 3.50; QG 4.15), passive (Leg. 2.38; QG 3.3), and prone to deception” (Mack-
ie 142). By contrast, he depicts Hannah and her female senses in a different 
light;  Philo analyses the story of  Hannah’s ecstatic prayer for her son and finds 
parallels to the women’s frenzied experience of  Bacchic rituals, associating her 
religious capability with female corporality through tactile metaphors and “rap-
turous dancing” (Mackie 157), portraying her as “adept female mystic” (Mackie 
142). Rather than female sensibilities leading the mind astray, as Eve does with 
Adam, Hannah’s “sensorium is instrumental in helping the mind navigate and 
experience the noetic realm” (Mackie 145). The distinction between the positive 
female sensibility and the negative female sensibility, with the positive being a 
religious experience of  a physical nature and the negative being an undermining 
of  the male dominance through tempting senses, became a standard element of  
the Christian perspective towards the sensory abilities of  women in the medieval 
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world. 
The identification of  women with the senses did not alter during the transi-

tion from antiquity to the medieval era; Helene Scheck asserts that “the Aristo-
telian notion that man represents reason and woman sense becomes a defining 
article of  gender-formation in Christian ideology throughout the early Church 
and into the early medieval period” (7-8). But, as predicted by Philo’s dichotomy 
of  Eve and Hannah, the typology of  women who exercised this spiritual sensory 
ability became separated into “two basic forms of  cultural expression: the figure 
of  the female saint and that of  the witch” (Classen, The Deepest Touch 85). In the 
eyes of  the Church-dominated society of  pre-modernity, these two figures fit 
into a clear binary of  good and evil: the female saint using her spiritual aptitudes 
piously under the auspices of  the Church and the witch using them malevolently 
beyond its institutional framework. This paper will show, however, that it is in 
fact the female saint, rather than the witch, who manages to transcend the social 
and cosmic patriarchal order by using her bodily senses to achieve a religious 
experience that propelled her beyond the male grasp. 

First, I will consider the character of  the wicked witch. As a female stereo-
type, “the witch was the sensory inverse of  the female saint” (Classen, The Color 
of  Angels 82). She worked outside of  the Christian religion, often associated with 
“pagan” medical practices, and her feminine sensorium was not a transcendental 
one that went beyond the traditional domestic sphere but instead was an inver-
sion of  the woman’s domesticity, oriented entirely within these stereotypes. The 
witch was a woman in place, a woman in the home who made is of  the very 
basis of  her domesticity – her cooking, her cleaning, her child-rearing, her heal-
ing – to defy the social and cosmic order” (Classen, The Color of  Angels 82). The 
conventional motifs of  a witch’s powers, such as brewing potions, flying on a 
broomstick, or poisoning her enemies, are all diabolical antitheses of  the female 
domestic duties: cooking, cleaning, nourishing the children (Classen, The Deep-
est Touch 92). This allowed witch-hunters over the centuries to identify witches 
through sensory characteristics, since their perception was that witches “took 
the traditional negative stereotypes of  woman’s sensory traits and practices and 
made them a diabolic female sensorium in which each of  the senses was dedi-
cated to evil” (Classen, The Color of  Angels 79). An excerpt from the Malleus Ma-
leficarum, an infamous guidebook for hunting witches, expresses that a woman, 
and in particular the witch, is “more carnal than man, as is clear from her many 
carnal abominations” (Levack 63), which demonstrates the continuing stereotype 
of  the female association to bodily sensuality and pleasure. 

Classen asserts that both sainthood and witchcraft allowed “means by which 
women could achieve positions of  prominence in the social and cosmic order” 
(The Color of  Angels 82). Yet, there are reasons to question the validity of  this 
statement with respect to witchcraft’s actual benefit to women. Witchcraft, as 
it is based in this very direct, tangible and palpable sense of  female sensorium, 
finds its power through a natural, phenomenological method. Due to this core 
relationship, witchcraft cannot be portrayed as defying the social order, since this 
natural power becomes superseded and dominated by the male rational intellect. 
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Particularly in the context of  the Enlightenment, but even in the Christianised 
world before that, “[t]he ‘lower’ senses belonged to the old, ‘feminine’ world 
of  myth and intuition; sight – and to a lesser extent hearing – belonged to the 
new ‘masculine’ age of  science and reason” (Classen, The Color of  Angels 93). 
The feminine sensorial power over nature became subject to the male gaze of  
reason and scrutiny; most notoriously in the Enlightenment era, Francis Bacon 
“identifies ‘Nature’ here as ‘female’, urging the scientist to enter a ‘holy and legal 
wedlock’, to ‘bind [Nature] to your service and make her your slave’” (S. Coakley 
90). Thus while witchcraft surely had its aspects of  power, a witch in Medieval 
Europe could never be described as a fully autonomous character, above the 
patriarchal hierarchy of  society. Instead, the witch and her powers were limited 
to the lower femininity of  nature that was easily subdued by the male intellect, 
which is a contrast to the earlier negative character of  the female sensorium, Eve, 
who used these powers to deceive man. It seems that the men had learned their 
biblical lesson.

Female sainthood, on the other hand, can be demonstrated to have been a 
way for women to “achieve positions of  prominence in the social and cosmic 
order” (Classen, The Color of  Angels 82). The same feminine sensibility that was 
the source of  a witch’s power becomes, for the female saint, a sacred pathway 
to religiosity that was inaccessible for men. When using these spiritual senses 
within the Christian structure, the female saints found an authoritative voice that 
was otherwise denied to them. The female saint “spiritualized all the qualities 
associated with women” (Classen, The Deepest Touch 90), in such an intimately 
experiential way that the men, in spite of  their attempts to intellectualise and 
articulate the feminine experience, could never truly comprehend this devotion. 
The religiosity of  these women can be characterized as, “a combination of  as-
ceticism and interiorized devotion, typically accompanied by visions, revelations, 
and mystical states” (J. Coakley 1). This was often experienced through the fe-
male corporeal sensibility, as the women “often emphasized their physicality” 
(Classen, The Deepest Touch 87) when describing their religious experience. This 
was especially demonstrated in the mystical experiences of  these holy women: 
in her book on the sexualisation of  mysticism, Amy Hollywood draws a distinc-
tion between the “affective or erotic forms of  mysticism, usually associated with 
women, and more speculative or intellectual forms of  mysticism associated with 
men” , showing that the mysticism of  female saints was inherently different from 
the male mysticism, based instead in the female sensorium that had been estab-
lished in the Christian tradition (5). 

Still, the mystical experiences of  female saints were in large part recorded by 
a male author, who acted as “mediators between the women and their public” (J. 
Coakley 2). They thus wielded an authoritative influence over the women. Even 
so, in his book on the relationship between holy women and their male scribes, 
John W. Coakley explains that most of  the men expressed “an intense fascination 
rooted in the conviction that the women possessed some essential spiritual qual-
ity or gift lacking in themselves, and not infrequently they professed subservi-
ence to these admired women that could seem to undermine that own authority 
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over them” (2). Moreover, this liaison seems to reinforce the gendering of  the 
senses: the women have the actual physical experience while the men speculate 
about the spiritual knowledge, a motif  that reflects the earlier relationship be-
tween Pentheus and the Maenads. This underscores the stark divide between the 
ways in which men and women could involve themselves in the spiritual world, 
and this divide is apparent even when comparing the mystical writings of  men 
with those of  women : “Men’s writing often lacks the immediacy of  women’s; 
the male voice is impersonal. It is striking to note that, however fulsome or 
startling their imagery, men write of  “the mystical experience,” giving a general 
description which may be used as the theory or yardstick, whereas women write 
of  “my mystical experience,” speaking directly of  something that may have oc-
curred to them alone” (Bynum 188). The mystic experience of  the male spirit 
was thus something objective and rational, whereas the female mystic practice 
had “a more experiential quality” of  sensible subjectivity (Bynum 188).

Nor were differences between male and female mystical works merely a mat-
ter of  tone: what actually occurred in these mystical or ecstatic visions can also 
be appraised through the lens of  male rationality against female sensibility. Clas-
sen explains that, “the masculine approach to a visionary experience was to move 
as quickly as possible from the senses to the intellect. Feminine mysticism, how-
ever, at times seemed to find visionary contact with Christ an end in itself, a form 
of  bodily knowing that did not require or benefit from a cognitive extraction of  
the spiritual message wrapped in the sensory experience” (The Deepest Touch 88). 
So even within the mystical experiences themselves, there was a vastly different 
approach: men used the vision as a means towards further understanding, or 
something that required interpretation and intellectual contemplation, while for 
women, the mystical experience was the entirety of  their spiritual cognizance, 
in that the sense-experience itself  was the actual achievement of  piety. In this 
way, “the “’feminine’ experience is essentially different from ‘masculine” experi-
ence’” (88), as Zappone points out, quoting Valerie Saiving, who proposes that 
“the female was naturally more passive and less anxious than the male, and she 
was more focussed on being rather than becoming” (89). The mysticism of  female 
saints found spiritual enlightenment through the very experience of  mysticism, 
while for men it was just a step on the path to reaching spiritual enlightenment. 

This is most obviously seen in the interaction between the female saints 
and their male hagiographers. John W. Coakley points out that in the dynamic 
between Elisabeth of  Schönau and her brother-autobiographer Ekbert, it is Ek-
bert who “raises various questions about doctrine and ecclesiastical practice, 
enlisting Elisabeth as a kind of  research assistant to help him find the answers” 
(28) . But these theological questions are for his own benefit, and Elisabeth is 
not concerned with them, for she has found spiritual contentment simply in the 
experience of  the visions. The sense-experience of  female mysticism can be even 
more clearly demonstrated by Marguerite of  Oingt, as Bynum explains:

Women’s sense that Christ is body, received and perceived by body, is 
vividly reflected in a vision give to the little-known French nun, Margue
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rite of  Oingt (d. 1310). Marguerite saw herself  as a withered tree which 
suddenly flowered when inundated by a great river of  water (represent-
ing Christ). Marguerite then saw, written on the flowering branched of  
her self, the name of  the five senses: sight, hearing, taste, smell and 
touch. It is hard to imagine a more pointed way of  indicating that the 
effect of  experiencing Christ is to “turn on,” so to speak, the bodily 
senses of  the receiving mystic. (189) 

The mystical experience of  women, coupled with their affinity for sensible spiri-
tuality, often incorporated a physical aspect due to the intrinsic connection be-
tween the body and the senses. For the female mystics, the “body is not so much 
a hindrance to the soul’s ascent as the opportunity for it” (Bynum 190). While 
the flesh was regarded as something to be disdained and to be overcome for men, 
for women it became their means of  spirituality. As a path towards empower-
ment, “one might argue that women had to stress the experience of  Christ and 
manifest it outwardly in their flesh, because they did not have clerical office as an 
authorization for speaking” (Bynum 191). Even beyond that, the direct experi-
ence of  God that female saints had access to allowed them to completely bypass 
the clerical system and any male mediating institution; after her spiritual union 
with Jesus, “Angela of  Foligno felt that there was ‘no intermediary between me 
and Him’ (Angela of  Foligno 1999: 70)” (Classen, The Deepest Touch 87). Angela 
also expresses the superiority of  this lower, sensible access to the divine, since: 

Sometimes… the soul receives greater delight in the lesser… For the 
soul is more conformed and adapted to the lesser which it sees in Christ 
the incarnate God, than it is to that which it sees in Christ the uncreated 
God; because the soul is a creature who is the life of  the flesh and of  all 
the members of  its body. (Bynum 190) 

One of  the most famous female mystic saints, Hildegard of  Bingen, held the 
opinion that, “women were appropriately denied the priesthood because they 
had another way of  joining with Christ” (Bynum 199), that is, in the unmediated 
and unintelligible access through their sensible experience. Catherine of  Siena, 
another famous mystical female saint, extols the beauty of  the senses when in 
harmony to a divine power: 

When the great chords of  the soul’s powers are harmonized, the small 
chords of  the body’s sense and organs are blended… Every member 
does the work given it to do, each one perfect in its own way: the eyes 
in seeing, the ear in hearing, the nose in smelling, the tongue in speak-
ing, the hands in touching and working, the feet in walking. (Beattle 70) 

Catherine’s writings attempt to go “beyond the structured language of  theory 
and rationalization, to a more fluid and dialogical discourse of  embodiment, de-
sire and transcendence” (Beattle 73). The writings of  these female saints, which 
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many later scholars readily admit “were more apt to somatise religious experi-
ence and to write in intense bodily metaphors” (Bynum 191), demonstrate how 
female spirituality was achieved through direct contact of  the senses, rather than 
the more distant and developed spirituality of  the male intellect. 

As such, it seems much more appropriate to ascribe to of  the female saint  
the ability to “achieve positions of  prominence in the social and cosmic order” 
(Classen, The Color of  Angels 82) and rise above their patriarchal bounds, as Clas-
sen has claimed, rather than to the witch. Due to the feminine ability to access 
the Divine unfettered, drawing on the natural sensibilities of  women, they could 
find authority within the church from powers “derived from outside the struc-
tures of  the church” while their male, priestly counterparts were required to 
work “from within those structures” (J. Coakley 7). This necessitated speculation 
toward knowledge of  the Divine, rather than a direct experience of  the Divine 
that women could access. Ancient gender stereotypes gave women their own 
realm of  spiritual experience, which, despite their inferior status within society, 
was actually regarded as superior to the male spirituality. 

This essay has shown how the stereotype of  a unique female sensory power, 
beyond the sensibilities of  men, allowed for women to access an experiential type 
of  religiosity that was entirely distinct and in some cases superior to the spiritual-
ity of  men. This association between female piety and their corporeal senses be-
gins in antiquity, demonstrated by the frenzied rites of  Greek women grounded 
in their physicality and affinity for bodily ecstasy. Christianity appropriated this 
motif, reading it into biblical narratives such as the story of  Eve’s temptation, 
which creates a divide between negative and positive uses of  the female sensory 
powers. This division results in the oppositional medieval feminine characters 
of  the witch and the saint, who both derive their otherworldly abilities from the 
stereotype of  women’s association to corporeal, sensible spirituality. The witch 
does not achieve a position above the patriarchal order of  her society, becom-
ing subjugated to the masculine reason and scientific intellect. By contrast, the 
female saint, through her superior experiential connection with the divine, man-
ages to rise above her social status and achieve autonomy within the Christian 
community, as her mystical experience of  God could not be grasped or subdued 
by the male intellect. As such, the female saint found a way to appropriate the 
negative stereotype of  the female sensorium, imposed upon her by patriarchal 
norms, and use her corporeal sensibility to experience a spirituality separate and 
above that of  men, defying the social order and gaining subjective authority.  
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RELIGIOUS LABELING
A Regressive Approach to Bullhe Shah

Sayema Badar

Bullhe Shah is deservedly regarded as the greatest Punjabi mystic thinker and 
poet to have existed. Despite the lack of  historicity – the unfortunate real-
ity that very few details of  his life have been confirmed – his name enjoys 

wide recognition and appreciation. Perhaps as a means to enrich their biogra-
phies of  Bullhe Shah, authors ensure to include an element of  religion into his 
identity, consequently restricting his appeal and universal dominance. As argued 
by Robin Rinehart in The Portable Bullhe Shah, biographers find the need to cat-
egorize Bullhe Shah into a specific religion, as though his corpus is not enough 
to speak volumes about his thoughts and ideals. It is this portability, however, 
that makes his poetry relatable and reels in such a religiously diverse audience. 
Acknowledging the Islamic ambience of  his life, biographers not only emphasize 
his Islamic disposition, be it an orthodox Muslim or Sufi mystic, but also venture 
into other South Asian traditions. Some define him as an iconoclastic Vedan-
tin or, more specifically, a Vaishnava Vedantin. Others confine him to the Sikh 
tradition, citing the heavy influence of  the Sikh gurus of  his time as their main 
argument. Resultantly, Bullhe Shah is no longer associated with ‘mystic,’ ‘lover,’ 
‘wayfarer,’ ‘literary icon,’ but instead with ‘Muslim,’ ‘Hindu,’ ‘Vedantin,’ ‘Advait-
ist,’ ‘Sikh.’ Paradoxically, placing Bullhe Shah in a specific religious context strips 
his words of  their meaning and him of  his identity. Bullhe Shah’s beliefs were 
fostered in a mélange of  religious and cultural syncretism, indigenous unity, re-
jection of  ritualistic behaviour and adoption of  liberal religion and it is this 
syncretism that is expressed in his literature. 

Defining Bullhe Shah as a historical figure is a problematic task – not only is 
there uncertainty concerning the dates and locations of  his life, but the boundar-
ies of  his authorship are also hazy. What happens, then, is that interpreters recre-
ate Bullhe Shah’s perspective based on the sociopolitical and religious climates 
expressed in the poetry—poetry which cannot be attributed to him with full 
certainty. The ambiguity piles up. The oldest records available regarding Bullhe 
Shah are the Khazina-tul Asfia, written in Persian prose, and Bagh-i-Auliaye Hind, 
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written by Maulvi Muhammad Din Shahpuri in Punjabi verse. Both these biogra-
phies are referenced by Surdindar Singh Kohli in his biography of  Bullhe Shah. 
Most scholars agree that Bullhe Shah lived from 1680 – 1785 A.D. The precise 
date or place of  birth is not certain, but scholarship places him in the vicinity of  
Qasur (the exact location is still contested), now a district of  Lahore. He spent 
his entire lifetime in his home state, Punjab. Bullhe Shah was born into a Saiyyid 
family, descendants of  the Prophet Muhammad, and was resultantly considered 
of  a higher and purer class. It is for this reason that his family and society ob-
jected to his relation with Shah Inayat, his spiritual guide, who was of  the lowly 
Arain class.

 The most awaited section of  all biographies on Bullhe Shah is his encounter 
with Shah Inayat; it can be considered the rising action of  Bullhe Shah’s tale. Sev-
eral variations exist of  the legend describing union of  the two –– some involving 
mango groves, some onion seedlings and, yet others, fruit trees, but the outcome 
was the same: Bullhe Shah became a disciple of  Shah Inayat, tasting the mystical 
love for the Divine of  which his literature iconically speaks. Just as there are vari-
ations in the meeting between Bullhe Shah and Shah Inayat, there are variations 
regarding their falling out and rekindling of  their relationship. Lajwanti Ramak-
rishna, a biographer who confines Bullhe Shah to the Vedantic tradition, writes 
of  the latter’s decision to regain Shah Inayat’s favour through music and dance, 
for which Shah Inayat had a passion. This dance of  Bullhe Shah is expressed in 
his kāfi, ‘Tere ishq nachaya thaiyya.’ Ramakrishna conveys one of  many versions of  
the reunion between lover and beloved. Shah Inayat approached Bullhe Shah and 
asked: “O Singer, are you not Bullha?” to which Bullha replied, “I am not Bullha 
but bulla,” meaning repentant (69). Bullhe Shah was instantly forgiven and “the 
fountain of  the Master’s grace started flowing once again” (Puri and Shangari). 
After the death of  Shah Inayat, Bullhe Shah returned to Qasur and remained 
unmarried until his death in 1758 A.D. 

Rinehart raises the grave issue of  localizing Bullhe Shah in a certain political, 
social, and most problematically, religious context and using these filters to inter-
pret his corpus. She writes, “while we can certainly describe the social, religious 
and political climate of  Bullhe Shah’s time in general terms, we have no evidence 
that demonstrates conclusively how this climate affected Bullhe Shah (57)”. She 
continues to say that, despite the knowledge of  his family and their religious 
allegiances, it is not necessary that Bullhe Shah himself  believed in or upheld 
those same allegiances, yet “this is what most interpreters suggest” (57).  This 
act of  religious application has been committed by several of  Bullhe Shah’s bi-
ographers. The religion the authors claim Bullhe Shah to be a part of  permeates 
through their understanding of  his life, outlook and literature, with the product 
of  this misunderstanding presented to the public. Ramakrishna varnishes Bullhe 
Shah’s thoughts with Vedantic paint while Sadhu Ram Sharda confines Bullhe 
Shah to a specific type of  Vedantism, Vaishnavism. Moving over to Sikhism, 
Kartar Singh Duggal, still retaining Hinduism within his Sikhism, and Surindar 
Singh Kohli reason Bullhe Shah’s true identification as a Sikh. 

Vedantism came with the Upanishads, as a rejection of  the ritualistic de-
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mands of  the Vedas and paved a path towards a devotional belief  in God. The 
main principle is that all of  reality is comprised within brahman and liberation can 
be attained only with the union of  atman, the individual’s soul, with this brahman. 
The trap is the material world which is an illusion and avidya (untrue) knowledge. 
This illusory world is maya, “a myth, a brightly-coloured flower with no fragrance 
or permanence” (Sekhon and Duggal 70). Ramakrishna is a true believer in the 
successful influence of  Hinduism on Sufism and of  a Vedantic Bullhe Shah. 
Through two tripartite models, Ramakrishna concludes the Vedantic identity of  
Bullhe Shah. 

Ramakrishna classifies Punjabi Sufis into three different groups: the ortho-
dox school, the popular school and the philosophic school. Kohli alternatively 
terms the philosophic school the pantheistic school. The orthodox school is 
tolerant of  other religions while believing Islam to be the true faith. The popular 
school comprises Sufis with little or no education who elevate the Qur’an and the 
Prophet above all else, while incorporating the beliefs of  other religious groups; 
it represents syncretism within the lower class. Lastly, the philosophic school 
is made up of  Sufis who whole-heartedly absorb Vedantic thought. They are 
iconoclastic – condemning ritualistic practices and “dry dogmas” – and they put 
efforts into dissolving the barriers of  religion. Describing the philosophic school 
is, for Ramakrishna, as though describing Bullhe Shah (7). 

Parallel to this tripartite paradigm of  Punjabi Sufi organization, Ramkrishna 
produces a tripartite division of  Bullhe Shah’s life. The condensation of  Bullhe 
Shah’s life into these three phases is where Ramakrishna’s religious labelling is 
most explicit. The first phase presents Bullhe Shah embedded in the Sufi tradi-
tion, learning theological ideas from Shah Inayat. Ramakrishna then explains 
the quick end to this period “which later on he [shakes] off  entirely” (70). She 
goes on to say that “undue importance is given to this poetry by the Sufis of  the 
orthodox type, because this helps them to save Bullhe Shah from being called 
a ‘heretic’” or, perhaps, a Vedantist (71). The second phase is characterized by 
Bullhe Shah’s adoption of  the ‘Indian outlook,’ merging both Sufi and Vedan-
tic thought. Ramakrishna supports this characterization with the equality Bullhe 
Shah creates between guru and God (71) – a notion also used by Kohli to support 
a Sikh Bullhe Shah, albeit by different means. In a quick reference to Kohli’s 
defense, the usage of  ‘guru,’ yet another epithet for God, also manifests as an 
argument for Bullhe Shah’s identity. Ramakrishna, however, ponders over the 
equation of  master and God, guide and Lord. Puri and Shangari, in The Life 
of  Bulleh Shah, reason Bullhe Shah’s perception of  master and Lord is as one: 
“The Master is one with the Lord, so, merging in the Master is transformed into 
merging in the Lord.” This transformation of  lover into the beloved is the heart 
of  Bullhe Shah’s kāfi, ‘Ranjha Ranjha kardi ni main aape Ranjha hoi’ or Shackle’s 
translation, “Through repeating “Ranjha,” I have myself  now become Ranjha” 
(249). Ramakrishna binds Bullhe Shah to Hinduism through his apparent belief  
in karma – quoting a translated verse from Kanun-I ‘Ishq, “What fault is it of  the 
book, ved, my karmas are low” (73). Sharda, in Sufi Thought, also accepts Bullhe 
Shah’s acceptance of  the Hindu law of  karma, quoting a translated verse from 
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one of  Bullhe Shah’s poems: 

Pandit padhe jagat de puchh rahian sare;
Ved pothi ki dosh hai hine karam hamare.
(I enquired each and every astrologer of  the world. 
None told me so far that I would meet my Beloved.
The vedas are not at fault. The fault is of  my actions, 
that they are bad). (152)

However, Sharda, unlike Ramakrishna, acknowledges that Bullhe Shah’s belief  
in Hindu karma cannot be proven because “[every] religion assures of  good 
fortune on the basis of  good conduct and noble needs” (152). Continuing onto 
the third period, Bullhe Shah loses any semblance to either the Sufi or Vedantic 
tradition and becomes a “firm believer in advaita” (74). Advaita, a school of  Ve-
dantism, preaches the non-duality of  the ultimate truth. This can be seen in kāfi 
78 of  Shackle, “Get rid of  duality, there is no confusion” (143). Furthering the 
argument of  his Vedantic nature, Ramakrishna mentions the universality of  his 
God – Bullhe Shah “sees that all-pervading spirit, God, in all and independently 
of  all religions” (74).

While upholding the monism of  one true brahman, Bullhe Shah also indulges 
in the pantheism of  manifestation. Referencing kāfi 65 from Shackle’s transla-
tion, “He proclaims Let it be, and it was. From unity he assumes multiplicity” 
(119). Beginning with the Qur’anic verse of  kun fayakun, “Be, and it is!” – creat-
ing or bringing non-existence into existence, Bullhe Shah ends his own verse 
with the manifold beloved – bringing both monism and pantheism into a single 
line. Ramakrishna says the pantheism of  Bullhe Shah is Hindu in its entirety (79). 
Perhaps she says this due to the Hindu belief  in one Supreme Being through dif-
ferent names. Coupling the aforementioned equality between master and Lord 
comes the equality between the various names for God, extracted from different 
traditions. Ramakrishna, of  course, focuses on his usage of  references to God 
in the Hindu tradition, such as Har, Hari, Sham, Kahn, Kanhaiya – as listed by J. S. 
Grewal in his article on Bullhe Shah. Ramakrishna fails to realize, however, that 
Bullhe Shah’s employment of  Hindu divine names and even his reverence for 
them is not a testament to his Vedantic/Hindu disposition, but rather an attempt 
for a universal understanding, adherence to his disbelief  in defined belief.  Bullhe 
Shah himself  says in kāfi 40 from Shackle, “I am not a Hindu, nor a Muslim” 
(69). Such as the one above, there are multiple instances where Ramakrishna’s 
reasoning for Bullhe Shah’s Vedantism is not rational, producing a weak argu-
ment. 

Ramakrishna goes on to say that Bullhe Shah’s “advaita, which [is] Indian 
in its essence, had so overpowered him, nay had transformed him in such a way 
that any sort of  conversion, mass or individual, was beyond his understanding” 
(80). Why does his disinterest in conversion have to be a product of  his advait-
ism? Individual opinion should not immediately be linked to distinct schools of  
thought. This question Ramakrishna does not venture to answer. Ramakrishna 



14

says that Bullhe Shah’s poetry illustrates that “the zeal and the sincerity of  the 
seeker for the sought was taken into account, not the religion he was born in.” 
Why does this pure desire for the beloved have to reflect only Vedantism? Is there 
no room for such longing in, say, Islam, the religion into which he was born? 
Ramakrishna’s assigning of  Bullhe Shah to the Vedantic belief  results from her 
own bias, her determination to pose Bullhe Shah as a proponent of  a certain 
religion (Vedantism in this case), which ultimately hinders her comprehension 
of  his poetry as anything other than advaitic or Vedantic, as often happens with 
biographers of  Bullhe Shah. Such is what Rinehart describes as a “function of  
[biographers’] own reading of  Bullhe Shah’s worldview than a reflection of  any 
conclusive evidence in one way or the other” (57-58). Bias is continued by Ra-
makrishna and Sharda in their Vaishnava scope of  Bullhe Shah.

Vaishnava Vedantism adds the veneration of  Lord Vishnu and his mani-
festations as Rama and Krishna to Vedantism. Ramakrishna explores, not just 
Vedantic, but also Vaishnava influence on Bullhe Shah’s poetic style. She con-
trasts Persian Sufi literature with South Asian Sufi literature: Persian literature 
describes the beloved as both man and woman while South Asian literature poses 
the beloved as the man and lover as the woman (81). The epitome of  this gen-
derization is the ubiquitous qissah in Bullhe Shah’s poetry – Hir Ranjha. Hir, the 
female, represents the seeker, the human soul yearning for union with the be-
loved while Ranjha, the male, represents the divine entity. Ramakrishna parallels 
the tale of  Hir and Ranjha to that of  Radha and Krishna, the divine love epic of  
Vaishnavism (81).

Krishna dons the character of  a cowherd while Radha is a milkmaid. Un-
doubtedly, there is influence of  Radha and Krishna on Hir and Ranjha. As de-
scribed by Denis Matringe in his work on the Krishnaite and Nāth elements 
in Bullhe Shah’s poetry, Hir is portrayed as the milkmaid, surrounded by her 
cowgirl friends, gopis, while Ranjha is the mischievous, “charming flute-player, 
tending the buffaloes, in love with Hir, and enjoying himself  with her and her 
friends” (198). In kāfi 104, Shackle’s translation of  Bullhe Shah’s verses begins 
with: “How wonderfully Krishna has played his flute. Flute player, herdsman, 
Ranjha, your notes are shared with everyone” (181). According to Shackle’s foot-
notes, the flute, doubly associated with Krishna and Ranjha, “is imagined as 
the vehicle of  transmission of  the divine message,” casting a divine light on 
both Krishna and Ranjha. Referencing Matringe, Grewal talks about the explicit 
references to the ‘flute of  Kahn’ in Bullhe Shah’s poetry which would “equate 
Krishna and Ranjha and suggest that both these are epithets for Bullhe Shah’s 
God.” So, yes, there is certainly influence of  Radha and Krishna on Bullhe Shah’s 
most referenced parable. Why does this influence have to bind Bullhe Shah to a 
religion as Ramakrishna suggests? Can it not just signify exactly what it is: influ-
ence? According to lore, when Hir’s parents forcefully married her off, Ranjha 
became a yogi to win her back. He “radically transformed in appearance from a 
herdsman into a yogi” (Shackle xxvi). Matringe continues the story saying “when 
[Ranjha] meets Hir again in the garb of  the yogi, she elopes with him” (198). 
Does this signify that Hir has accepted Ranjha as a yogi, with a tilak on his fore-
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head, as a member of  the Hindu faith? Bullhe Shah’s enlightened notions do not 
resound in answers to questions such as these, but instead in Hir’s voice: “He is 
not a yogi, but my heart’s beloved” (Shackle xxvvii). Matringe’s conclusion is apt: 
“The Krsnaïte and Nāth elements found in the poetry of  Bullhe Shah, and their 
link in his kāfis with the story of  Hir and Ranjha, reflect the composite and often 
syncretic nature of  Panjabi popular culture” (198). 

Exploring the Krsnaïte and Nāth elements in Bullhe Shah’s poetry, with a 
foundation of  the syncretic tendencies of  South Asia, specifically Punjab, Ma-
tringe supports the attraction of  Bullhe Shah to the devotion of  Krishna rather 
than Vedic ritualism. “Look! Hari is manifest. Why then does the pandit recite 
the Veda?” (191), a verse of  Bullhe Shah provided by Matringe, articulates this 
attraction. Sadhu Ram Sharda, noting Bullhe Shah’s rejection of  the orthodox 
Vedas, places Bullhe Shah within the confines of  Vedantic Vaishnavism and ori-
ents his biography according to this framework. According to Sharda, “where the 
Islamic terminology occurs, the spirit therein is undoubtedly Vaishanava” (150). 
He supports this claim using Prophet Muhammad as an example. The Prophet is 
not given any divinity in Islamic theology and is venerated as a prophet. Bullhe 
Shah regards the Prophet as an “incarnation of  God” (150). Sharda brings into 
the play the immanence of  the Hindu tradition, the manifestation of  God in 
multiple forms – as Vishnu is the manifestation of  God, resulting in his adora-
tion and veneration, Prophet Muhammad is the manifestation of  God for Bullhe 
Shah. This manifestation is exemplified by the minimal difference of  a meem (م) 
in Ahad (دحا), meaning ‘One’ (God) and Ahmad, (دمحا), a name of  the Prophet. 
Thus, Bullhe Shah “anthropomorphized the Immanent Aspect of  God in the 
Vaishnava style and identified It with the historical Muhammad” (Sharda 150). 
Moving away from Hinduism, Duggal and Kohli reveal a Sikh-defined Bullhe 
Shah, emphasizing the great influence of  the Sikh gurus on his life. 

Bullhe Shah’s characterization as a Sikh requires an insight into the politi-
cal situation of  Punjab during his time. Duggal provides a detailed account of  
the turmoil that spread through the region due to the tyrannical rule of  Mughal 
Aurangzeb and his strict Sunni successors, which wiped out any trace of  religious 
tolerance toward non-Muslims initiated by Akbar (9). Aurangzeb was completing 
his twenty-first year in power when Bullhe Shah was born, and his death in 1707 
left the state of  Punjab in a disastrous condition as his Islamic oppression elic-
ited uproar amongst the Sikhs (Duggal 9). While Bahadur Shah I, Aurangzeb’s 
successor, tried to create amicable relations with the Sikhs, the following rule 
of  “staunch Sunnis” snatched any trust that might have been allowed between 
Punjabi citizens and Indian rule (Duggal 9). Duggal comments that “Hindus 
who did not play to their tune and the Sikhs in general were persecuted as never 
before in the annals of  Indian history” (9). Ahmad Shah Durrani, founder of  the 
Durrani Empire first established in Afghanistan, was determined to spread his 
rule over the Indian subcontinent. During his reign, he invaded India a total of  
seven times. During his sixth invasion, Duggal describes great attacks against the 
Sikhs. The result of  this invasion, in February of  1962, led to what Duggal terms 
the “second great holocaust” or wadda ghalugara, following the first Sikh holo-
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caust of  1746, initiated by the same Durrani Empire. The carnage left Punjab in 
shambles. With a culmination of  Mughal oppression and Afghani invasions, the 
wind of  injustice transformed the spark of  rebellion within Punjab into a rapidly 
spreading blaze. Bullhe Shah witnessed the rising of  the Sikh movement after the 
execution of  Guru Tegh Bahadur (Kohli 24). Bullhe Shah was frustrated with 
the injustice against the Sikhs and commended their battle against the Islamic 
infliction. Thus, he became a sort of  literary hero among the Sikhs and within 
the Punjabi community. His veneration of  Guru Gobind Singh, who fought the 
oppression, is misunderstood as divine submission. 

Referring to his language choice and biographers’ tendency to manipulate 
his words in order to present him as a proponent of  a certain religion, Rinehart 
explains that “interpreters generally assume that the use of  words whose origin 
is Persian or Arabic indicates a predilection towards Islam; the use of  Sanskrit-
derived words Hinduism” (61). Kohli, interestingly, reads Bullhe Shah’s Arabic 
terms in a Hindu frame of  mind. Kohli introduces the chapter on Bullhe Shah’s 
religious philosophy with two verses of  his corpus, providing translations and 
personal interpretations. The first is ‘Ahd Ahmad vich farak na Bulia, ik ratta bhet 
marori da.’ Kohli translates this to “there is no difference between Ahd and Ah-
mad, the only secret is that of  the twist of  ‘M.’” What is intriguing is Kohli’s 
explanation of  the translation: “Ahd is the unmanifested Brahman (nirguna) and 
Ahmad is the manifested Brahman (saguna).” In the same vein, Kohli presents 
‘Ain Gain di hikka surat, vich nukte shor machaya hai,’ translated to “The letter of  
the Persian alphabet ‘Ain’ and ‘Ghain’ have the same shape, only a dot above the 
latter has created the tumult” and interpreted as “Ain is the unmanifested Brah-
man and Ghain, the manifested Brahman” (35). The two Hindu approaches to 
experiencing God, nirguna (transcendent) and saguna (immanent) are employed 
by Kohli to explain Bullhe Shah’s Qur’anic allusion. Thus, reading Bullhe Shah 
within a religious context is as though filtering his literature through a religious 
colander and extracting only the meanings applicable to the certain religion, or, 
as evidenced by Kohli, adapting concepts of  one tradition to another. This often 
subconscious process takes away from both Bullhe Shah’s universal understand-
ing and the universal understanding of  Bullhe Shah. 

Kohli says that, for Bullhe Shah, the world has been created by God who 
manifests as a myriad of  forms including the world itself, which is the “manifes-
tation of  the unmanifested Brahman” (39). Why does Kohli use brahman to ex-
plain a Sikh Bullhe Shah? The answer is simple: overlap. Ik Onkar is a symbol that 
explains a central tenet of  Sikhism, the concepts of  brahman and atman, which 
are dominant concepts largely originating in Hinduism. Duggal mentions influ-
ence upon Bullhe Shah by the Sant tradition (17). The Sant tradition is essentially 
a variation of  the bhakti movement localized in Punjab. Kali Charan Bahl, a 
reviewer of  Ramakrishna’s work, quotes Ramakrishna terming Bullhe Shah an 
exponent of  ‘Punjabi Sufism,’ a “counterpart of  the devotionalism as practiced 
by the saint-poets all over Northern India” (347). Duggal also lists the Bhagwat 
tradition as another influence on Bullhe Shah’s religious perspective. The Bhag-
wat tradition acts upon bhakti values in the context of  Krishnaism/Vaishnavism. 
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It should be noted that all the different traditions influencing Bullhe Shah’s cor-
pus resemble one another in certain aspects.  

Duggal further associates Bullhe Shah to the Sikh faith through the Qadri 
order, to which the mystic belonged. This is due to the order being subject to 
influence by the Nirguna Bhakti Mat, which is “akin to the Sikh faith” according 
to Duggal (19). Nirguna Bhakti Mat is a combination of  bhakti, devotion, and sa-
guna, the transcendence rather than immanence of  the divine. This also falls into 
the aforementioned overlap. Thus we find transcendence of  one divine reality 
and immanence of  this reality’s manifestation in the world in Upanishadic Hin-
duism through brahman and atman, in Sikhism, through Ik Onkar and in Sufism 
through tanzih and tashbih. If  the concepts are so similar, how can Bullhe Shah 
be categorized so differently? Kohli says “the Sikhs and Sufis were both lovers 
of  one God, who in their spiritual endeavours, were guided by their preceptors” 
(57) This is how Kohli explains Bullhe Shah’s Sikh disposition. Sufism and devo-
tional Hinduism also speak of  love for one God, their followers guided in their 
spiritual endeavours by preceptors. Then, why does Kohli classify him only as a 
Sikh? Why does anyone classify him as anything? 

Perhaps it is a matter of  pride. Rinehart proposes that, as a result of  the por-
tability of  Bullhe Shah into “different religions and philosophical frameworks” 
due to his incorporation of  vocabulary, idiosyncrasies and particularities of  these 
various traditions into his literature, “those who admire him… [seek] to claim 
him as a champion of  their own particular worldview” (84). Indeed, this is the 
problem. The influence of  the biographer’s personal worldview over their argu-
ment of  Bullhe Shah’s religious categorization plays greatly into their compre-
hension of  Bullhe Shah and his works. As seen with authors like Ramakrishna 
and Kohli, biographers selectively seek evidence of  Bullhe Shah’s affiliation with 
a certain religion based on their bias, their own religion, or what they would like 
to believe him to be. Ramakrishna is convinced of  his Vedantic outlook based 
on his acceptance of  the monism of  the one true reality fused with the panthe-
ism of  the multitude of  manifestations the divine has in the world. What is not 
supported in her argument is the reason for this predilection toward a Hindu-
defined Bullhe Shah despite the applicability of  this thoughts on transcendence 
and immanence to other cultures of  the subcontinent, such as Sufism. She for-
gets that, aside from his references to the Hindu tradition, he makes countless 
references to the Qur’an. Bullhe Shah speaks of  the betrothal of  Hir and Ranjha 
before kun fayakun (time itself) in kāfi 23 of  Shackle’s translations (35). Bullhe 
Shah also alludes to the Qur’anic verse in his poetic verse “Then there is the face 
of  God is what you tell us today, my beloved” in kāfi 102 of  Shackle’s transla-
tions (177). According to Duggal, Bullhe Shah does not differentiate between 
Hindu and Muslim, or any other religion for that matter as said by his iconic kāfi 
‘Bullha, ki jaana main kaun?’ or ‘Bullha, what do I know who I am?’ (112). Kohli 
can also be accused of  confining Bullhe Shah’s spiritual thinking into a religion, 
namely Sikhism. The influence of  the Sikh gurus on Bullhe Shah and his admira-
tion of  them is taken out of  context and presented to the audience as devotion 
and Bullhe Shah’s adherence to the Sikh tradition. The effects of  religious ap-
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plication on Bullhe Shah are potent. 
John Stratton Hawley, or Jack Hawley, writes about the claim of  not just 

authorship, but authority, in bhakti poetry of  the saints of  northern India in 
his article, Author and Authority in the Bhakti Poetry of  North India. He says: “it is 
not just a case of  having a poem’s reception potentially altered by the audience’s 
knowledge of  a poet’s reputation and biography: the poem itself  often changes 
the moment that the identity of  the author is revealed” (282). He is makes a fair 
point. The understanding of  Bullhe Shah’s corpus is greatly different between 
Ramakrishna and Kohli, Sharda and Duggal. Through their publications, the 
audience of  Ramakrishna views the text of  Bullhe Shah differently than the audi-
ence of  Kohli. One can imagine the perplexed faces of  audiences reading both 
biographies. Hawley further brings to attention that in the poetry, “the poet is 
doubly present – first as the general narrator (in various guises) and then with 
redoubled force as the giver of  his own signature” (285), the one who sets pen 
to paper, the one who provides the notion. On the surface, the speaker takes on 
the role of  a character and speaks through this character, but on a deeper level, 
irrelevant of  the identity of  the character, the speech belongs to the author and 
thus they are the giver of  their own signature. If  biographers cover the figure of  
Bullhe Shah with the veil of  a religion, his speech automatically adheres to said 
religion because, as Rinehart believes, biographers think that religion, worldview 
and poetry are all intertwined when it comes to Bullhe Shah. While Hawley wrote 
upon the fourteenth century Indian poet Surdas, who wrote devotional poetry 
for Krishna, his argument of  an author claiming not only authorship, but au-
thority is just as applicable to Bullhe Shah’s case. Restricting him to a particular 
religion gives that religion, and Bullhe Shah’s potential perception of  it, author-
ity over his literature. His verses produce a single interpretation rather than the 
multiple they are meant to elicit. 

Bullhe Shah is so widely known, not just because of  the foundation of  love 
he brings to creation-creator relations, but because he is so transferrable. The 
allusions in his poetry are taken from multiple religions, embedded in the cul-
ture of  the Indian subcontinent. Take, for instance, Bullhe Shah’s kāfi 143, ‘Hey 
love, stop, stop’ from Shackle. Bullhe Shah questions the mercy of  God as he 
contemplates the cruelties several figures are subjected to. The figures he uses 
come from various religions. From Shackle’s translation, Adam was banned from 
wheat, Moses was exposed to the pains and strains of  ascending Mount Sinai, 
Jesus was born fatherless and crucified by those he loved, Zulaikha and Yusuf  
were separated before they could be united, Mansur was put on the gallows, Sar-
mad was beheaded, Majnun was thrown into the well as punishment for loving 
Laila, Ravan was humiliated by Hanuman and then killed. Brimming in this poem 
are reaches into Christianity, Islam, Sufism, Judaism, Hinduism, and likely many 
more due to the vastness of  interpretation. The poem mentions characters of  
multiple religions and traditions. The ideas commonly expressed in Bullhe Shah’s 
poetry are, in fact, “portable” and thus appeal to a wide audience, a religiously 
diverse audience. 

Matringe dedicates the usage of  these multiple traditions to syncretism – 
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“transferring themes and symbols from one religious sphere to another has long 
been a well-attested practice in South Asia” (Matringe 190). Matringe poses an 
example of  such thematic transference in the cultural act of  a bride earning 
money by spinning cotton in desire to collect a sufficient amount for a dowry 
to give her future husband. He says, for the Sufis, this is the symbol of  living a 
way of  life that would please God. In Bullhe Shah’s poetry, one such reference 
to the bridal cotton trade is in kāfi 52 of  Shackle’s translation: “The spinning 
wheel was made for you” (91). The spinning wheel, the act of  spinning cotton 
consumes the lover’s existence so as to unite her with her beloved. Regarding 
his choice of  language, Bullhe Shah chose to write in the vernacular rather than 
Persian Urdu – “he was a child of  Punjab so he sang in his mother tongue, in 
the old original verse-forms of  his land, taking his similes from the life that was 
familiar to him” (Ramakrishna 84). Duggal notes Bullhe Shah’s usual choice of  
Central Punjabi in his writings, but accented with Lehndi, a south-eastern dialect, 
when he was “emotionally charged” (25). Due to the fostering of  syncretism 
within the subcontinent, the overlap of  ideas of  different traditions was inevi-
table. Acknowledging the existence of  this overlap, it is absurd to continue to 
place Bullhe Shah into a defined religion, especially when the understanding of  
these religions through the generations is so dynamic, continuously changing and 
being reshaped with its borders expanding.

As proven by the biographers mentioned in this paper, a single verse of  
Bullhe Shah can be accepted by Islam, Sufism, Hinduism, Sikhism and analyzed 
to express each respective religious system of  thought. Such is the result of  the 
overlapping of  religion. This overlap is not one created by Bullhe Shah, but one 
that was produced through the intermingling of  indigenous people, rebellions 
from authority, and adoption of  a more liberal religion by several thinkers. Ma-
tringe finds the main expression of  syncretism in Bullhe Shah’s poetry through 
his tale of  Hir and Ranjha. He says that this legend is the “dearest to the heart of  
all the Panjabi people, whatever their religion” (197). Readers read Bullhe Shah 
because he is so diversely applicable. His confinement to a single religion, then, 
adopts a retrograde approach to his understanding. The message of  Bullhe Shah, 
through this approach is overlooked. 

Bullhe Shah is a mystic, a spiritual thinker, a ponderer. He believes in love 
for the Divine. He believes in the transcendence of  God and immanence of  
God through manifestation; he believes in monism and pantheism. He believes 
in the pangs of  separation from the Divine and the intoxicative bliss attained 
by union with the Divine. He believes in love that is “supreme and beyond all 
religious and social barriers” (Ramakrishna 18). How then can Ramakrishna, or 
any other biographer, claim him to a single religion when his efforts evidently 
dissolve the barriers between religions? Bullhe Shah is an iconoclast; when he 
decides to ridicule religions, he does not spare any. One does not need to go fur-
ther than kāfi 19 from Shackle, ‘The spring of  love is ever new’ to discover this. 
Bullhe Shah says that “people become exhausted reciting Vedas and Qur’ans, 
from prostrating themselves, their foreheads have become worn.” He says “the 
lord is not in the sacred bathing-places,” criticizing Hindu practices, “nor is the 
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lord in Mecca,” criticizing the Islamic practice of  praying in the direction of  the 
Ka’bah (29). Ka’bah instead lies with Ranjha, the dear friend who shows Bullhe 
Shah the Ka’bah and the Qibla, in kāfi 105 (Shackle 183). Bullhe Shah’s thoughts 
are his own, influenced by a multitude of  sources, cultivated by the guidance 
of  his spiritual guide and empowered by his personal experience. Among oth-
ers, the religious labels of  ‘monist,’ ‘pantheist,’ are stamped in order to put his 
beliefs into context, but sometimes it is necessary to relinquish these religious 
constraints and use an open-minded approach to Bullhe Shah. 

‘Bullha ki jaana main kaun?’ – “this kāfi is seen superficially as a crisis of  
identity; it is in fact an expression of  complete identity between the creator and 
creation” (Grewal). This poem, in itself, expresses the problem presented in this 
paper: 

Bullha, what do I know about who I am?
I am not a believer in the mosques nor do I follow the rites 

of  unbelief. I am not among the pure or the polluted. 
I am not Moses or Pharaoh.

I am not in the Vedas or in the scriptures; I am not in
drugs or in liquour. I am not among the drunken 
reprobates, I am not in waking, nor am I in sleep.

I am not in joy or in sadness, nor am I in pollution or
purity. I am not of  water or of  earth, nor am I fire
or air. 

I am neither an Arab nor from Lahore, nor an Indian from
the city of  Nagaur. I am not a Hindu, nor a Turk
from Peshawar. Nor do I live in Nadaun. 

I have not discovered the secret of  religion; nor am I born
of  Adam and Eve. I have not given myself  a name; nor 
am I found in sitting or moving about. 

I know myself  to be first and last, I do not recognize 
anyone else. No one is wiser than I am. Bullha, who
is the lord standing here? (Shackle 185)

Bullhe Shah knows not who/what he is. In efforts to discover his identity, he 
crosses off  everything he is not. He is not a Hindu nor a Turk (Turk being a 
euphemism for Muslim). He is not born of  Adam and Hawa, rejecting the mono-
theistic beliefs of  Christianity and Islam. Bullhe Shah ends the poem with trans-
formation – union with the Divine, which he believes is the only goal of  life. 
Bullhe Shah himself  says that the secrets of  religion are unknown to him. This 
poem is a reflection of  Bullhe Shah, the figure. His devotion revolves around 
love, the lover and the beloved and knows no religion, no theological theory, and 
no spiritual categorization. It is this borderless enlightenment that allows Bullhe 
Shah to be appreciated by such a wide audience. Biographers, then, impede his 
universal appeal and fail to understand his devotion by categorizing him into a 
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religion, a construct he despises. 
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THE PROBLEM OF FEMALE ENDOGAMY IN ISLAM
The Case of Tunisia

Jonathan Widell

A core principle of  the international human rights consensus enshrined in 
the Universal Declaration on Human Rights underscores the equality of  
the sexes in marriage and divorce. This paper studies the Islamic tradi-

tion, in the context of  Tunisia, as regards the prohibition of  Muslim women 
marrying non-Muslim men from the triple point of  view of  international human 
rights standards, secular law and religious law. My thesis is that the prohibition of  
Muslim women marrying outside the faith can and must be removed. I will touch 
on other aspects of  family law, such as polygamy and same-sex marriages, only 
insofar as they are relevant to my main point. Following Mashood A. Baderin, I 
will call the prohibition “female endogamy” (Baderin 144). I use Tunisia as a case 
study because despite its otherwise progressive family law it still imposes female 
endogamy (Ben Taieb).

In the Islamic tradition, Muslim men have the right to marry Christian and 
Jewish women but Muslim women have no right to marry Christian and Jewish 
men. According to Baderin:

Under the Sharia1 and all modem Islamic laws, both for the Sunni and 
Shia schools, a marriage of  a Muslim woman to a non-Muslim man is 
null and void, even if  it is validly solemnized according to the laws of  
any given non-Muslim state. For such a marriage to be valid the man 
must have converted to Islam at the time of  the contract. (145)

I will show that, apart from learned legal opinions, female endogamy has 
little legal force. It is not strictly speaking part of  Islamic law at all. Regardless 
of  whether or not the prohibition has a foundation in Islamic law, prohibition of  
exogamy can and must be abolished as a human rights violation.
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INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS
The principle of  the right to marry is articulated in article 16 of  the Uni-

versal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR). The limitation to marry on the 
grounds of  religion is barred in Art. 16(1). It also provides for equal rights as to 
marriage. Female endogamy fails on both counts: the limitation due to religion 
and inequality. 

Muslim states have signed the UDHR. However, certain Muslim observers 
have later protested against some of  its aspects. For instance, critics that the 
Western world does not recognize the family unit as fundamental to society have 
emerged. Rached al-Ghannouchi, the head of  Tunisia’s Islamist party Ennahda, 
has said that the Western conception of  society is not based on the family but 
rather on the individual (Islam and Equality 141). However, this accusation is 
misplaced with regard to the UDHR. The Declaration not only mentions mar-
riage and family in the phrase “the right to marry and to found a family” in Art. 
16(1) but also recognizes the family as “the natural and fundamental group unit 
of  society” in Section 3. Thus, a look at the document itself  shows that Muslim 
states cannot formulate any valid objections against it because it respects their 
conception of  the family. Moreover, what the document does reveal is that Mus-
lim states are obliged to abolish female endogamy.  

The diversity of  values over the conception of  family is embraced even 
more pronouncedly by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR), which was adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1966, after the 
great wave of  the decolonization during which a numerous number of  Muslim 
States became independent. As newly sovereign states at the time, they did not 
have to accept any documents which predated their independence. The fact that 
the UDHR came into existence before the independence of  most of  the sig-
natories, many of  them Muslim states, undermined its authority. Furthermore, 
as a declaration, it is not legally binding and is thus unenforceable. Thus, the 
international community, including Muslim states, adopted the ICCPR, which is 
a legally binding document.  

The comparison of  Art. 16 of  the UDHR and Art. 23 of  the ICCPR shows 
that the latter has changed the former in four essential respects: First, equality 
of  sexes has been separated into a section of  its own. Second, the mention of  
the family being the “natural and fundamental group unit of  society” has been 
placed first. Third, the phrase “without any limitation due to race, nationality or 
religion” has been removed altogether. Fourth, it adds a reference to the protec-
tion of  children in the case of  dissolution. The equality of  sexes, in particular, 
precludes female endogamy. That obligation cannot be avoided by saying that 
the document does not recognize the importance of  the family unit, which it 
explicitly does.

As regards the relevant articles, the later Islamic declarations on human 
rights either reflected the changes that the ICCPR had already made to the word-
ing of  the UDHR or adjusted those articles to approximate the UDHR word-
ing. The first of  those documents is the Cairo Declaration on Human Rights 
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in Islam, adopted by the Organization of  the Islamic Conference in 1990. The 
second document is the Arab Charter on Human Rights, adopted by the League 
of  Arab States on May 22, 2004.

What is relevant in the Cairo Declaration is not its Article 5 about marriage 
and family, which is close to Art. 16 of  the UDHR, but the fact that the “Law”, 
as used in that document, refers exclusively to the Sharia (Articles 24 and 25). 
Unsurprisingly, the freedom of  religion is severely curtailed in Art 10, which out-
laws proselytization, possibly including interfaith marriages. What sets the Cairo 
Declaration apart from the above documents is that it invites a reading where 
family law becomes a matter of  the purity of  faith:

Islam is the religion of  unspoiled nature. It is prohibited to exercise any 
form of  compulsion on man or to exploit his poverty or ignorance to 
convert him to another religion or to atheism.

The Arab Declaration on Human Rights has been signed by fewer states 
than the Cairo declaration. Tunisia is not one of  the signatories. One of  its most 
striking features is Art. 33, which defines marriage as that between a man and a 
woman. This reflects the uniformity in the Arab states in criminalizing sodomy, 
which of  course excludes same-sex marriages. Even Tunisia (not a signatory) 
criminalizes sodomy in Section 230 of  its Penal Code, Loi n° 2005-46 du 6 juin 
2005, portant approbation de la réorganisation de quelques dispositions du code pénal et leur 
rédaction. Thus, despite the relatively progressive nature of  the Tunisian family 
law, as a whole, it is still in line with the Islamic values which are incorporated in 
the Arab Declaration.

Some renowned scholars, such as Katerina Dalacoura in Islam, Liberalism 
and Human Rights: Implications for International Relations, frame the differences as a 
clash of  civilizations between the supposedly Western UDHR and the Islamic 
documents issued in response to it. I submit that the differences are secondary: 
all the states in question are signatories to the UDHR and the ICCPR regardless 
of  dissenting declarations. The gap between the UDHR and the position of  the 
Muslim countries has already been bridged to a great extent in the ICCPR. It is 
thus sufficient to define the Muslim position in terms of  fine-tuning the ICCPR. 
Consequently, Mashood Baderin devotes an entire chapter to the ICCPR in his 
book International Human Rights and Islamic Law (48-164).

In sum, female endogamy fails the test of  gender equality and non-discrim-
ination on the basis of  religion, as stated in the UDHR, and does not meet the 
gender equality test of  the ICCPR. The Muslim states which have produced the 
declarations are signatories to both of  them and remain bound especially by the 
latter. The UDHR and especially the ICCPR supersede the Sharia law to which 
those declarations refer. Furthermore, Sharia law itself  makes such supersession 
possible as the following paragraphs will demonstrate. 

SUPREMACY OF SECULAR LAW OVER ISLAMIC LAW
Secular authorities can override Islamic law. An extreme example is the Tu-
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nisian polygamy ban in the Code of  Personal Status of  1956, Décret du 13 août 1956, 
portant promulgation Du Code du Statut Personnel. According to Patrick Glenn, it 
shows that Islamic law affords state policy (siyasa) or the secular law (kanun) the 
power to repeal Islamic law (212). Section 18 of  the Code of  Personal Status implic-
itly defies Koranic verse 4:3, which gives the permission for a man to marry up to 
four wives. Section 18 states: “La polygamie est interdite” and imposes a prison 
sentence of  one year and a fine of  240,000 Francs for polygamy.

Although polygamy may be an extreme case because the state banned an 
institution that was explicitly allowed in the Koran (though strictly speaking lim-
ited to “orphan girls”), it is not the only example. Another is slavery. Abdul-
lahi Ahmed An-Naim notes: “When slavery was eventually abolished in mod-
ern Muslim states, in some cases as late as the 1960’s and after, that result was 
achieved through secular law and not Shari’a.” A slight difference with polygamy 
is that “[t]here is no verse in the Qur’an which directly sanctions the enslavement 
of  any person, but many verses do so by implication…” An-Naim concludes that 
Sharia would need to be changed to reflect the changes brought about in state 
law (173-5).

How far can we push the analogy between the abolition of  polygamy and 
fighting other forms of  sex discrimination? Katerina Dalacoura answers this 
by taking a detour through the abolition of  slavery. She sees the abolition of  
slavery as an invitation to repeal Sharia law that is discriminatory to women (42). 
However, it would be wrong to argue that Sharia law or parts of  it have to be 
abolished to arrive at gender equality. Indeed, some ethicists argue that gender 
equality can coincide with parts of  Sharia law. For instance, Martha Nussbaum 
claims that there are no strong arguments against “a sex-equal polygamy prac-
ticed on genuine religious grounds” (197). The polygamy ban, any more than 
any other abolition of  some part of  Sharia, is thus not necessary, though it does 
point to gender equality as its logical conclusion.

In this context, it is important to position female endogamy in the system of  
Islamic law. An-Naim locates the cause of  female endogamy deeper in the Mus-
lim man’s guardianship (qawama) of  his Muslim wife and that of  a Muslim over a 
non-Muslim (181). Qawama would merit a separate treatment in another context.

The question is subtle in its technical aspects, too. What would, ideally, be 
banned is not female endogamy per se but the exclusion of  female exogamy. That 
double negative probably accounts for the ambiguity in legislation: the state has 
neither allowed nor banned exogamy but kept silent. Strangely, that void has 
been filled with Islamic law prescribing female endogamy although the rule has 
no solid foundation in religious law itself, as I will show.

ISLAMIC LAW
Female endogamy is different from both slavery and polygamy in one crucial 

respect: no Koran verse says anything about it. Dr. Khaled Abou El Fadi con-
cluded his research into the matter as follows:  

There is no express prohibition in the Qur’an or elsewhere about a 
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Muslim woman marrying a kitabi [i.e. a Jewish or a Christian man]. 
However, the jurists [of  all the madhahib or juristic schools] argued that 
since express permission was given to men [to marry a Jew or a Chris-
tian], by implication women must be prohibited from doing the same. 
The argument goes: If  men needed to be given express permission to 
marry a kitabiyya [a Jewish or a Christian woman], women needed to be 
given express permission as well, but since they were not given any such 
permission then they must be barred from marrying a kitabi. (Abou El 
Fadi, “Scholar of  the House”)

The Koran verse that allows men to marry kitabiyya is 5:5. Interpreting it to 
exclude women from exercising an equivalent right is called a ‘contrario’ reason-
ing in law as opposed to ‘analogous’ reasoning. However, this is problematic 
because ‘analogy’ (qiyas) is also one of  the sources of  Sharia law (Glenn 185-7). 
If  this verse is read according to qiyas, it would require women to be allowed to 
marry outside the faith too. Thus, why isn’t this concept used here? 

The other sources of  Islamic law are the Koran, the Sunna (found in had-
iths) and ijma, which means consensus (185-7). The first two say nothing about 
women’s endogamy or exogamy. The third option, the consensus, remains unde-
fined in the Islamic tradition. Does the unanimity of  juristic schools constitute 
ijma? Ultimately, there is no agreement on what constitutes ijma. One reputable 
legal scholar thus concluded that “the recorded ijma of  the Sahaba [compan-
ions, disciples, scribes and family of  Muhammad] constitute the only ijma-based 
source of  law that is universally recognized” (Abdal-Haqq 18-9). In other words, 
the juristic schools do not constitute ijma even when they are unanimous. Thus, 
simply put, female exogamy is not banned in any of  the sources of  Islamic law. 
Then how is it still practiced?  

In a sense, judges have arrogated the law to themselves. Indeed, they do not 
necessarily make laws but they adhere to practices that do not cohere with the 
written law. For instance, in matrimony cases, the competent court in Tunisia is 
the Court of  First Instance of  Tunis. In interviews, both of  the Family Judges at 
the CFI of  Tunis have affirmed that marriage between a Muslim woman and a 
non-Muslim man is null and void unless the husband proves that he is a Muslim, 
which can be done with a shahada from the State Mufti (Voorhoeve 219). Here, 
the judges have filled a lacuna in the law in a way that contradicts the general 
principles of  the written law. They have taken the silence of  state law to impose 
theirs, without legitimate foundations in religious laws. 

Courts tend to be conservative all over the world. For instance, common law 
courts adhere to the stare decisis principle. Similarly, in Islam, once a precedent 
is set, the Islamic taqlid (rigid imitation) requires judges to apply it in all similar 
cases. However, there also exists the concept of ijtihad or individual reasoning, 
which is perceived as superior by some legal scholars within the Islamic tradi-
tion. Just as some judges are more activist than others, some legal scholars regard 
taqlid as inferior to ijtihad or individual reasoning (An-Naim 47).

Law always has a context. One of  the contexts for applying ijtihad is Masalih 
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al-Mursalah – as it is called in the Maliki juristic school, which is the predominant 
one in Tunisia, with some elements of  Hanafi school left over from the time 
when Tunisia was ruled by the Ottoman Empire. Masalih al-Mursalah means “de-
parture from strict adherence to the texts for the public welfare” (Abdal-Haqq 
18-9). Ever since the Ottoman rule, the ruler has had the power to delimit the 
qadis’ (judges’) jurisdiction to protect the interests of  the state or society and to 
create a body of  law that was predictable in its application (Peters 71-2). The 
interests of  the state or society naturally vary from place to place and from time 
to time. Ultimately, this implies that there exists a concept, ijtihad, that can over-
ride taqlid and thus, that Sharia laws can be changed and interpreted differently.

The application of  ijtihad to change Sharia law is by no means unknown in 
practice.  Rached Al-Ghannouchi, the head of  the Tunisian Islamic party En-
nahda, has appealed to ijtihad to defend the abolition of  polygamy: 

We considered that it is possible to fall within the Islamic ijtihad, that 
is, for example, limiting or restricting polygamy…If  people abuse the 
law, then that abuse can be restricted either with certain conditions and 
requirements for polygamy, or can be suspended temporarily or indefi-
nitely. (Islam and Equality 117)

Baderin agrees that “[t]he permissibility of  polygamy is often abused in a way 
that actually works against the family institution itself ” (141). Although it is con-
ceivable that mixed marriages also work against the family institution, the legal 
bases on which female endogamy rests are too weak to constitute unbreakable 
religious law, let alone be protected by the state. 

CONCLUSION
Female endogamy can and should be eliminated by secular Muslim states. 

I have shown that female endogamy contravenes not only international human 
rights law but also Tunisian state law and is too weak as to its Sharia status to be 
protected by courts. To address those problems, Muslim state authorities have 
the right and the duty to override religious law. 

I have used Tunisian family law for two purposes: first, to illustrate that 
state can override religious law with tremendous effect, as in the case of  banning 
polygamy, and, second, when the law is silent the judges fill the void, often to 
the detriment of  the population. The continued imposition of  female endogamy 
is an example of  the latter. Indeed, the rule is not to be found in the Koran, the 
Sunna, ijma or the Tunisian Code of  Personal Status. Currently, it is based on the 
case law of  the CFI of  Tunis, which, even though it is a secular court, applies 
what is ultimately learned opinions of  bygone Islamic jurists.

Against that weak legal basis stands the strong principle of  equality. It is a 
cheap argument to dismiss it as a Western import. Equality is the corner stone 
of  any legal system. It ensures not only the citizens’ equality before the law but 
also the predictability of  case law: in a word, justice. The equality argument has 
additional force in female endogamy cases because the rule is discriminatory not 
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only against Muslim women as opposed to Muslim men but also against non-
Muslim men as opposed to Muslim men and, curiously enough, non-Muslim 
women. Non-Muslim women have broader rights to marry who they wish than 
their Muslim sisters and non-Muslim brothers. 

While a systematic approach is brutal in exposing the inconsistencies in Tu-
nisian family law and potentially shakes the foundations of  the rule of  law in 
Tunisia, the country’s experience, which is characterized by its relatively forward-
looking civil code, strongly suggests that the problems are even greater elsewhere 
in the Muslim world. Tunisia is, indeed, a case study. It also shows that while 
Muslim state authorities have the right to suspend Islamic law, as has happened 
in Tunisia when polygamy was banned in 1956, lower-level officials prefer to 
continue to adhere to their own rules if  the law remains silent. 

To guarantee equality, the state should therefore ban the imposition of  fe-
male endogamy explicitly by allowing Muslim women to marry non-Muslims. 
They should do so by explicitly providing for female exogamy.

Notes

1. Sharia means Islamic law.
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THE “POLYGAMOUS” RELATIONSHIPS OF GENDER 
AND SEXUALITY IN HINDUISM

The Bridge Between Modernity and Traditions
Aanchal Bhattacharya

When analyzing the emergence of  a society or a modern nation state it 
is essential to dissect the impact and influence that gender dynamics 
and sexuality have on the social, political and economic spheres. In 

order to unearth the impact of  colonialism in post-colonial India, this essay will 
investigate how gender and sexuality personify the ideas of  morality, modernity 
and nationalism. Through an exploration of  how gender not only impacts soci-
ety on both micro and macro levels but also how its legacy remains in present-
day India when it comes to representations in the public sphere, this essay will 
unearth how gender itself  is a mechanism in the transformation and creation of  
modern nations and societies.

THE IDENTIFICATION AND WELCOMING OF “NEW COMMUNITIES”:
THE VOICES AND EXISTENCE OF THE HIJRA 

AND GAY COMMUNITIES
During the fifth century onwards, the ever-resonating Indian Bhakti Move-

ment arose and spread as devotional mysticism all throughout India (Vanita 235). 
What becomes one of  the central facets of  the movement is the concept of  
same-sex love. Through this movement, same-sex love is not directly persecut-
ed because it disguises itself  as hetero-eroticism. One of  the primary reasons 
for this acceptance is the intense spiritual relationship between the god and the 
devotee, a “love” described as hetero-eroticism. In the Vaishnava sect it is under-
stood that Krishna is the sole male God. His followers therefore embody the role 
of  a female devotee. Numerous devotees therefore address Lord Krishna as the 
groom, themselves taking on the role of  Krishna’s consort or of  a woman who 
is in love with him (Vanita 236).1 Famous Bhakti devotees and poets like Kabir 
take on the role of  a bride to address their devotion to their god. Such poets 
write devotional poems in a feminine voice, embracing their role of  a female 



31

consort. Hence male devotees often act as women in order to spiritually connect 
and continue to “love” Krishna. 

In the Vaishnava community, same-sex love between women is displayed 
among other forms, in artwork and texts. One example in Ruth Vanita’s “At All 
Times Near : Love Between Women in two Medieval Indian Devotional Texts,” is the story 
of  Krishna stealing the gopi’s (female cowherds and Krishna’s lovers) clothing. 
In the painting, the central space illustrates two naked women in the water who, 
before Krishna stole their clothing, were clearly engaged in erotic actions and 
play (Vanita 236-237). What is crucial to note in the presentation of  this same-
sex interaction is that the direct “labeling” of  the relationship is downplayed, 
with the titles and analysis simply describing the encounter as the heroine telling 
her female friends the anguish of  being separated from her lover Krishna. This 
idea of  the “female friend” provides the strictures in which varying interpreta-
tions of  non-normative sexuality are confined. Hence non-normative sexuality is 
disguised within heterosexuality. Ruth Vanita expands on this idea of  interpreta-
tions with regards to the artworks of  Krishna’s gopis by stating, “Even with such 
bland titles, the paintings are often erotically suggestive in themselves. Thus the 
female friend is a site that has allowed readers, individually or collectively, to con-
struct widely varying interpretations while apparently keeping intact the manda-
tory heteroerotic devotional framework” (Vanita 237). This theme of  describing 
a gay relationship as a “friendship” between same-sexed individuals is something 
that will be re-visited when analyzing the gay community in Hyderabad. What is 
essential to understand is that even during the Medieval period, before colonial 
encounters, same-sex and non-normative sexualities were downplayed when rep-
resenting such forms of  sexuality publicly. This analysis, in which the historical 
context provokes high levels of  contention, also exists in the hijra community. 

Throughout history the hijras in South Asia have been analyzed as a group 
of  people who are “complex” in ideology and physicality. Their records in In-
dian colonial and medical texts have been obscured and did not account for the 
realities the hijras faced (Reddy 26). It is their convoluted identity, especially in 
their physical form, that distinguishes them as the “desperados” of  society, for 
in addition to commonly being classified as hermaphrodites, they were observed 
as sexually different and androgynous. When trying to cognize the hijra identity, 
the core complication is rooted in understanding how their identity is to some 
extent “created” as opposed to it already being an identity that “existed”. In spite 
of  being vilified, the hijra identity was constructed through interactions with 
colonial and societal understanding of  gender roles, and within the parameters 
of  Brahminic norms. 

During the colonial period, British sources identified the hijras as “eunuchs”. 
This pathology of  queer sexualities juxtaposed the ideas surrounding hermaph-
rodites2 and men who would voluntarily castrate themselves and become eu-
nuchs. Hijras call their emasculation operation nirvana; to be initiated and to feel 
more feminine.  For the hijras this rite of  passage is a rebirth. With the ritual the 
impotent male dies and the powerful divine force from within (blessed with the 
powers given by the goddess) is resurrected in the body. Scholars Gayatri Reddy 
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and Serena Nanda talk about how the hijras transmit this idea of  the nirvana 
onto their bodies. Nanda explains, “The operating nirvana, defined in Hinduism 
as liberation from finite human consciousness and the dawn of  a higher con-
sciousness…The hijras translate [to] nirvan as rebirth and emasculation for them 
is a rite of  passage containing many symbolic elements of  childbirth”, while 
Reddy adds that  “in addition to authenticating hijra asexuality and their identity, 
the nirvan operation is also believed to make a hijra more beautiful, more femi-
nine- just like a woman” (Nanda 384, Reddy 121). In doing so, they conflated an 
identity that was physical, with one that was purely psychological. 

During this period the hijras were seen as an oriental fascination mentioned 
in Indian medical sciences alongside the “true/real hermaphrodite”, but they 
remained unclassified or unidentified in Indian Brahminic texts. This created a 
separation of  pathologies whereby the intersexed body became associated with 
physical issues and the hijra body with psychological issues. This colonial clas-
sification of  hijras reinforced the idea that they were a distinct caste or commu-
nity within the various regions of  India. Hijras were often classified according 
to their castes/tribes, which primarily focused on their religion. Hence colonial 
records did not put any emphasis on their status as slaves or as the third sex 
(Reddy 25). The 1901 census states that there were eight “female hijras” within 
the 138 eunuchs in northwest India, however it is not clear whether these records 
classified the gender of  the hijras according to their feminine or masculine roles. 
Nonetheless, such data confirms that the hijra identity was lost in the official re-
cords (Reddy 26). Even though the hijras were present throughout the history of  
colonial interactions, their identity was absent in the colonial texts and records 
because of  their third nature and non-normative sexuality. However, the hijra 
community’s sexuality personifies the concept of  modernity through their ability 
to create and construct their identity in the Indian society regardless of  whether 
their existence was acknowledged in colonial records or in Indian history at large. 

A prominent portion of  the hijra identity involves the importance of  reli-
gious symbolism and meaning. Religion in the hijra community is re-used and 
re-invented for the empowerment of  their “non-normative” identity. In Tamil 
Nadu, the Aravan community is well known for their religious practices, which 
for over two hundred years have revolved around the mythological figure Aravan.  
His mythology and rituals resonate deeply within this south Indian hijra com-
munity. The hijras dress like sumangalis (a married woman whose husband is still 
living) and re-enact a series of  rituals, including mourning rituals.3 With regards 
to these rituals of  mourning, some hijras make their husbands participate by 
removing all of  their markers of  being a married woman (Soneji, “Hijra’s in the 
Contemporary Public Sphere”). This religious festival has a political dimension, 
in that there is a national gathering of  the Pan-Indian hijra community. In an at-
tempt to curb discrimination, the Aravanis, or Tamil Hijras, have an official title 
bestowed upon them by the former chief  minister of  Tamil Nadu that grants 
them special privileges and access to housing and education (Soneji, “Hijra’s in 
the Contemporary Public Sphere”). Religion becomes a platform on which the 
hijras can assert their rights, their beliefs, and their strong spiritual connections 
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to the divine in order to show their importance in the society. Deities such as the 
sexually ambivalent Siva who is Ardhanarisvara – an androgynous composite of  
Siva and his consort Parvati - is a prime example of  hijra empowerment, in that 
the hijras are able to show a major pan-Indic Sanskrit god taking on the dualis-
tic role of  being an ascetic and an erotic deity, specifically for procreative roles 
(Nanda 375). Certain sects like Tantrism, provide a platform for the hijras to as-
sert their sexually ambiguous physical attributes, using the Supreme Being as an 
example of  the conceptualization of  one complete sex (Nanda 376). Therefore, 
in many ways male transvestism and emasculation is acknowledged as a method 
of  transcending one’s own sex in order to attain salvation (ibid).

A parallel can be drawn with the gay community in Hyderabad. This com-
munity defines itself  through colonially influenced, transnational definitions of  
being ‘gay’ (Reddy 211). One of  the arguments Gayatri Reddy makes is that 
Foucault was wrong in dismissing how colonialism and western notions of  ho-
mosexuality impact the homosexual community in  places like modern India. It 
is the transnational flow of  knowledge, persons, narratives, understandings and 
ideologies, that formulate the various notions of  sexuality (Reddy 93). There ex-
ist no indigenous terminology that define the homosexual or ‘gay’ community in 
India.  Therefore, it is very difficult for such communities in India to distinguish 
themselves within the confines of  ‘normative sexuality’. Yet, what is unique to 
the ‘gay community’ in Hyderabad is the ability to bridge tradition and moder-
nity by describing its members using the traditional kothi/Nnarans (men who dire 
the passive position) or panthis (the active partners in same-sex relations) terms 
while also using transnational labels such as ‘gay’ or homosexual. Gay leaders 
such as Kumar, explain how the panthis and kothi terms (often used by the hijra 
community) are not something that solely defines the homosexual community. 
This is because all ‘gay’ men, depending on which role they wish to embody can 
take on either the panthis or kothi position, resulting in an interchangeable dy-
namic between the partners (Reddy 97). As Reddy mentions, this fluidity of  the 
archetypes is especially present when describing the community’s existence. The 
usage of  the term dost or yaar (both meaning friend in Hindi) when describing 
the community is prevalent in trying to condition many homosexual individuals 
to be more comfortable in approaching and striking up relationships with other 
homosexuals.4 Conferences that collectively describe themselves as representing 
the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender (LGBT) community in India, such as 
The Yaarian held in 1999, decided that this trope was perfect for describing the 
“non-normative” sexual communities because there were no other direct indig-
enous terms from any of  the Indian languages that properly describe the LGBT 
community (Reddy 98). 

This case study parallels that of  the Bhakti Movement’s ideology surround-
ing the trope of  friendship as one of  the mystic paths when describing the love 
and devotion between the devotee and the god. What is vital to extract from the 
hijra and gay community case studies, is that both are able to bridge tradition and 
modernity when describing their existence in present day India. They are able to 
progress in defining their non-normative sexuality.  This is the first perspective 
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on how sexuality personifies modernity, which naturally leads to a discussion on 
how gender and sexuality personify the ideas of  morality. 

THE DEVADASIS AND THE SHIFT TO DEFINING HINDU MORALITY: 
THE COLONIAL GAZE AND THE HINDU DEFIANCE

In Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and Subversion of  Identity, she ex-
presses the idea that political and linguistic representations of  identity are pri-
marily based on the creation of  the subjects themselves, and their acknowledge-
ment as “subjects”, a process seen in the previous section through the hijra and 
the gay community’s self-identification (Butler 4-5). Through colonial encoun-
ters with the British, Devadasis were directly compared to Victorian women and 
were thus seen as immoral and corrupt because of  their non-conjugal relation-
ships. To better understand this, one can turn to an examination of  the criminal-
ization of  the devadasis during the Madras Presidency. This criminalization was 
primarily due to the sense of  “shame” imparted on tribal and indigenous groups 
in India by Western Colonial education and missionary activities (Whitehead 25). 
The relationship between colonial Indian and Victorian English modes of  moral 
regulations brought forth a reform of  the devadasi institution, throughout the 
colonial era and during the post-colonial era (25). Along with the ideas surround-
ing shame, nationalist-reformist and Dravidian (majority South Indian) nationalist 
movements further enforced the shift towards eradicating and reforming the 
devadasi community by presenting a morally adapted and refined form of  per-
forming arts and culture, which itself  was essentially derived from the devadasi 
courtesan culture.5

The focus of  the colonial imagining of  the devadasi culture, was the nautch 
(dance) performances that were hosted by both colonial and native elites in the 
salons throughout South India. European patrons of  devadasi dance and culture 
anchored the construction of  a “native” female sexuality that allowed them to 
indulge in their “oriental” sexual fantasies, including dance performance (Soneji, 
4). This eventually became the impetus for labeling the devadasi women and 
their children as representations of  another form of  morality, outside of  the 
norms which defined standard Hindu practices. This manner of  objectifying 
the devadasi community, and perceiving it as essentially immoral, provided the 
grounds on which Indian nationalist elites justified the moral rehabilitation of  
devadasis during the mid twentieth century through various reform movements. 
These included the Dravidian and Non-Brahman movements (Soneji 3-4). The 
devadasi dance form was further transformed through the encounters with 
Theosophists such as Rukmini Arundale. Arundale was central to the Theoso-
phist movement, as she “…had been groomed by Annie Besant and the Elders 
of  the Theosophical Hierarchy as the chosen Vehicle for the World Mother” 
(Srinivasan, 1874).  Arundale incorporated and reconstructed devadasi dance 
into Bharatnatyam. This dance form still functions today as an elite upper caste 
Hindu practice in the performing arts. Hence, the devadasi’s culture and legacy 
still lives in modern India in spite of  its immoral reputation. Scholar Amrit Srini-
vasan explains how, “in all the promotion of  the Bharata Natyam going on today 
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it must always be kept in mind that for those involved the dance they are dancing 
is none other than the sadir of  yesteryear, the preserve of  the corrupt devadasi” 
(Srinivasan 1875).

Madras was one of  the first cities in India to experience colonization from 
both the British and the French. Victorian morality became one of  central forces 
of  influence, objectifying the devadasi women and their sexuality (Whitehead 
161).  For devadasi women, dance itself  became a site for their self-expression, 
explicitly conveying their non-conjugal sexuality. Even though the devadasi per-
formance consisted of  temple, court and home/salon repertoire, the common 
choice to engage in long-term relationships or sexual acts with Brahmin, elite, or 
European men, labeled them as depraved women (Soneji, “Devadasis Part Two). 
Such attitudes of  ambivalence were also exhibited towards Madras prostitutes, as 
the two were often conflated. Consequently, working women and prostitutes, as 
perceived through European normative modes of  societal morality, were viewed 
as carriers of  all forms of  diseases including those sexually transmitted. This 
became part of  a widespread fear among the colonial population, leading to 
the spread of  the European Eugenics Movement all across India (Whitehead 
162-165). From the colonial gaze, the devadasis were trivialized and classified 
into an ambiguous category where all such women were branded as partaking 
in prostitution. This commentary on the devadasis and their sexuality, became a 
major influence during the 1920’s Women’s movements and nationalist reform 
movements that emphasized the rehabilitation of  the devadasi community. They 
wanted to eradicate prostitution and alter the devadasi culture entirely (White-
head 164). 

As devadasis were seen as agents of  contagion, the idea that with such dis-
eases India would become weak and enfeebled became the primary anxiety ex-
pressed by elite Indian elite nationalists. Indian nationalists believed that the 
devadasis, prostitutes and sexually active women should be seen as the outcastes 
of  society. As Whitehead explains, 

The editorial in the first issues of  the first all-India women’s magazine, 
Stridharma, reflected the equations that were made between the nation’s 
state and the role of  motherhood; ‘Women’s health was viewed as im-
portant to national progress because women were the mothers of  the 
nation and if  they were physically underdeveloped and sickly, then the 
whole nation would become weak and enfeebled. (166)  

The European Eugenics Movement introduced the importance of  women’s 
health to Indian nationalist reformers. According to the reformers, women’s 
health was crucial because, because as mothers of  the nation, Indian women 
were tasked with producing the future generations. Therefore, if  women lacked 
access to healthcare, they would produce a “weak nation,” establishing the inter-
twining of  the tropes of  motherhood and the nation (166). 

With the advent of  Victorian moral attitudes towards women, sexuality and 
eroticism in Hindu culture and literature became problematic. In the late nine-
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teenth and early twentieth century, social reformers in Andhra Pradesh, such 
as Kandukuri Viresalingam, opposed the institution of  courtesans and devada-
sis through the creation of  the “anti-nautch” movement. (Ramanujan 26). This 
movement not only encouraged important men to distance themselves from 
courtesan dance groups, it also had a negative effect on dance and music in South 
India. (Ramanujan 27). Therefore, from the 1930’s onward, the gap between co-
lonial modernity and the nationalist reinvention of  South Indian performing 
arts and culture became occupied. By the nineteenth century, issues related to 
gender and sexuality began to be referenced against the backdrop of  what was 
deemed “Indian morality” as defined by the colonizers. Contentious issues such 
as sati, widow remarriage, child marriages, courtesans, and devadasi morality 
were framed within a nationalist discourse, with reforms being suggested as a 
means to render India a more culturally rich and civilized nation than those in the 
west (Soneji 2-8). Consequently, the moral norms attributed courtesans with hav-
ing the most despicable profession for a woman in an Indian household.  What 
came to pass was the division of  women into two categories; either courtesans/
prostitutes or family women/mothers (Ramanujan 27).

Beliefs surrounding chastity, innocence, the responsibility of  getting mar-
ried, engaging in solely procreative sexuality, and taking care of  the family shaped 
the code of  conduct into a staunchly moral one inscribed onto the Indian woman 
and her body (Ramanujan 27-28). It remained imperative that the definitions sur-
rounding gender and sexuality personified morality. The ideas and re-articulation 
of  Hindu samskaras,6 surrounding women and female sexuality, set the stage for 
personification of  nationalism in gender and sexuality. It was through impe-
rial patriarchal stereotypes and Hindu Brahminic traditions that gendered norms 
were rearticulated to support efforts of  nationalism; a process that continues in 
present day Indian society and politics. 

“THE MOTHER’S POWER” AND INDIAN NATIONALISM: 
DIRECTING FEMALE SEXUALITY FOR THE POWER OF THE NATION 

AND DOMINANCE OF HINDUISM
From the late nineteenth century onwards, female sexuality became directly 

linked to the trope of  the venerated mother figure that epitomizes the ideal 
Hindu culture through tradition, morality, heritage. This imagery of  female sexu-
ality became the site for nationalist movements to combat foreign influences and 
ideologies (Whitehead 177). Through careful representations of  female sexuality 
and gender norms, Hindu nationalism in contemporary India deemed those who 
followed the representations of  Bharat Mata (Mother India) the “true citizens” 
of  the nation. This meant that anyone who was not a Hindu, following the ideals 
embodied by Bharat Mata, was seen as a foreigner and an outsider (Whitehead 
176-178). This concept of  “citizenship” and the fight for the nation’s Hindu 
heritage were and continue to be inextricably linked to Hindu fundamentalist 
groups such as the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). 

Between 1925 and 1947, the Non-Brahman movement expressed concerns 
surrounding gender oppression and its connections to the social, political and 
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economic spheres. Periyar E.V. Ramasamy, who was a leader of  the Non-Brahman 
movement, brought to the fore the influence that caste and gender based oppres-
sion had on the greater society. He talked about how women were constantly op-
pressed in the social, political and economic spheres of  India –  through religious 
rituals and gendered norms and tasks, including caring for their husbands and 
families (Whitehead 177). However, with regards to the movement itself, female 
sexuality and women’s choices were still a matter of  the community and nation’s 
honor. The Self-Respect movement, which was anti-Brahmanical, embraced the 
politics of  moral and sexual regulations by condemning non-conjugal sexuality. 
This contradicts their support of  anti-Brahminism, as it resembles the Sanskrit-
ic/Brahminic ideas towards controlling female sexuality (177). Even Gandhi’s 
nationalist struggle conflated tradition and modernity through ideas surrounding 
women’s gender and sexuality. 

Gandhi believed that both men and women needed to engage in acts of  
passive resistance to fight against the colonizer. Passive resistance coincided 
with non-violence and Gandhi saw passivity to be directly related to femininity. 
He combined this passive resistance with non-violent resistance and mobilized 
women for a nationalist agenda (Katrak 396). According to him, the spinning of 
Khadi (hand woven cotton cloth) was a gendered activity, assigned to women as a 
means of  fighting for the nationalist cause. Even though this domestic ‘feminine’ 
activity became economically beneficial, by maintaining its gender association, 
it did not challenge the sexually designated power relations in society (Katrak 
400). Even though Gandhi advocated for women’s agency and mobilized wom-
en’s movements, he nonetheless insisted on the sexual division of  labor in the 
domestic and public spheres. The domestic sphere was the place where the ideal 
woman became characterized as the chaste wife, mother, or daughter (Katrak 
397). First wave feminists claimed that Gandhi was unable to recognize the issues 
of  inequality within the home, and the larger patriarchal society (397). Therefore, 
even though he initiated this discussion of  women’s agency and mobilization on 
a nationalist agenda, Gandhi was unable to fundamentally challenge the patriar-
chal traditions.  

Indian nationalists trying to reform the Hindu stance on women’s issues 
ended up asserting male dominance by identifying women as traditional and 
men as modern. Identified by Partha Chatterjee, this new form of  patriarchy 
directly linked women and their sexuality to the nation and its literal boundaries 
– women’s bodies get inscribed onto the nation (Derne 252-253). This ideology 
is embedded in contemporary Indian society, where mainstream movies such 
as Maine Pyar Kiya present Indian women and their sexuality as confined within 
the limits of  the Brahminic samskaras through chastity, dependence, innocence 
(Derne 245-252). Male nationalists insisted on controlling female sexuality and 
restricting women to the household as a means of  protecting the male Hindu 
identity from the fears of  foreign influences (Derne 254). 

Islam and Christianity were seen as the embodiment of  these foreign influ-
ences, “corrupting” pure Hindu ideals, and giving rise to xenophobia amongst 
Hindu nationalist groups.  Pan-Indic Hindu goddesses who often represented 
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the motherland, such as Kali and Durga, were seen as victimized by Muslim 
dominance and therefore needed the protection of  all “Hindus”. Yet, while Dur-
ga and Kali were somewhat protected by their warrior qualities and weapons, 
Bharatmata was seen as the mother goddess who needed direct protection. 

The difference between Ramakrishna’s Kali as the Motherland and the 
Sangh’s Bharatmata is analogous to that of  the Devi in her independent 
and domesticated forms. The Sangh presents her as a chaste mother, 
victimized by muslims, and declared that she needs the protection of  
her ‘virile’ sons the Men with the capital M. (Bachetta 1996)

The idealized Hindu woman epitomizes the pure Indian culture and civili-
zation before it was “tarnished” and exposed to modern views and influenced 
by colonial encounters. This same principle is emphasized in modern day India 
where xenophobic anxieties manifest within Hindu fundamentalist groups. A 
Hindu mother or woman should not be modern in any way because that would 
suggest a departure from the true Hindu heritage. 

As Bachetta explains, 

A Hindu mother should not be “modern” for that means negating our 
cherished values of  life. Modern women are like prostitutes: they ex-
pose their body more and more to the public gaze. Here it sets up a 
number of  oppositions, traditional versus modern, mother versus wife, 
asexual figure versus sexual figure, all of  which it reifies in the process. 
(Bachetta 149) 

By personifying ‘nationalism’, gender and sexuality once again bridge the ten-
sions between modernity and tradition. This theme is explicitly portrayed in Ni-
sha Pahuja’s documentary The World Before Her. By comparing the women training 
at the Durga Vahini camps to the urban middle class Indian women training 
for beauty pageants, she exposes the tension between modernity and tradition. 
Both the documentary and Paola Bachetta’s article, “Hindu Nationalist Women”, 
demonstrate how the modern Indian woman is seen as corrupt with foreign 
influence. These women are perceived to be selfish, degrading and shameful in 
society by breaking from gender norms through an embrace of  independence 
(149). Brahminic patriarchy continues to flourish in modern day India.  The trials 
and tribulations surrounding India’s ever-changing society create liminal spaces 
that exemplify the tensions, ideas, issues and definitions surrounding gender and 
female sexuality. Ultimately, it relates back to the fundamental point that female 
sexuality is used as a platform to both reify and subvert gender norms depending 
on how it may benefit a specific group or movement. 

GENDER AND SEXUALITY’S “POLYGAMOUS” RELATIONSHIP
Interactions with colonial forces brought forth a hybridization of  western 

and local ideologies. Through this western influence, Indians acquired new ideas 
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surrounding gender and sexuality and were forced to grapple with the ways in 
which these new ideas affected the political, economic and social spheres. Wom-
en’s bodies and sexuality were used as tools in their representation of  morality, 
modernity and nationalism. Hindu reformist ideologies from the pre-modern 
era became a precursor for the legacy of  current representations of  gender and 
sexuality in present day India. Through the examination of  the hijras and gay 
communities, and devadasis and female sexuality, the conflation of  gender and 
sexuality can be seen as a bridge between modernity and tradition. Modernity 
and tradition are constantly referred to when studying the origins, as well as the 
historical influence of  gender norms on Hinduism in modern day India. Gender 
and sexuality become the platform on which modernity and tradition are repre-
sented, getting intertwined in a relationship that is truly “polygamous” by nature.

Notes

1. Paralleling the presence of  gopi’s, who would constantly be in Krishna’s 
company.
2. Which was accordingly seen as the real definition of  intersexed indi-
viduals with both or neither male and female reproductive parts.
3. In which they break their bangles, rip off  their talis (sacred marriage 
thread in South India, amongst Brahmin class), and smear their kum kum 
powder while wailing.
4. “The evolution of  this ‘gay culture’ in urban India, despite its transna-
tional origins and ongoing connections, is clearly not isomorphous with 
its international label. Not only do some of  the casual partners of  these 
‘gay’ individuals not acknowledge themselves as ‘gay’ being more com-
fortable with ‘traditional’ labels such as panthi or khada chatla kothi; but 
in addition, it is polysemic images of  the yaar or the dost that condition 
many gay individuals quest for, and subsequent relationships with other 
men” (Reddy 98).
5. This alludes to the origins of  Bharatanatyam from the Devadasi per-
forming arts.
6. The samskaras of  Brahminic culture, include the pregnancy ceremony, 
the marriage ceremony, and the naming ceremony. Just like the hijra 
initiation (emasculation) ceremony, the samskaras demonstrate how the 
woman or man who undertakes the ritual is not complete until he or she 
goes successfully goes through the process. Therefore, it is essential to 
note how one aspect of  their identity is linked to the Brahminic value of  
undergoing a ritual in order to develop the “whole person” they strive to 
become within the community (Reynolds 47-53).
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DESTRUCTIVE MISOGYNY
The Impact of Conversion and Colonialism on 

Indigenous Women 
Francesca Humi

In this paper, I will discuss the role of  the Church and its missionizing task 
within the context of  the Canadian settler project and specifically examine this 
campaign for conversion through a feminist lens to understand how Indig-

enous conversion to Christianity—whether Catholic, Anglican, or Protestant–
imposed Euro-Christian gender roles as well as marriage and family norms on 
Indigenous peoples, and in particular Indigenous women. First, I will give an 
overview concerning the pre-contact status of  women in various Indigenous 
nations across Canada. In a second part, I will focus on the belief  systems that 
justified the Church’s proselytising mission and the RSS in Canada. Finally, I will 
evaluate the immediate and long term outcomes of  these processes on the rights 
of  Indigenous women and Indigenous marriages and family structures. 

I argue that Christian settler colonialism has had–and continues to have–
devastating effects on Indigenous family structures and Indigenous women, in 
particular. To highlight the destructive nature of  colonisation and Christianisa-
tion in Canada, I will be drawing on the principles of  the 1948 Universal Dec-
laration of  Human Rights (UDHR), which Canada ratified that same year. The 
goal is to demonstrate how incompatible the Church’s and the State’s practices 
were (and still are) within a human rights framework. 

The purpose of  this essay is not to present Indigenous communities, and 
women’s roles within them as monolithic and homogenous. Indigenous nations 
across what we today call Canada are diverse, with equally diverse gendered roles 
and behaviours. This essay additionally refutes the romanticisation of  pre-con-
tact Indigenous societies by which Indigenous peoples, their modes of  social 
organisation, and way of  life are idealised. This narrative leaves no space for nu-
anced discussion of  pre-contact Indigenous existence and Indigenous survival 
of  colonisation and Canadian assimilation. I’d finally like to stress that I am not 
Indigenous, and therefore will not be engaging in a critique of  pre-contact Indig-



43

enous social order and gender roles, per se.
Scholarly consensus in the discipline of  Indigenous Studies holds that prior 

to colonisation, Indigenous society was founded upon principles of  gender equal-
ity; both Indigenous women and men held positions of  power. In fact, many In-
digenous nations operated according to matrilineal and matriarchal systems and 
institutions, which were based on specific gendered roles under the male/female 
gender binary. There exist many records of  women holding positions of  power 
and leadership within their communities with both women and men’s roles were 
often premised on complementarity (Hanson, “Marginalization”). 

Indigenous female scholar Horn-Miller testifies to this equity in complemen-
tarity in her account of  Haudenosaunee women’s traditional roles: “The strength 
of  the [Haudenosaunee] Confederacy lay in its use of  complementary sex roles. 
Males and females were in balance.” (57). Fiske makes a similar claim in his study 
of  Tsimshian women in the Northwest coast of  British Columbia, enforcing 
an understanding of  women as men’s equals, prior to Canadian colonisation. 
Tsimshian women held positions of  authority, having access and control over 
key community resources, and were economically independent (Fiske  514-515). 

Both of  these histories of  women’s agency in pre-contact Indigenous com-
munities illustrate the larger trend found in Indigenous communities—that of  
equity and respect between men and women shown through social organization 
of  communities. Both men and women occupied leadership positions in Indige-
nous communities, which is highly compatible with the principles of  the UDHR, 
which enshrines “equal rights of  men and women” (United Nations). 

These examples of  women playing an important role in community leader-
ship and resource management contrast starkly with the colonisers’ approach to 
gender and family life. The settlement of  North America was itself  premised on 
the doctrine of  terra nullius (unoccupied), which established the right of  discov-
ery and settlement of  new land. In light of  this doctrine, European colonisers 
did not regard Indigenous peoples and their settlements as legitimate “users” 
of  the land. This doctrine was also a way of  denying Indigenous peoples their 
humanity by refusing to recognise their liberty or property (Belanger 81). The 
settlement of  what would become Canada under terra nullius served as the basis 
for the exploitation, extermination, and assimilation of  Indigenous peoples and 
their land: European settlers did not recognise Indigenous peoples and cultures 
as real civilisations, hence the civilising mission of  colonialism in North America 
(Asch 26).

One key aspect of  Indigenous societies targeted by these European settler 
missions was the “taming” of  “Savage” women, whose freedoms and rights were 
perceived as “evil” and un-Christian by missionaries and settlers (Leacock 28). 
European colonisers constructed Indigenous women as devious given the sexual 
freedom they exercised within their communities. On this basis, colonial law 
and assimilation into Christian civilization aimed at sexual policing Indigenous 
women (Hanson, “Marginalization”). 

Polygamy or polyamory and extra-marital sexual relations were not uncom-
mon in Indigenous societies. Men and women alike engaged in these practices 
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which were in perfect anti-thesis to 19th century Victorian values (Leacock 30; 
Hanson, “Marginalization”). Innu (formerly known as Montagnais-Naskapi) 
women’s sexual freedom was understood by Jesuit missionaries in 17th century 
Quebec as “a great obstacle to the Faith of  Jesus Christ” (Leacock 30). In this 
sense, women’s freedom was understood as inherently un-Christian.

As part of  their civilising mission, many missionaries sought to stamp out 
women’s sexual freedom within Indigenous communities. They also sought to re-
strict women in a number of  other ways which resulted in women no longer be-
ing allowed to own property and inherit, for example, which explicitly conflicted 
with the matrilineal systems of  Indigenous communities (Fiske 526). Moreover, 
as missionaries and settlers engaged in the “systematic devaluation of  women,” 
women were excluded from the social, political, and economic positions of  pow-
er they had previously held as heads of  household (Fiske 530). In effect, settlers 
disrupted traditional notions of  complementarity and balance that were pivotal 
to the functioning Indigenous communities, through Christianisation. 

Christian understandings of  female inferiority and women themselves as an 
inherent source of  corruption and evil seeped into communities, creating con-
flict and tension between men and women (Horn-Miller 61; Leacock 32).  In the 
Innu nation in Quebec, Jesuit missionaries targeted the community’s acceptance 
of  polyamory, sexual freedom, and divorce (Leacock 30). They sought to instil 
pre-marital chastity, male courtship, monogamy, and marital fidelity in converts 
to make Innu women and family structures comply with Christian ones. These 
tensions between Indigenous family structures and Euro-Christian structures 
were evident to Christian actors and motivated the creation of  mission villages.  

Along with this restriction on sexual freedom of  women, missionaries and 
settlers imposed Euro-Christian models of  the nuclear family as the basic mode 
of  social organisation, which was materialised by the establishment of  mission 
villages as a means of  control (Hanson, “Marginalization”). This nuclear family 
was patriarchal, placing men as the sole decision makers within the small family 
unit, which was also explicitly contrary to traditional, matrilineal family organisa-
tion in Indigenous nations.

In Fort Simpson area in British Columbia, in the mid-1800s, Protestant mis-
sion villages were established in a Tsimshian community, a matrilineal society 
in which the “most stable political unit was lineage or house” (Fiske 512). Prior 
to the protestant mission villages, Indigenous families were multi-generational, 
usually living all together in longhouses, under the direction of  a woman. This  
changed with the implementation of  the Victorian nuclear family (Neylan 53, 84) 
with missionisation. Victorian nuclear family style homes were imposed because, 
according to one missionary: “there [was] no better teaching than the object les-
son of  a good and well-ordered Christian home” (Neylan 77). Mission houses 
were modelled after English workers’ cottages and supplied physical proof  of  
“civilisation” to the missionaries (Neylan 77, 83). This housing style change also 
signified a rewriting of  family dynamics: men were now supposed at the head of  
the household, just like in the homes of  Euro-Canadians (Neylan 78). Men were 
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also integrated into local church hierarchies, at the expense of  women. 
A key Tsimshian ceremony in which women were important players was the 

potlach, during which wealth was symbolically distributed between houses (Fiske 
513). The  potlach was declared by a Fort Simpson missionary as “the most 
formidable of  all obstacles in the way of  Indians becoming Christians or even 
civilized,” and was hence outlawed (Fiske 528). Women in particular suffered as 
a result of  these changes as they played in this ceremony and because of  their 
exclusion from new socio-economic and religious structures (Fiske 529). The 
Tsimshian missionary village case is a perfect example of  Indigenous family in-
stitutions were radically restructured, and how this restructuring disproportion-
ately targeted Indigenous women, who had held significant positions of  power.  

Another way colonising powers sought to organise the social geographies 
of  Indigenous peoples under the Canadian settler state was the creation of  the 
reservation system, a product of  the sedentary missionary settlements, which 
worked in similar ways as the mission villages in exercising control over and 
restricting women (Horn-Miller 61). In the Haudenosaunee nation, for example, 
the reservation system severely affected family and community organisation, 
again with particularly devastating effects on women. This nation was tradition-
ally semi-nomadic, whereby the community moved from one plot of  land to 
another every twelve years so as to let the farmed land rest and regain nutrients 
(Horn-Miller 61). Women were charged of  clearing the land and farming the 
staple “Three Sisters”–squash, maize, beans (Horn-Miller 60). Horn-Miller ar-
gues that when the Haudenosaunee were forced to live in a restricted space, these 
farming practices could not take place, meaning women lost their traditional 
roles, which cemented the close relationship between the community and the 
earth (60). In short, Indigenous women’s oppression operated “under the inter-
vention of  resident missionaries, the penetration of  commercial industries, and 
the interference by the state” (Fiske 530).  

In a final effort for assimilation to rid Canada of  its “Indian problem,” 
residential schools were created. The RSS is a perfect example of  how State and 
Church worked together on their missions to civilise “Indians:” they cooperated 
from the 1850s onwards in development of  these boarding schools (Kelm 53). 
Specifically, the Department of  Indian Affairs (DIA) and the main Christian 
churches worked together to run the schools: the DIA provided funding and 
land, while the churches provided staff  to enact the federal policy to “take the 
Indian out of  the child” (Kelm 54). 

Residential schools were an opportunity for the Canadian government to 
transmit Canada values of  civilisation, and an opportunity for the Church to 
proselytise freely (Kelm 55). Christian-Canadian values and beliefs were imposed 
on Indigenous children forcibly taken away from their families and communities, 
in a process that qualifies as genocide under the 1948 Convention on the Preven-
tion and Punishment of  Genocide. The RSS was another policy that specifically 
targeted Indigenous women, as a key assumption justifying the RSS was that 
Indigenous women had poor mothering skills (Kelm 56). Indigenous children in 
these schools were forced to give up their language and culture, and to become 
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Christian. The RSS also entrenched European concepts of  family – women’s im-
portant roles as nurturing mothers in Haudenosaunee communities, for example, 
was minimised or abolished all together. This has a contributed to the near total 
breakdown of  many First Nations communities, according to Horn-Miller, in 
which the Church and missionaries were key player (62). 

These interventions by the Church in Canada to change Indigenous gender 
relations and family structures were in direct violation of  the premise of  “equal-
ity between men and women” and of  Article 161 of  the UDHR: Indigenous 
families were not “entitled to the protection by society and the State.” 

While many of  these horrific abuses occurred in the past, the vestiges of  
these harms are still felt today. The last residential school was only closed in 
1995, and the Canadian government issued an official apology only in 2008 after 
much domestic and international pressure (Hanson, “Residential School”). To 
this day, religious actors are making efforts to hide their role in this dark page of  
Canadian history by withholding key documents on Church administration of  
residential schools (Baluja). 

These harmful practices and beliefs, such as the belief  that Indigenous 
women were bad mothers, were enshrined in the Indian Act of  1876 that is 
highly criticised for its gender bias (Hanson, “Indian Act”). One explicitly mi-
sogynistic aspect of  the Indian Act was how status “Indian” women and their 
children lost their status if  they married a non-status man, but if  a status man 
married a non-status woman, her and her children would gain status (Hanson, 
“Marginalization”). This is not only incredibly oppressive in itself, but it also 
goes against matrilineal Indigenous principles. This aspect of  the Indian Act was 
also in direct violation of  many UDHR principles, including those of  gender 
equality and equality within marriage. 

These rights abuses by the Canadian state permitted under the Indian Act 
culminated in the Sandra Lovelace v. Canada case, a legal battle that spanned 
from the mid-1970s to early 1980s. Lovelace was a registered Maliseet Indian 
who lost her status after marrying a non-status man Having exhausted all Ca-
nadian court options, Lovelace brought her case to  the United Nations Human 
Rights Committee, which ultimately ruled for the elimination of  the Sections 
from the Act that allowed for this type of  discrimination. The Indian Act was 
finally amended in 1985 (ESCR-net). However, the Indian Act is still legally bind-
ing today and serves as a key pieces of  Canadian legislation governing Indig-
enous peoples, despite it being commonly understood as explicitly racist and 
sexist (Hanson, “Indian Act”).  

All of  these cases and examples of  women’s oppression under the Canadian 
colonial project point to the harmful influence of  Christian understandings of  
gender roles, which had short term as well as long term impacts on Indigenous 
women, who have been systematically oppressed and devalued. From the very 
early settlement of  mission villages to convert Indigenous communities, to the 
establishment of  reserves and residential schools, the Church in Canada has 
consistently denied Indigenous women their rights to gender equality, as they 
have been formulated in the UDHR, and has systematically intervened to control 
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Indigenous bodies by reforming traditional family and marriage structures to fit 
Christian ideals. 

These patterns of  oppression and destruction set into motion by Christian 
settlers in the 1600s are still being felt today. These harmful systems are illustrat-
ed by the continued impact of  the RSS: the last school was closed in very recent 
memory and religious actors are still refusing to openly and clearly acknowledge 
the abusive nature of  their relationships with Indigenous peoples (Baluja; Cana-
dian Conference of  Catholic Bishops; Hanson, “Indian Act”). 

Indigenous women are three times more likely to be killed by a stranger 
than their non-Indigenous counterparts, and the federal government continually 
fails to adequately and thoroughly investigate the nearly 300 cases of  missing 
and murdered Indigenous women and girls (Hanson, “Marginalization;” Native 
Women’s Association of  Canada 5). This phenomenon and the lack of  govern-
ment action is indicative of  systemic disregard for the rights Indigenous women, 
which has characterised how Indigenous women have survived since the settle-
ment of  Canada. 

Notes

1. Article 16 states: “(1) Men and women of  full age, without any limita-
tion due to race, nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to 
found a family. They are entitled to equal rights as to marriage, during 
marriage and at its dissolution. (2) Marriage shall be entered into only 
with the free and full consent of  the intending spouses. (3) The family 
is the natural and fundamental group unit of  society and is entitled to 
protection by society and the State.”
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SEVERING SACRED SPACE
The Intersection of Ownership and Sanctity 

in the Sikh Tradition
Alice Edwins

S ince its separation from both the Indian Punjab and the majority of  other 
Sikh shrines in 1947, Nankana Sahib, the birthplace of  Guru Nanak (1469–
1539), has come to hold a significant place within Sikh discourse surround-

ing sacred space and ownership over territory deemed sacred. In this paper I will 
explore how the bifurcation of  geographical space, namely the partition of  the 
Punjab in 1947, also resulted in a partition of  the Sikh community through the 
severing of  its sacred spaces. By examining the effects of  partition upon the Sikh 
community through the lens of  one gurdwara – namely Nankana Sahib, now in 
present day Pakistan – I will argue that the status of  this sacred site has been 
elevated to one of  exceptional importance due to its physical separation from 
the Indian Punjab. By examining the textual historicization of  Nankana Sahib, as 
well as the present day discourse surrounding this gurdwara, I will further argue 
that the sacred status of  space in the Sikh tradition is inextricably linked to its 
political ownership. I will show that this is largely due to the unique colonial ex-
perience of  the Sikhs, who were forced to explicitly codify their identity in order 
to be granted ownership over their sacred sites. Consequently, since partition and 
the severing of  the Punjab, sacred sites which were ‘left behind’ in Pakistan are 
now of  elevated importance to the Sikh community. 

THE PUNJAB: 
FROM EMPIRE TO ANNEXATION

Sikhism is unique in that as a faith, it is inextricably linked to physical space. 
The Punjab, meaning ‘five rivers,’ is not only the birthplace of  Sikhism, but re-
mains a highly significant site to Sikhs worldwide today, who as a community “are 
avid domestic travelers in India” (Pinkney 19). Between 1799 and 1849, the Pun-
jab was transformed from a Sikh empire to a dominion of  the British Empire. 
While the physical and geopolitical borders of  this region have changed drasti-
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cally over the past two centuries, its significance to the Sikh community in South 
Asia and across the world has endured. During the reign of  Maharaja Ranjit 
Singh (1780-1839), the Punjab was unified regionally for the first time, creating 
a Sikh empire that lasted from 1799 until the arrival of  the British in the Indian 
subcontinent (P. Singh 29). Following the death of  Maharaja Ranjit Singh and 
two subsequent Anglo-Sikh wars, British forces annexed the Punjab in 1849 (28). 
This marked the first major confiscation of  territory from the Sikhs, beginning 
a long history of  contestation over a region of  intense sacred and geopolitical 
importance, plunging the community back into a decentralized minority enclave.  

The political policy adopted by the British towards the Sikh community dur-
ing the colonial era is critical to understanding the unique intersection of  identity 
and territory in the Sikh tradition. After the annexation of  the Punjab in 1849, 
the Sikhs fought to regain political control over the land that had once belonged 
to them (Judge and Kaur 352). After a failed attempt to revolt against British 
rule in 1857, the policy of  the colonial administration changed, seeking to ap-
pease the Sikh community through the implementation of  divide and rule poli-
cies, namely the preferential hiring of  certain Sikh castes into the British Army 
(352). As a result of  such policies, the Sikhs came to hold a unique status in the 
British Raj, constituting a disproportionate number of  soldiers in the imperialist 
army (P. Singh 485). The Singh Sabha movement, founded in 1873, capitalized 
on the British policy toward the Sikhs, proceeding “to speak for the Sikh’s as a 
whole … [defining] the entire community’s identity in terms of  observance of  
the Khalsa Rahit” (Oxtoby 203). The implications of  defining what it meant to 
be a Sikh in legal terms were seen to be of  significant importance when it came 
to the fight for control over their sacred spaces. It is thus impossible to separate 
the link between British colonial policy towards the Sikhs and their legal identity, 
making the Sikh community unique in comparison to other religious groups in 
India (Judge and Kaur 351). 

Following the annexation of  the Punjab, the second significant loss of  terri-
tory experienced by the Punjabi Sikh community came at the end of  the British 
colonial era in India. In 1947 India ceased to be a dominion of  the British Em-
pire, becoming instead two self-governing republics: India and Pakistan (“The 
Partition of  India” 72). The partition of  the Punjab between India and Pakistan 
not only physically divided the Sikh community, but also detached many sacred 
sites from the majority Sikh Indian Punjab, thus making them inaccessible with-
out crossing an international border. The Punjab region is home to the most 
holy sites in the Sikh tradition (P. Singh 22), thus it cannot be understated how 
devastating the severance of  this sacred space was to the Sikh community (Fig. 
1 – Partition of  the Punjab). 

Along with the loss of  important sacred space for the Sikhs, the partition 
of  India saw between ten and twelve million people migrate across the subcon-
tinent, resulting in an eruption of  widespread violence and killing. This violence 
was largely the result of  deliberate actions and failures on the part of  British, 
Indian and Pakistani political leaders, who had each contributed to the creation 
of  a communal discourse of  Hindu-Muslim violence (“The Partition of  India” 
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75-76).1 Brass argues that this violence “was a principle mechanism for creating 
the conditions of  partition,” and as the Punjab lay at the heart of  this conflict, 
a disproportionate amount of  violence took place in the region (76). Partition 
thus severed the Punjab in two, creating an Indian Punjab and a Pakistani Punjab. 
The effects of  partition upon the Sikh community are enduring and still retain an 
important place within Sikh discourse and historiography today. 

PIETY AND POSSESSION:
THE GEOPOLITICS OF THE GURDWARA ACT

Between 1925 and 1947, the Sikh community underwent another drastic 
change. Until the passing of  the The Gurdwara Reform Act in 1925, the control 
of  Sikh historic shrines and sacred spaces fell to the mahants, the predominantly 
sahajdhari (unbaptized) proprietors of  all gurdwaras (Oxtoby 204). However, as a 
result of  changes in property laws under the British, the ownership of  land was 
no longer granted to groups based on historic ties and communal use; instead, 
“colonial period administration of  property focused on property as an enduring, 
proprietary right, rather than a political process” (Murphy 189). Members of  the 
Sikh community responded by defining themselves along explicit political lines 
in order to be granted control over their sacred spaces. Oberoi aptly notes that 
religious identity does not merely consist of  the formal beliefs of  a group, but 
also “the whole historical process by which a cohesive community of  believers 
comes to be produced” (4). For the Sikhs, this historical process is directly tied 

Figure 1 Partition of  the Punjab (Atelier de cartographie 
de Sciences Po. 2007)
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to their relationship with space, and I would further argue, ownership over said 
space. 

As a result of  the changing legal landscape under the British administration, 
the Akali Dal (‘army of  the immortal’) movement was formed, which attempted 
to seize control over all Sikh gurdwaras and rid them of  what was considered 
to be the ‘impure’ mahant influence (Oxtoby 204). This movement culminated in 
the intersection of  territory and identity in explicit legal terms for the first time 
in Sikh history. In order to be granted control over their sacred spaces, the Sikhs 
were forced to define their community in legal terms, thus creating exclusionary 
boundaries that designated a prescribed Sikh identity (Murphy 225). The Gurd-
wara Reform Act was the culmination of  the Akali Dal’s effort to gain complete 
control over Sikh sacred space. Murphy argues that the decision to grant legal 
ownership and management of  these sacred spaces to a single group, in this case 
the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee (SGPC), resulted in “the codifica-
tion of  the definition of  who a Sikh is” (188). Thus the definition of  what it 
meant to be Sikh became inextricably tied to territory; moreover, the passing of  
the Gurdwara Reform Act granted the SGPC the power to define the importance 
of  such territorial sites.

This linking of  ownership and identity manifests itself  in the sacred status 
of  spaces that are both politically and spiritually significant to the Sikh com-
munity, as will be demonstrated in the case of  Nankana Sahib. I will argue that 
following the partition of  the Punjab in 1947, the gurdwaras which no longer fell 
under the administration of  the SGPC – most notably, Nankana Sahib – came to 
develop an elevated status of  importance and further served as symbols of  Sikh 
oppression and martyrdom. 

THE FIGHT FOR NANKANA SAHIB:
OWNERSHIP VS. SANCTITY OF SIKH SPACE

For a religion that places no normative value on pilgrimage, Nankana Sahib 
nevertheless has acute operative value for Sikhs since it is both the birthplace 
of  Guru Nanak, the founder of  Sikhism (Mann 119), as well as the site of  a 
significant twentieth-century massacre (M. Singh 134). While Nankana Sahib has 
always been a significant pilgrimage destination for Sikhs, its status as a sacred 
site has altered over time. In 1921, Nankana Sahib became a site of  renewed 
historical importance due to the martyrdom of  the peaceful Sikh protesters who 
were killed there while protesting the profane actions of  the mahant inside the 
gurdwara. An estimated two hundred Sikh protestors perished in the massacre, 
which increased pressures upon the government to grant Sikhs control over their 
historic shrines (T. Singh 232). The events of  the massacre are well documented 
by Sikh scholar Teja Singh who, in 1922, wrote, “Those who stayed calmly suf-
fered themselves to be shot, and thus about 25 were killed inside the compound” 
(233). He continues, “After the Nankana Sahib tragedy, owing to the personal 
pique of  some officers, the attitude of  the government changed altogether to-
wards the Sikhs” (250). Mohinder Singh called the Nankana tragedy “a turning 
point in both the annals of  the Akali struggle for Gurdwara reform as also in 
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the official policy towards the movement” (175). This turning point would prove 
to be the catalyst for the most significant development in Sikh history since 
the formation of  the Khalsa in 1699: the passing of  the Gurdwara Reform Act 
(“Victims, Heroes or Martyrs?” 28). 

After partition in 1947, Nankana Sahib was no longer under the control 
of  the Indian administered SGPC, placing it out of  the reach of  the Sikh es-
tablishment both physically and administratively. This altered the way in which 
Sikhs both thought and wrote about Nankana Sahib. While Sikh religious ortho-
doxy maintains that pilgrimage will bring no spiritual merit (“Illustrated Ardas”), 
the SGPC continues to campaign for governmental control over this gurdwara, 
which due to visa restrictions is visited by a limited number of  Sikh pilgrims each 
year (Murphy 152). It is safe to assume that should the SGPC ever be granted 
political control over Nankana Sahib, pilgrimage, or rather ‘religious travel,’ to 
this site would become much easier for Indian Sikhs. 

The management of  Nankana Sahib today lies with the Evacuee Trust Prop-
erty Board (ETPB), a branch of  the Pakistani government. This organization 
“administers evacuee properties attached to educational, charitable or religious 
trusts left behind by Hindus & Sikhs who migrated to India after partition” and 
serves to “maintain and upkeep places of  worship belonging to Hindus and 
Sikhs in Pakistan” (Government of  Pakistan “Pilgrimage Visa”). The notion of  
this site as a place that was ‘left behind’ is common in the discourse surround-
ing Nankana Sahib. Darshan Tatla notes that during the late 1970s and early 
1980s, Ganga Singh Dhillon, an American Sikh activist for Khalistan, sought 
“a Vatican-like status for Nankana Sahib, the birthplace of  Guru Nanak, which 
had been left in Pakistan following the partition” (167). As Nankana Sahib has a 
greater degree of  historical importance in comparison to many other gurdwaras, 
it is not surprising that its sacred status has been elevated in response to its physi-
cal separation from the greater Indian Punjab. The greatest example of  this can 
be found in the Ardas, the Sikh daily prayer. The translation offered by the SGPC 
includes the following lines:

O, Almighty, Protector and Helper Ever of  the Panth, Restore to us the 
Right and Privilege of  unhindered management and free service of  and 
access to Nankana Sahib and other centres of  the Sikh Religion, the 
Gurdwaras, out of  which we have been forcibly evicted. (“Illustrated 
Ardas”)

The fact that Nankana Sahib is mentioned by name in the Sikh daily prayer 
demonstrates its distinct importance to the Sikh community as both a sacred and 
geopolitical site. However, it is important to note that the Ardas, like many other 
Sikh scriptures, has been altered and added to over time in an effort by the Sikh 
orthodoxy to historicize important events (McLeod 193). The explicit inclusion 
of  Nankana Sahib in the Ardas “takes Sikh doctrine from the aspatial realm and 
localizes it” (Pinkney 16). The Ardas perfectly exemplifies the intersection of  
ownership and sanctity within the Sikh faith, serving as a daily reminder to the 
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global Sikh community that sacred space is not something which only exists in 
the abstract, but is physically manifested in sites like Nankana Sahib. Further-
more, the Ardas reaffirms that such sites should be continuously fought for.

One contemporary example of  the continued importance of  Nankana Sa-
hib to the Sikh community today is the creation of  a feature-length film entitled 
Saka: The Martyrs of  Nankana Sahib, released on April 8th 2016 (Sahi “Sikh His-
tory”). This historic dramatization of  the 1921 massacre proves that Nankana 
Sahib remains central to Sikh discourse over ownership and identity. The film 
trailer recounts how the sanctity of  this site was “violated” by the British-backed 
mahants, who explicitly state, “To control the Sikhs, we need to control the 
gurdwaras” (Punjabi “SAKA”). Present-day representations of  the importance 
of  Nankana Sahib prove that Sikh identity remains indivisibly tied to territory 
deemed ‘sacred’ by the SGPC, and the historicization of  events like the 1921 

Figure 2.1 Still from the “Saka” movie trailer, Dir. Jagmeet Singh 
Samundri

Figure 2.2 Still from the “Saka” movie trailer, Dir. Jagmeet Singh 
Samundri
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massacre help to further the SGPC cause. By employing graphic images of  mar-
tyrdom and sacrifice, films like Saka serve to both commemorate and propagate 
the importance of  having the Sikh community own and control their sacred 
spaces (Fig. 2.1 & 2.2). 

CONCLUSION
It is evident that physical space occupies an elevated status within the Sikh 

faith. Due to the unique historical experiences of  the Sikhs in the Punjab region 
regarding ownership and the severance of  space throughout history, it is unsur-
prising that there remains a heightened need for control over such physical space 
by Sikh religious authority today. By tracing three distinct periods of  Sikh his-
tory – from empire to annexation between 1799–1849, to the legal gains made in 
1925 under the Gurdwara Act, followed by a total loss of  land after partition in 
1947 – it has been demonstrated that the importance of  sacred space for the Sikh 
community is transitory yet enduring. The intersection of  ownership and sacred-
ness plays out particularly within sacred spaces that remain separated from the 
Indian Punjab by an international border, as in the case of  Nankana Sahib, which 
holds both spiritual and geopolitical importance due to its location in Pakistan. 
Nankana Sahib serves as the prime example of  a sacred site used by the SGPC to 
demonstrate that even today, the Sikh community continues to be dispossessed 
of  its historical territories and shrines; thus, in accordance with Sikh orthodoxy, 
ownership over such spaces should be fought for by Sikhs the world over.  

Notes

1. The British Authorities, the leaders of  the Indian National Congress, 
and Mohmmad Ali Jinnah, leader of  the Muslim league, each carried 
out deliberate and/or misplaced acts which resulted in violent outbreaks 
and rioting across the subcontinent. Incendiary speeches and religiously 
motivated attacks were used to instigate violence when bargaining and 
compromise failed (“The Partition of  India” 76). 
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Reexamining the Role of Religion in 
the Maccabean Revolt

Jeremy Lieberman

All who are zealous for the sake of  the Torah, who uphold the cov-
enant, march out after me! (I Maccabees 2.27)

As described in the traditional narrative, the above dramatic call marked the 
beginning of  the Maccabean Revolt (167-160 BC) against Antiochus IV Epiph-
anes’ rule in Judea. Under the leadership of  the Hasmonean family, the Mac-
cabees waged a bitter guerrilla war against the region’s Seleucid hegemon, ulti-
mately leading to the establishment of  a quasi-independent Judean kingdom and 
the reinstatement of  previously deprived religious rights.  As this quote impor-
tantly emphasizes, the Torah played a central role in catalysing the entire rebel-
lion.  Religious tensions were instrumental in causing the insurrection as it was 
religiously inflammatory Seleucid policies that were largely to blame for the civil 
unrest in Jerusalem that spiralled out of  the administration’s control. Disregard 
for the religious sensitivities of  Judea’s traditionalist masses led to a cycle of  civic 
unrest and Seleucid crackdowns that ultimately made a mass rebellion inevitable. 
Judean loyalty to the Torah also served as a natural foundation for the Macca-
bean insurgency, whose religious ideology attracted the necessary mass support 
for their faction to be of  consequence. It was the Hasmonean channelling of  
legitimate and widespread religious grievances that provided the movement with 
the necessary support to effectively oppose the Seleucid kingdom — one of  the 
largest empires of  the era.  The insurgency’s primary objective of  reestablishing 
the preeminence of  the Torah also provided a profound raison d’être that fuelled 
the resolve of  its fighters. With this in mind, I shall argue that religion is largely 
responsible for causing and sustaining the Maccabean Revolt. 

RELIGIOUS TENSIONS AND INSURRECTION IN JERUSALEM
In order to understand the fundamental causes of  the revolt, it is essential 

to establish the central role of  religion in Judea.  By the Second Century BC, the 
Jewish religion dominated all aspects of  Israelite society including politics, law, 
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and social interactions.  Judea was ruled by a priestly class who levied taxes, en-
forced the Law of  Moses, and represented the people at the interstate level (Diod. 
Sic. 40.3.5). Although many elites were swayed to adapt due to the pragmatic, 
regional opportunities Hellenism afforded, Jewish traditions remained central 
to the lives of  the majority of  Judeans (Tcherikover 151). Devotion to the Law 
is confirmed by the fact that, during the revolt, the Shmitah was so widespread 
that the Maccabees found it increasingly difficult to feed their supporters.1 The 
attachment of  the Judean population towards their distinct, uncompromising 
religion made relations with their Hellenistic hegemon increasingly complicated. 

The revolt itself  unfolded in three main stages: the breakout of  civil war in 
Jerusalem (168) between various elite factions and the traditionalists, the Seleu-
cid reaction to the upheaval, and finally the popular response to Antiochus’ per-
secutions.  Upon close inspection, it is clear that religion was central to the civil 
unrest and ultimately caused the Maccabean revolt. The ancient sources give us 
an incomplete picture as to why Antiochus pillaged Jerusalem in 168. We know 
that Jason’s faction initially executed a successful coup and besieged Menelaus, 
the puppet of  Antiochus in Akra, with the intention of  replacing Menelaus and 
reinstating himself  as Kohen Gadol.2 As Tcherikover rightly asserts, Jason was 
then repelled by the pious Jewish populace, who were opponents of  the Hel-
lenizing elite (188).

Thus, Antiochus was compelled to rescue a besieged Menelaus and to imple-
ment the brutal measures that followed: namely, the plundering of  Jerusalem, 
its Temple, and the slaughter and enslavement of  thousands of  its inhabitants 
(I Macc. 1.20-23). Yet the question remains as to why the traditionalist masses 
attempted to undermine Seleucid rule in the first place (Gera 224).3 As we shall 
see, all evidence suggests that traditionalist opposition to Antiochus was fuelled 
by religious grievances; his support for the erosion of  traditional Jewish values 
turned the population of  Jerusalem against him. 

The Seleucid administration’s frequent disregard for the Temple’s sanctity 
undermined their support amongst the pious masses. In the first recorded in-
stance, the High Priest Onias unlawfully horded “indescribable sums of  money”, 
prompting a Seleucid confiscation (II Macc. 3.4-6, 9-14). This outraged the tradi-
tionalists who viewed the forceful seizure as an affront on the Temple’s sanctity 
(II Macc. 3.12; Schwartz 40). The religious masses were further provoked when 
Antiochus allowed the High Priest Menelaus to settle his debt to the royal cof-
fers by forfeiting some of  the Temple’s “many gold vessels” (II Macc. 4.32, 39; 
Bickerman 43). To many Jews, this meant that the Seleucids and their puppets 
were stealing the sacred vessels intended to serve God through the liturgy of  the 
Temple. The infuriated masses rioted and proceeded to lynch Lysimachus, who 
had been accused of  robbing the Temple on Menelaus’ command (II Macc. 4.40-
42; Tcherikover 192). The traditionalists openly demonstrated through violence 
that Seleucid violations of  the Temple’s sanctity was culturing a profound public 
backlash.

Antiochus also lost the loyalty of  the pious by actively supporting the Hel-
lenization of  Jerusalem during the 170s-160s, a process which naturally under-
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mined traditional Jewish values (Bickerman 80; Schwartz 32). While accusations 
that Jason the High Priest and other champions of  Hellenization abandoned 
the Torah are untrue, Josephus describes how Hellenizers were perceived by the 
traditionalists: they desired “to abandon their country’s laws”  and to “adopt a 
Greek way of  life” (Joseph. AJ. 12.240; Schwartz 32-42).  Jewish elites happily 
adopted Greek practices as they sought to integrate socially, economically and 
politically into the greater Hellenistic world (II Macc. 4.10). Jason, upon receiv-
ing Seleucid permission, erected a gymnasium in Jerusalem during the late 170’s 
(Joseph. JA. 12.145; Bickerman  80). It was seen by aggravated traditionalists 
as a prominent platform for the “impious” to commit idolatry and other for-
bidden practices (I Macc. 1.14; Goldstein 200). Discontent grew further when 
Hellenistic practices came to influence the Kohanim, the Temple’s priests, who 
consequently neglected their priestly duties and participated in the Tyrian games 
in honour of  Heracles-Melqart (II Macc. 4.14-19). While the Seleucid puppets 
sought to reduce religiocentric separatism in favor of  Hellenism, religious Jeru-
salemites naturally opposed these agents of  change within Judea itself, and those 
encouraging them from Antioch (I Macc. 1.11; Schwartz 32). Considering the 
erosion of  Jewish traditions, it is unsurprising that traditionalist took the unrest 
in 168 as an opportunity to seize Jerusalem from impious imperialist vassals. 
They hoped to reverse Hellenistic cultural corruption, condemning themselves 
to the inevitably harsh response of  Antiochus. 

RELIGION AND THE ONSET OF THE REVOLT
Religion was undoubtedly central to the outbreak of  the rebellion. Wide-

spread religious zeal rendered Antiochus’ decrees unbearable and prompted in-
surrection. By late 167, Antiochus outlawed the Torah and its commandments; 
those who disobeyed were sentenced to death (I Macc. 1.41, 50; Schwartz 42). 
This was coupled with the imposition of  several acts intended deliberately to 
violate the Torah.4 The crackdown engendered a profound religious response on 
the part of  pious Jews. 

Although some supported Antiochus’ harsh stance, the preeminence of  the 
Torah ensured that the majority of  the population accepted the decrees only 
grudgingly to avoid the punishments associated with opposing them (I Macc. 
1.43, 52-53, 2.15-16; Gera 230). Even elements in the Hellenizing elite were 
unenthusiastic, as they realised such decrees would offend the religious majority 
and destabilize their position (Tcherikover 201). The reluctance of  Hellenizers to 
completely abandon Judaism is supported by the fact that Jason’s representatives 
at the Tyrian games were hesitant to donate the allocated funds to idol-worship 
and requested that they fulfil a non-religious function (II Macc. 4.19-20). Al-
though there were many competing factions, most disapproved of  the decrees 
and many in the traditionalist camp, which included a large section of  the popu-
lace, found the enforced violation of  the Mosaic Law unbearable (Gera 230). 

The traditionalist public could not accept the violation of  their most funda-
mental religious principles. How could they contemplate abandoning a doctrine 
that dominated all aspects of  their lives?  Everything from their worldview down 
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to how they could cut their hair was dictated by the Torah.5 As the doctrine of  
one God and the unequivocal prohibition of  idolatry by the Second Command-
ment were supreme in Jewish scripture and tradition, there was little question of  
pious Jews accepting idol-worship.6 Therefore, the Seleucid administration’s re-
dedication of  the Temple to Zeus and the pagan worship that followed naturally 
infuriated most Jews (II Macc. 6.2-4; Scwartz 42). Jewish prohibitions against 
idol-worship also ensured that forced idolatry would be resisted to the death by 
the more pious elements of  Judean society. Idolatry was forced upon the towns 
and cities of  Judea through commanding the populace to participate in commu-
nal pagan ceremonies in squares or in the Temple and to erect pagan shrines at 
the doors of  their houses (I Macc. 2.6.1; II Macc. 6.7; Joseph. JA. 12.253-254). 
This forced violation of  the Torah prompted many pious Jews to leave populated 
areas to try to live unmolested in Judea’s deserts, caves, and mountains (I Macc. 
2.29-30; II Macc. 6.11). At the same time, many traditionalists were killed for cir-
cumcising their children, refusing to eat non-kosher food, and for keeping Shab-
bat (I Macc. 1.60-63; II Macc. 6.18-19; Joseph. JA. 12.256). As many believed it 
better “to die for their country’s laws than to live so ingloriously”, the status quo 
became untenable and the public inevitably resorted to armed resistance (Joseph. 
JA. 12.267).

The Maccabean insurgency was a direct response to these religious sen-
timents. Revisionist claims of  the contrary are unfounded. For instance, Seth 
Schwartz asserts that the Hasmoneans were not a religious family from Modein 
as portrayed but an opportunistic family that exploited local disorder (33). De-
spite several diplomatic setbacks, the Seleucids were in a position of  relative 
military and political strength when the revolt erupted  (Gera 223). The rebel-
lion was therefore not a calculated decision to exploit an opportune moment 
to assert independence. Furthermore, the evidence that Schwartz gives that the 
Hasmoneans were less religious that portrayed, usurping power without being 
of  Zadokite or Davidic decent and serving in the Temple despite the biblical 
prohibition against Kohanim who have been in contact with the dead, is also in-
correct (42). Though the Hasmoneans were not among the traditional families 
appointed by God for Temple service, their seizure of  power did not necessarily 
defy religious principles. Indeed, there were biblical precedents of  rising as the 
Hasmoneans did against authorities that had departed from God’s ways.7 As the 
Hellenizing Kohanim were undoubtedly such, there was no religious objection to 
their usurpation. Additionally, the story of  Pinchas, a Kohen who slew a heretic 
and was rewarded by God demonstrates that Kohanim are permitted to kill under 
extenuating circumstances (Numbers 25:7-13).  Judah’s piety is confirmed by the 
fact that he took no part in restoring and serving in the Temple once the Insur-
gency captured Jerusalem due to obvious impurities he acquired in battle.8 With-
out evidence of  the contrary, it is clear that the Hasmoneans were not oppor-
tunists, but rather religious reactionaries as they were portrayed by the ancients. 
The Hasmonean priestly family, like most Jews, could not tolerate the Seleucid 
decrees and consequently resorted to violence when idol-worship was enforced 
on their hometown of  Modein (I Macc. 2.19-21, 26). Mattathias9 and his sons 
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thus slew a Jew participating in the pagan sacrifices and the official enforcing it 
and enticed the masses to rebel (I Macc. 2.23-27; Joseph. BJ. 1.36; Joseph. JA. 
12.270-271). The available evidence strongly suggests that their uprising was an 
inherently religious reaction to the Seleucid persecutions. 

RELIGION AND THE PROCUREMENT OF LOCAL SUPPORT
The Maccabean insurgency was initiated in 167 by Mattathias, his sons, and 

perhaps a few followers who fled to the Gophna Hills with very limited resources 
(I Macc. 2.28; Bar-Kochva 142).  The movement was only able to develop into a 
successful insurgency because of  the support their ideology attracted. The popu-
lace quickly rallied behind the Hasmoneans because they provided a platform to 
confront widespread grievances.  The religious persecutions cut deep into the 
fabric of  Judean society, and most utterly opposed the status quo and sought 
to restore the Torah’s preeminence (I Macc. 8.17; Szabo 13). Additionally, as 
Josephus rightly claims, the brutality of  the oppressive measures led the people 
to seek retribution, thus making the violent insurrection Mattathias advocated 
increasingly more popular (Joseph. BJ. 1.35). As they took up arms in the name 
of  the Torah, support came easily. They answered widespread calls to repeal 
Antiochus’ decrees and to allow Judeans to once again worship their God (Szabo 
14).  Strong religious sentiment thus served as the foundation of  the Maccabean 
insurgency. 

Religious ideology was responsible for expanding Hasmonean manpower at 
the earlier stages of  the revolt. Before Judah (Judas Maccabeus) became the de 
facto ruler of  Judaea, the insurgency was heavily dependent on popular religious 
support. As I Maccabees claims, the insurgent’s ranks swelled with those who 
“volunteered in the defence of  the Torah” (I Macc. 2.42-43).  This assertion 
should not be dismissed as propaganda as all indicators suggest that the insur-
gents were deeply religious.  An apparently authentic letter from 164 implies that 
most insurgents fought to alleviate religious grievances.10 In an obvious ploy to 
marginalize the Hasmoneans, Antiochus promised religious freedom and exemp-
tion from punishment to all retiring rebels (II Macc. 11.27-33; Goldstein 301). 
The letter confirms the truly religious motivations that drove the populace to 
fight. Religious dedication even reached such levels that certain priests report-
edly launched suicidal attacks against enemy troops with no tactical objectives, 
driven only by devotion to their divine cause (I Macc. 66-67). 

Militants were recruited primarily from refugees of  the persecutions and tra-
ditionalist elements in towns across Judaea (Bar-Kochva 142) (Sievers 37). The 
refugees were not rebels before the Maccabees recruited them as Tcherikover 
claims; there is no evidence of  violent resistance and the fact that those in ques-
tion were amongst cattle, women and children renders such assertions absurd.11 
As they fled to practice their religion without harassment and sought “justice and 
vindication” in the face of  oppression, they quickly aligned with the Maccabean 
cause (I Macc. 1.29). One of  the most prominent groups, the Hasidim, a faction 
of  persecuted traditionalists, quickly augmented their ranks. The Hasmoneans 
also tapped into the nearby villages, “summoning their kinsmen and those who 
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remained in Judaism” to join their cause (II Macc. 8.1). The grassroots discon-
tent that emerged in the wake of  the persecutions quickly swelled Maccabean 
ranks to around 6,000 to 10,000 insurgents (II Macc. 8.1).12

Maccabean ideology also attracted the immediate support of  a network of  
nearby villages. These were relied upon for reinforcements, sustenance, and sup-
plies without which the insurgency could not have hoped to survive. The gather-
ing at Mitzpah hints that villagers hosted the insurgents, as they joined Nazirites13 
(holy people who would have obviously supported to the cause) and were given 
Torahs, priestly vestments, and fruits (I Macc. 3.48-49). Beyond this, informa-
tion concerning the relationships between villagers and the insurgents is limited. 
However, the effects of  local support hidden in the text strongly supports the 
notion that many of  the rural villages actively supported the insurgency.

As the Maccabees initially lacked sufficient arms, they were surely dependent 
on loyal villages to provide weapons.14 The insurgency most likely recruited vil-
lage blacksmiths to turn common tools such as metal household utensils and 
agricultural implements into the makeshift swords, shields, and arrows they ini-
tially fought with (Bar-Kochva 68). Given that it was impossible for a blacksmith 
to travel with a highly mobile guerrilla force, the insurgents clearly depended on 
local village sympathisers as collaborators (Bar-Kochva 88). Beyond weapons, 
villagers provided the insurgency a steady flow of  food. 

Moreover, sympathetic villagers seemed to have provided the guerrillas with 
intelligence concerning enemy positions. From the limited accounts of  the early 
battles that survived, it is evident that a warning system existed among devout 
Jews scattered across the towns of  Judea (Szabo 17). On one occasion, Judah was 
warned that the Seleucid general Gorgias had split his force and marched one 
contingent to ambush his camp (I Macc. 4.2). He quickly evaded ambush and 
marched to annihilate the Seleucid forces left at Ammaus in a surprise attack. As 
Bar Kochva notes, it would have been impossible to know of  Gordias’ approach 
in time and to reach Ammaus on the same night without intelligence (140). It is 
therefore safe to assume that when I Maccabees says “Judah however learned of  
their plan”, it implies he was informed by collaborating villagers (I Macc. 3.3-
4). The fact that he knew the location of  the Seleucid camp and of  its specific 
vulnerabilities confirms this. The village intelligence network would also explain 
why General Lysias was reluctant march the typical route to Judah, preferring a 
northward approach through friendly Idumaea (Goldstein 300).  As the evidence 
suggests, religiously inspired popular support provided crucial manpower, mate-
rial support, and intelligence. 

RELIGION AS A MOTIVATION
As the revolt resulted from religious grievances, it was only natural that 

Maccabean leadership used religious motivations to bolster the resolve of  their 
troops. The goal of  reestablishing the Law was most certainly the raison d’être of  
the average fighter. The Maccabees thus constantly played on the religious griev-
ances of  their men to fuel the war effort. A prayer in II Maccabees epitomizes 
the sentiments of  the guerrillas. The insurgents allegedly prayed to God “to listen 
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to the blood that was calling out to him”, emphasizing the wrongs done against 
the pious and the Temple and demanding retribution.15 The Hasmoneans used 
violence to cater to such sentiments, encouraging notions that they were fulfill-
ing God’s will by saving Israel and exacting retribution on the wicked. This is 
evidently why the first targets were “lawless” Jewish Hellenizers. The insurgents 
detested religious deviance and enforced the Torah violently. They frequently 
raided Hellenized villages and “smote the sinners in their anger”, destroying 
their pagan altars and forcibly circumcising babies.16 Enforcing circumcision had 
a profound symbolic significance undoubtedly clear to Judah’s warrior audience: 
reinforcing the covenant made between God and Abraham. Forcing this practice 
illustrated the cause’s underlying motivation, reasserting the covenant between 
God and Israel.17 Morale was further enhanced by making examples of  notable 
heretics who “received fitting wages” for their “godlessness” (II Macc. 8.33.). 
These early acts of  violence demonstrated Mattathias’ sincerity in bringing about 
a resurgence of  the Torah, instilling his supporters with purpose. Manifestations 
of  religious violence continued throughout the insurgency as a means of  satisfy-
ing popular sentiments. Judah frequently plundered Hellenized towns, ruthlessly 
putting all males to the sword and destroying the altars and “graven images of  
their gods” (I Macc. 5.68; I Macc. 5.43-44). 

Judah also used rituals to enhance the religious fervour and morale of  his 
men. The pre-battle ceremony at Mitzpah is a prime example of  this strategy.18 
There the men fasted, donned priestly vestments, read from the Torah, and blast-
ed shofars19 while “crying aloud towards heaven” asking for grace and mercy (I 
Macc. 3.44-54). Judah deliberately chose Mitzpah for its symbolic value as it was 
a rally point before great victories during the time of  the Judges, and it reassured 
the men of  divine support (Bar-Kochva 250-251). Moreover, by following the 
Torah’s pre-battle laws, namely fasting and dismissing certain men from combat, 
Judah further relayed to his men the sacredness of  their struggle, boosting their 
morale for the upcoming battle.20 As a result of  the array of  tactics the Hasmo-
neans employed, they produced highly motivated troops that were “prepared 
either to live or die nobly” in the name of  their faith and laws (I Macc. 4.35; II 
Macc. 8.21). As Bar Kochva stresses, these tactics fostered a religious zeal that 
greatly increased the fighting capability of  the warriors (140). 

Religion played a central role both in precipitating and sustaining the Mac-
cabean revolt. Seleucid erosion of  Jewish traditions gradually turned the tradi-
tionalist masses against them, causing civil unrest and eventually a fully-fledged 
rebellion. Religion was also paramount in providing the Hasmoneans with suf-
ficient support as well as a divine purpose that greatly inspired the fighters. An-
tiochus IV made a gross miscalculation in dismissing the significance of  religion 
in Judea, a mistake that ultimately cost him the region.
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Appendix 1 The Causal Relationship of  the Events Leading to the 
Maccabean Revolt
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Notes

1. Shmitah: the biblical commandment not grow produce every seventh 
year; Leviticus 25:20-22; Although I will be constantly citing laws from 
a contemporary Torah, the Dead Sea Scrolls have confirmed that the 
current derivative is identical to the Torah that dominated the lives of  
ancient Judeans; I Macc. 6.49.
2. Jason was a prominent member of  the Oniad family. He was high 
priest until Menelaus took the office by offering more tribute to their 
Seleucid overseers; II Macc. 4.7.
3. I Maccabees claims Jerusalem was attacked unprovoked while II Mac-
cabees hints of  factional hostilities; I Macc. 1.20; II Macc. 5.5-8.  
4. They were commanded “follow customs foreign to the land” to end 
the offerings to God, to “violate Sabbaths and Festivals,” to build “idola-
trous shrines” “to sacrifice swine and ritually unfit animals,” leave their 
sons uncircumcised, “so as to forget the Torah and violate all the com-
mandments;” Macc. 1.1.47-49.
5. Indeed, the Torah explicitly prohibits cutting the sideburns of  one’s 
hair; Leviticus 19:27.
6. As the Torah states: “Hear O Israel Hashem is our god Hashem is 
one”; Deuteronomy 6:4.
7. Vide the story of  the downfall of  King Ahab and Jezebel. I Kings 16-
22.
8. Again, impurity of  a Kohen who comes in contact with a dead person; I 
Macc. 4.42-54; Sievers 42.
9. Claims that Matthias was fictional are unfounded. Although he is not 
mentioned in II Macc., he is mentioned in the different and therefore 
probably independent account in J.W. 1.16-37; Sievers, Joseph. 1990. The 
Hasmoneans and their supporters: from Mattathias to the death of  John 
Hyrcanus I. Atlanta, Ga: Scholars Press, 29.

10. Various experts on Ancient Israel such as Daniel Schwarts and Avig-
dor Tcherikover vouch for the authenticity of  the letter; (Schwart 408) 
(Tcherikover 217).

11. Tcherkivover claims the 1,000 or so slaughtered in the desert were in-
surgents. However, they are recorded to have been with women, children 
and cattle. No guerilla force could tolerate so many non-essential mouths 
to feed, especially in the desert where they were. Furthermore, guerilla 
forces have to move swiftly, there simply would be no room for non-
combatants; (Tcherikover 204) (I Macc. 2.37).

12. As Bar Kochva claims, the 10,000 figure is probable. The details of  the 
narrative suggest that the author was present at some of  the battles or 
had first class written or oral sources. And as there was no incentive to 
exaggerate the numbers (if  anything they would be smaller to emphasize 
the miracles of  their victories), there is no reason to assume they are in-
flated. For the 6,000 on the other hand there is no way to validate. But it 
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seems reasonable; II Macc. 8.1., 16.21-22; I Macc. 4.29; Bar-Kochva, 47.
13. Nazirites: These were extremely pious people who took up vows for 
given periods to abstain from conjugal relations, grapes and all their pro-
duce (wine), cutting their hair, and coming into contact with the dead.  
Numbers 6:1-20.

14. The author of  I Maccabees complains repeatedly of  the shortages of  
basic fighting equipment; I Macc. 4.6.

15. Although the particular prayer is probably inaccurate, it parallels the 
exact sentiments of  the fighters according to the evidence given in the 
sources; II Macc. 8.2-4.

16. Most scholars including Benedikt Eckhart, Bezalel Bar Kohba and 
Steven Weitzman, do not doubt forced circumcision actually took place; 
Macc. 2.44; I Macc. 2.45-46; (Tcherikover 212; Eckhardt 109; Bar-Koch-
va 138; Weitzman 44).

17. The biblical covenant: “God said to Abraham…this is my covenant 
which you shall keep between me and you and your offspring after you: 
every male among you shall be circumcised”; Genesis 17:9-11.

18. As Bezalel Bar Kochba, an authority on the ancient Jews and Seleu-
cids, claims, there is no reason to doubt the authenticity of  this ceremo-
ny; (Bar-Kochva, Bezalel 250-251).

19. This was a traditional instrument made out of  a ram’s horn. Tradition 
maintains it was used in many biblical battles.

20. The tradition of  dismissing certain people before battle: The Torah 
states that those who have recently been married, built a house or grown 
a vineyard should be exempt from combat. Cowards were also permitted 
to leave the ranks; I Macc. 3.56.
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THE STUDY OF EMOTION
Interrogating Notions of Spontaneity, Simplicity, and 

Eccentricity in Chan Apparition Painting
Muhan Zhang

The two central ideals within the Chan sect of  Buddhism are sudden En-
lightenment and direct transmission. The uniqueness – and, for Chan 
practitioners, the progressiveness – of  Chan Buddhism lies precisely in 

its rejection of  canonical texts and studied paths to Enlightenment, in favour 
of  sudden or spontaneous Enlightenment triggered by the special transmission 
of  the dharma through a Chan genealogy of  patriarchs. In the Northern and 
Southern Song dynasties, one of  the modes through which these tenets of  Chan 
came to be expressed was the group of  painting styles known as wanglianghua, or 
“apparition painting” (Three Alternative Histories 70).  

These paintings were united in their concern for spontaneity in execution 
as well as the appearance of  spontaneity in the finished work (70). The starting 
point for this essay is my preliminary observation that the spontaneity of  Chan 
apparition painting corresponds closely to the Chan belief  in sudden Enlighten-
ment and direct transmission. I will also posit that emotion is of  great impor-
tance to the further examination of  this correlation: in fact, discourse on direct 
transmission in Chan Buddhism touches upon many of  the same central prob-
lems as does recent scholarship on the study of  emotion. Discourses of  emotion 
and Chan Buddhism are both deeply concerned with the problem of  adequately 
representing and transmitting certain ineffable concepts, whether these consist 
of  subjective inner emotions or the all-encompassing Buddha-truth. Moreover, 
the various strategies developed in Chan to trigger sudden awakening inevitably 
encounter questions central to the study of  emotion, such as how inner reactions 
to external stimuli manifest themselves, or the degree to which linguistic or pic-
torial representations succeed in capturing and conveying the abstract, spiritual, 
or psychological dimensions of  feeling.

Therefore, throughout this essay I will be utilizing methodologies from the 
study of  emotion in order to interrogate how exactly apparition painting served 
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the central Chan belief  in sudden Enlightenment and direct transmission. In so 
doing, I hope to elaborate upon notions of  spontaneity or immediacy commonly 
used to relate, and even equate, literati and Chan iterations of  this method of  
painting; situate the simplicity and faintness of  apparition paintings within Chan 
strategies of  direct transmission; and finally, elaborate how the eccentricities of  
apparition painting corresponds to the overall Chan rejection of  orthodoxy.1

DISTINGUISHING BETWEEN LITERATI AND CHAN 
UNDERSTANDINGS OF SPONTANEITY AND IMMEDIACY

There exists an abundance of  scholarship dedicated to describing the simi-
larities and overlaps between literati and Chan painting in the spontaneous style; 
however, specific attention with regard to how they differ on a fundamental 
theoretical level is lacking. In this section, I will first provide a brief  background 
of  the literati influence on Chan apparition painting. I will then utilize concepts 
from various theories of  emotion to parse out the theoretical difference between 
the two in spite of  their extant similarity and, perhaps, even indistinguishability 
from one another.

As James Cahill notes, the radical spontaneity and unorthodoxy in the style 
of  Chan apparition painting was first cultivated among the literati under the 
moniker of  the yipin, or “untrammeled” style (Chinese Painting 89). Scholar, poet, 
and painter Su Shi (1036-1101) notably theorized an “untrammeled” form of  
painting, according to which prior styles of  representational painting would be 
abandoned for the greater expressive ability of  deliberately spontaneous brush-
strokes, similar to that within already existing sensibilities of  calligraphic brush-
strokes (89). This ‘untrammeled’ spontaneity, or apparent lack of  studied ges-
tures, is commonly understood as corresponding closely to the Chan rejection 
of  textual, intellectual, and conventional learning or transmission. In addition, 
Jay Fontein and Money L. Hickman note that the tradition of  literati and Chan 
monks interacting with one another from the Northern Song dynasty further 
allowed the untrammeled style to influence Chan monk-painters (Fontein and 
Hickman xxii). The resultant untrammeled works from this era (including, but 
not limited to, those categorized under apparition painting) from either litera-
ti or Chan Buddhist camps were oftentimes indistinguishable from one other; 
instances of  cross-pollination occurred not only in the Chan adoption of  the 
untrammeled style, but also in the literati’s artistic depictions of  Chan subjects 
(xxiv).

It is at this point that most critical engagement with these early untrammeled 
paintings ends. Due, perhaps, to the scarcity of  surviving early Chan works in 
this style, most essays I came across in my research merely note that there are 
substantial overlaps between literati and Chan painting styles and subjects from 
this initial period, without further attention being paid to potential differences 
in how Chan monk-painters may have coopted the formal elements of  literati 
yipin painting. While acknowledging that in many cases it is impossible to know 
whether a painting is literati or Chan, Cahill briefly provides one possible mode 
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for distinguishing between the two: 

It may be questioned whether a valid division [between literati and Chan 
schools] can in fact be made, whether they should not be regarded as 
a single school of  amateur artists. In styles they overlap; perhaps they 
should be distinguished, if  at all, on the basis of  attitude: the more in-
tellectual approach of  the Confucian literature as against the intuitive 
one of  the Chan monks. (Chinese Painting 96)

This juxtaposition between the intellectual as opposed to an intuitive attitude 
towards painting betrays a fundamental incompatibility of  the original literati 
theory of  spontaneity in art with core Chan beliefs. Spontaneity, as understood 
by literati like Su Shi, consisted of  a very studied, or learned spontaneity which, 
as Michael Fuller explains, is born wholly out of  the Confucian literati traditions 
of  repeated study and mastery of  canonical texts to the point of  being able to re-
call them instantaneously (Fuller 10). As such, a literati painter’s successful spon-
taneous painting of  an object is contingent upon his having first fully mastered 
and internalized the true nature of  said object by studying it closely, and then, at 
the moment of  stimulus, pursuing this true nature through quick brushstrokes.2 
If  the painter has successfully understood the object, then the consequent image 
will be a successful one that truly captures the spirit of  the object or figure in 
question (10).3

The literati notion of  learned spontaneity thus directly opposes Chan Bud-
dhism’s rejection of  all canonical texts and orthodoxy. In fact, the literati’s 
learned spontaneity is similar to Peter Bourdieu’s concept of  habitus, according 
to which what appears to be a spontaneous action – in this case, painting – is ac-
tually the product of  a habit that has been rigorously reinforced to the point of  
being an immediate response upon stimulation (Faure 73). Within Chan sensibili-
ties, this form of  spontaneity in painting would therefore be unacceptable for the 
transmission of  Chan knowledge –its practiced and learned nature makes it, by 
definition, a mediated form of  representation and transmission. As Cahill puts 
it, Chan championed above all the intuitive perception of  reality, unmediated by 
intellectual analysis (Three Alternative Histories 82-3). In theory, the spontaneity 
of  Chan painting should therefore consist of  a completely unmediated reaction 
to a stimulus, such that the transmission of  knowledge is most pure and direct. 

Another less explicitly incongruous aspect in the literati theorization of  un-
trammeled painting in relation to Chan doctrine lies in Shimada Shūjirō’s initial 
characterization of yipin in his seminal two-part essay entitled “Mōryōga,” pub-
lished in 1938 and 1939. Shūjirō, who was the first to use the term “apparition 
painting” (mōryōga in Japanese, and wanglianghua in Chinese), characterized yipin 
in both literati and Chan painting as marking a shift in painting from represen-
tational realism to formal expressiveness (Pan 103). As An-Yi Pan notes, this 
understanding of  yipin was adopted by all subsequent authors and has resulted in 
a problematic conceptualization of  yipin as historically progressive in its expres-
sion of  the artist’s individual personality or mood (103).4 This conceptualization 
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of  the uniqueness or progressiveness of  yipin can, for instance, be identified in 
an earlier citation of  Cahill’s description of  Su Shi’s theorization of  untram-
meled painting. First of  all, the untrammeled style was by no means the only 
style of  painting being produced at the time, even at the height of  its popular-
ity: representational and realistic landscapes and portraits within court painting 
continued contemporaneously to these literati and Chan paintings (Barnhart 86-
147). Secondly, the use of  terms like ‘realism’ or ‘expressionism,’ terms that are 
so heavily indebted to discourses of  Western modernism, may be highly anach-
ronistic when applied unduly to a classical Chinese context. 

My primary argument against Shūjirō’s initial emphasis on expression (and 
all subsequent scholarship relying on this assumption) is that, within a Chan con-
text of  painting, the expression of  any individual’s mind or personality is, as iter-
ated above, counterintuitive to the central Chan concern for direct transmission. 
While within Confucian understandings there are clearly identifiable, pre-existing 
concerns for expressing the individual’s mood and personality within traditions 
like calligraphy and music, the same cannot be said of  Chan (Fontein and Hick-
man xxiii). Within Chan Buddhism, the individual only matters with respect to 
their positioning within the Chan patriarchal lineage; in other words, with regard 
to their role in receiving and transmitting knowledge through master-disciple 
relationships. This kind of  genealogically situated individualism finds pictorial 
representation in the form of  highly individualistic and ritualized patriarch por-
traits called chinsō (xxx-xxxi; Pan 107-109). 

Although these individuals within the Chan patriarchal lineage were under-
stood to be mediators of  Chan learning, they are also idealized as vessels of  
pure and direct transmission (Faure 9-10). Consequently, to acknowledge an indi-
vidual Chan painter’s mind or mood in the moment of  executing a Chan painting 
is to disrupt the Chan conceptualization of  individual mediators as transmitting 
‘unmediated’ truths. The success of  the Chan theorization of  direct transmis-
sion is contingent upon reinforcing the directness within the Chan patriarchal 
genealogy, at the expense of  suppressing or denying considerations of  any extant 
feelings or mediations of  the individual. 

With this understanding of  the fundamental differences underlying literati 
and Chan sensibilities regarding spontaneous or untrammeled painting in mind, 
the over-emphasis in past scholarship on the literati model at the expense of  a 
more thorough understanding of  Chan theories of  painting is revealed. The re-
mainder of  this paper will therefore focus on formulating a different theoretical 
model for analyzing the deliberate simplicity and spontaneity of  brushstrokes 
within Chan apparition paintings.

THE DOCTRINAL ROLE OF THE ABBREVIATED AND PENUMBRAL 
STYLE IN CHAN APPARITION PAINTING

In his essay entitled “Quickness and Spontaneity in Chinese Painting,” Ca-
hill remarks that the radical abbreviation of  the overall pictorial vocabulary in 
apparition painting is fitting for Chan art since it can be read instantaneously; 
moreover, the hand of  the artist is removed, such that the image is free of  ar-
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tifice (Three Alternative Histories 83). However, the assumptions inherent in such 
an understanding of  Chan apparition painting only relate painting as a metaphor 
of  Chan doctrine, rather than as an embodiment of  Chan transmission in and 
of  itself. 

For my analysis of  the precise doctrinal functions of  Chan apparition paint-
ing, I will first rely on Bernard Faure’s claim that “[t]he Chan accent on personal 
realization requires the perfect transparency of  all intermediaries or even their 
disappearance – for intermediaries tend to change from channels to obstacles” 
(75). Faure’s evocation of  the visual metaphors of  “transparency” and “disap-
pearance” finds close pictorial analogs in the extremely faint, penumbral, and 
even ghostly quality of  apparition paintings.5

To provide a specific visual example of  a typical apparition painting, I will 
examine The Sixth Patriarch Carrying a Pole (fig. 1). In this painting, Huineng, the 
sixth patriarch and seminal figure in Chan Buddhism, is rendered in pale washes 
of  watered down ink; only select areas such as his half-lidded eyes, the crease of  
his mouth, and the visible nostril and inner curve of  his ear are defined by darker 
ink (fig. 2). According to Lippit, this scene depicts Huineng in a trance while he 
listens to a distant chant of  the Diamond Sutra (61-86).As is the convention in 
many apparition paintings by Chan exemplars, Huineng is depicted very faintly 
against a black background. Although certain areas such as his feet and the sash 
on his robe are rendered in greater detail, the overall number of  brushstrokes 
is sparing and characterized above all by an intensely low saturation. Lippit de-
scribes the expression on his face as “rapt,” and the relaxed, slumped posture of  
his body as indicative of  his total absorption in the incantation (61-86). Although 
the marking out of  Huineng’s facial features draws attention to the face as a site 
of  emotional expression, the emotion within the image, whether characterized as 
rapture or something else, is, like the ink, very low in intensity. 

The sparing brushstrokes and faint, indefinite quality of  the image can 
be understood within a Chan context as allowing the novice viewer to intuit 
Huineng’s inner experience (Chinese Painting 96). The abbreviation of  the figure’s 
facial and bodily features across apparition painting can, moreover, be related 
to the overarching Chan rejection of  orthodoxy or learned conventions of  any-
thing – including that of  emotion. To be more specific, these paintings play with 
two conventions of  emotion: firstly, the stylistic conventions of  depicting or 
representing emotion, and secondly, the social norms of  emotional response to 
circumstances and stimuli. To explore the doctrinal results of  Chan paintings’ 
engagements with, and rejections of, these conventions of  emotion, I will be 
utilizing William Reddy’s notion of  the emotive as a framework for analysis. 

Reddy theorizes that statements or utterances of  emotion are neither de-
scriptive nor performative; rather, these statements - which he terms “emotives” 
- are understood to change the emotion they refer to in some capacity as they 
are uttered (Reddy 331). Thus the so-called inner experience of  an emotion is 
never captured or represented, since it is changed by any attempt to define it. In 
the case of  Chan apparition painting, I will argue that the painting functions as 
both the emotive of  an initial emotion, as well as the stimulus for another emo-
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tion. More specifically, I contend that apparition painting serves the function 
of  an emotive in its attempt to capture some element of  the inner awakening 
of  Enlightened masters, while, in the same breath, it attempts to transfer this 
knowledge or experience to the disciple by serving as the trigger for his own 
inner awakening.

The inevitable failure of  emotives to capture the original inner emotion, as 
identified by Reddy, is avoided in Chan apparition painting due to the specific 
metaphysical notions of  universal truth as opposed to personal realization es-
poused in Buddhism. First of  all, to adapt Reddy’s concept of  emotive to this 
specific metaphysical context, we must understand that Reddy’s understanding 
of  the inner experience is defined in part by the assumption that one’s inner, 
emotional experience is purely subjective. Mary Bockover identifies this dichot-
omy between subjective and objective experience as a characteristic of  certain 
Western traditions of  philosophy (Bockover 161). She further explains that, 

Figure 1 (Left) Zhiweng Ruojing (act. mid-thirteenth century). The Sixth Pa-
triarch Carrying a Pole, ca. 1254–1256. Hanging scroll, ink on paper, 92.5 x 31.0 
cm. Daito¯kyu¯ Memorial Library, Tokyo.

Figure 2 (Right) The Sixth Patriarch Carrying a Pole, detail of  figure 1.
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within this dichotomy, the subjective is understood to be unique to one person 
and, for this reason, can be neither precisely known by nor communicated to 
others (162). This inability to communicate the subjective experience is charac-
terized by Reddy as a failure or inherent inability of  the emotive to capture the 
inner emotion without changing it in the process (Reddy 331). By clearly defining 
this Western metaphysical framework of  thought, we can better characterize the 
differences when it comes to Chan Buddhism. 

In Chan, the inner awakening, otherwise known as Enlightenment, of  the 
master is not the master’s subjective experience of  Enlightenment, but rather an 
experience of  transcending to an ontological state of  knowing the universal truth, 
as understood within Buddhist thought. Therefore, when it comes to appari-
tion painting, the capturing of  the Enlightened state of  a Chan exemplar can be 
understood as a depiction and direct transmission of  the universal truth itself. 

Subsequently, the specific methods through which apparition painting at-
tempts to convey this truth (or, in other words, trigger a novice viewer’s sud-
den Enlightenment) can be identified through visual analysis of  these paintings. 
At the outset of  apparition painting, depictions of  figures and their emotions 
rejected prior conventions of  painting, such as disciplined brushwork or even 
easy visibility of  the image (Three Alternative Histories 64). By rejecting these con-
ventions, the painter’s hand becomes less burdened by mediations of  the truth, 
thus approaching Faure’s perfectly un-mediating intermediaries. Furthermore, 
by defining the form of  the figure simply and vaguely, apparition painters avoid 
pinning down the transcendental truth of  Enlightenment in any way that might 
alter it, as Reddy’s emotive alters its referent emotion. Instead, the Enlightened 
universal truth is only briefly indicated through the figures of  exemplars within 
the Chan patriarchal genealogy of  transmission rather than represented explicitly 
or concretely in any way, thus leaving open the possibility of  spontaneously at-
taining Enlightenment.

Ultimately, within Chan apparition painting, depicting an exemplar’s En-
lightened state is indicative rather than representative, and the stimulation of  
the disciple’s personal Enlightened awakening inductive rather than didactic. The 
brevity and imperceptibility of  apparition painting serve expressly to prevent the 
disciple from reading the painting or the emotions depicted within it through 
conventions of  meaning, and thus from having conventional or practiced re-
sponses to it. This strategic deployment of  an aesthetic of  simplicity illustrates 
the concept of  “renewed simplicity” as explained by Faure; this mode of  sim-
plicity is strategic rather than naïve (Faure 72). The resultant style of  apparition 
painting is characterized by its near invisibility or imperceptibility; something, a 
“shadow of  a shadow” (Lippit 61), is indeed indicated, if  not concretely repre-
sented, with many elements of  the figure and the composition left to be intuited. 
Therefore, in spite of  its potential impracticality, the indefinite and elusive nature 
of  such an image is precisely what, on the theoretical level, allows for the utmost 
purity in transmission from master to disciple.
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APPARITION PAINTING, GONGAN LITERATURE, 
AND THE TRICKSTER

To further illustrate how Chan transmission occurs through apparition 
painting, I will examine how gongan literature utilizes modes similar to the Chan 
aesthetics of  simplicity, as well as expand my theoretical model of  analysis to 
include the figure of  the Chan trickster and notions of  Chan eccentricity.

As An-Yi Pan notes in his overview of  early Chinese Chan painting, part of  
the myth of  Chan untrammeled painting is that it originated necessarily due to 
the Chan rejection of  the written word (106). In actuality, Chan never abandoned 
textual modes of  practice or transmission, but continued to use sutras, certain 
forms of  poetry, and eventually gongan literature (106). Notably, the aforemen-
tioned Chan strategy of  deliberate simplicity is also deployed in gongan literature.

Gongan literature consists of  brief  sayings, dialogues, or anecdotes regard-
ing Chan patriarchs, which are used to focus the mind in meditation in order 
to induce a sudden awakening (Foulk 15-6). This process involves focusing on 
specific phrases or words, called huatou, excerpted from this collection of  texts, 
which are usually non sequiturs that defy logic and common sense, thus frustrat-
ing any understanding or intellectual engagement to the point of  triggering a 
sudden awakening (16). I would argue that this method of  inducing spontane-
ous Enlightenment through gongan literature is structurally similar to the way in 
which apparition painting has the potential to induce Enlightenment. We can 
understand the sparse number of  brushstrokes deployed in apparition painting 
to be analogous to the huatou plucked from gongan texts for meditation. Indeed, 
both processes are part of  the Chan aesthetic of  simplicity: both utilize methods 
with minimal means to indicate the ineffable Buddha-truth, rather than attempt 
to represent it. It follows that both gongan literature and apparition painting also 
aim to induce rather than guide the disciple’s spontaneous awakening to Enlight-
enment. 

In T. Griffith Foulk’s explanation of  gongan literature, he reiterates that there 
is nothing inherently expressive or profound in the semantic meaning of  the 
words chosen for gongan meditation (39-41); in a similar manner, there is noth-
ing inherently expressive in Chan teachings concerning formal elements, like the 
brushstrokes, for Chan painting. In fact, Foulk states that what imbues these 
texts with their meditative and Enlightening power is their attribution to the 
Chan patriarch – in other words, the Chan literary frame within which we per-
ceive these texts (39-41). With regard to apparition painting, it can also be said 
that the extant indistinguishable nature of  Chan and literati forms of  apparition 
or untrammeled painting (in terms of  form, subject matter, and even artist) does 
not prevent a Chan context of  perception from imbuing an apparition painting 
with a Chan-like nature.

Both gongan and apparition painting can also be understood in light of  their 
eccentricity – in other words, in terms of  their explicit rejection of  orthodoxy 
and any logic or convention of  the creation and consumption of  meaning. In 
this, they are joined by the figure of  the Chan trickster. Not only is the trickster 
or eccentric a common subject for pictorial depiction, but many early untram-
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meled artists actually exhibited bizarre 
behaviours similar to those of  Chan 
tricksters, thus informing the develop-
ment of  an expressly Chan style of  
apparition painting through eccentric-
ity as unorthodoxy. 

The figure of  Budai, for instance, 
has been depicted in several surviv-
ing Chan apparition paintings. Budai, 
whose name literally means “clothe 
sack,” is a legendary eccentric with 
a portly figure who supposedly wan-
dered through the Jiangnan region, 
engaging in bizarre behaviour typical 
of  such figures – for example, spon-
taneously bursting into laughter, or 
muttering nonsense to himself  (Lip-
pit 81). If  we examine Li Que’s paint-
ing of  Budai (fig. 3), we can see him 
rendered in the penumbral strokes 
of  apparition painting, looking away 
while his mouth is open in laughter. 
Trickster monks like Budai were un-
derstood to have an “ambivalent per-
sona with both uncanny and comic 
elements” (Faure 117). This ambiva-
lence is precisely what gave them 
the potential to both reinforce and 
subvert social norms. In fact, Budai, 
along with other eccentric exemplars 
like Hanshan, Shide, or Xianzi the 
Shrimp Eater, were all understood to 
be the exceptions that proved the rule 
of  Chan’s special transmission (Lip-
pit 78). In fig. 3 for instance, Budai’s 

rejection of  the conventions of  laughter demonstrates a rejection of  a kind of  
orthodoxy of  normative emotional response. As a foil to such societal norms, 
Budai and other eccentrics thus represented Enlightened transcendence through 
eccentricity.

Within figural apparition painting, the transcendence of  these eccentrics 
is further emphasized through the inscriptions present above the painting. As 
can be seen in fig. 3, these verse-eulogies are juxtaposed with the image of  a 
bizarre but Enlightened exemplar figure, questioning the figure’s eccentric ac-
tions with the goal of  gaining further insight from their unorthodoxy (80). This 
particular method of  framing the image allows precisely for the special kind of  

Figure 3 Li Que (act. mid-thirteenth 
century), Budai, ca.1254–1256. Hanging 
scroll, part of  a triptych, ink on paper, 
104.8 x 32.1 cm. Myo¯shinji Monastery, 
Kyoto.
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direct Chan-like rumination and potential spontaneous revelation necessary for 
Enlightenment. 

In sum, we can see that the eccentricity present within the process of  pro-
ducing untrammeled paintings is inherited from both the literati as well as the 
Chan. The literati artist Wang Mo was known to get drunk and fling paint onto 
paper in an act of  deliberate spontaneous painting, later adopted within appari-
tion painting (Faure 122-23). The “mad cursive script” of  Chan calligraphy from 
monks like Zhang Xu (d. ca. 748) similarly demonstrates an eccentricity and 
denial of  conventional styles of  brushwork that later emerges within apparition 
painting (122-23).

Apart from the eccentricity-as-unorthodoxy in the production of  an image, 
the experience of  viewing the image is ultimately a process through which one 
can either achieve or trigger Enlightenment. By contemplating how eccentric 
exemplars like Budai transcended conventions or orthodoxies of  the material 
world within the frame of  their Chan-oriented verse-eulogies, the viewer them-
selves can potentially transcend into Enlightened understanding.

In this manner, there are two ways of  understanding the structural similari-
ties between apparition painting and other strategies of  Chan practice like gongan 
literature or the presence of  the trickster figure: the first can be characterized as 
either the cryptic or the simplistic, defined by a lack of  information or defini-
tion allowing room for intuition. The second, meanwhile, consists of  the bizarre 
or the unorthodox, which involves rejecting societal norms and conventions in 
favour of  the eccentric. Both of  these modes operate through a rejection of  
learned conventions, the former by taking away, and the latter by going against. 
Ultimately, all of  these Chan strategies aim to potentially trigger a spontaneous 
Enlightenment into the transcendent plane of  understanding which is wholly 
unreachable by studied or intellectual practices.

Notes

1. Due to my focus on the theoretical and doctrinal underpinnings of  
apparition painting, I will only introduce a select few images in support 
of  my arguments.
2. The study of  an object for the sake of  depicting it is usually described 
in terms of  “looking thoroughly” (Fuller 10). 
3. The common metaphor used to characterize the successful study of  
an object and the one cited by Fuller is that of  holding the object in the 
breast or the stomach, and thus connoting the complete internalization 
of  its true nature (10).
4. Pan specifically names the authors: Fontein, Cahill, Brinker, Kinoshita 
(not cited in this paper) as having adopted Shūjirō’s analysis; Lippit also 
acknowledges his reliance on this text in his own work. 
5. Yukio Lippit provides several highly eloquent and precise descriptions 
of  this quality in apparition paintings, as well as several examples of  
specific paintings, to which I will refer throughout this section. 
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OF WATCHERS AND WOMEN
The Origin of Evil in the Rebellion of the Watchers 

(1 Enoch 6-11)
Erica Monteferrante

Narratives, letters and literary texts within the Bible explain the relation-
ship between human beings and God. The unsuspecting reader can 
assume that somewhere within its chapters lies an explanation for the 

origin of  evil. Biblical texts not only explain the relationship between human 
beings and God, but they also may provide answers to life’s essential questions. 
Understanding the origin of  evil is to understand how the world works and 
our relationship to it. Genesis 6 opens with a mythic story about the “sons of  
God” who coexist with the “daughters of  humans” (New Revised Standard Version, 
Genesis 6:1-4). Much of  this mysterious, brief  tale developed into a theological 
concern on the origin of  evil during the Second Temple Period. Judeo-Christian 
theologians look to Genesis for an elucidation of  events, given that it comprises 
some of  the earliest events in history. 

Genesis 6:1-4 provides an account of  wickedness on earth, albeit rather 
scant. In order to satisfy a curiosity for a more elaborate tale of  forbidden teach-
ings and illicit mating between angels and humans, one must turn to a source 
outside of  the biblical canon entitled the First Book of  Enoch (“Enoch”). The 
opening chapters of  Enoch comprise a literary capsule called the Myth of  the 
Watchers (1 Enoch 6-36, “MW”). MW emerges from the “complex” literary his-
tory of  Enoch, one which pieces together various elements (Reed 24). This essay 
will focus on one of  its earliest portions (25), the Rebellion of  the Watchers (1 
Enoch 6-11, “RW”). Enoch and RW in particular seek to address the origin of  
evil because for the authors, the question of  evil helps them understand their 
place in the world. 

RW explains that heavenly beings1 are so overcome with lust for human 
women that they conspire to descend on earth and have children with them (1 
Enoch 6:1-6, trans. in Nickelsburg and VanderKam). Watchers have intercourse 
with the women, and expose them to secret divine teachings of  spellcasting and 
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magic (1 Enoch 7:1). They reveal their secret knowledge of  metallurgy, orna-
mentation, spellcasting and astronomy (1 Enoch 8:1-3). Women give birth to 
offspring (1 Enoch 7:2). The human-angel hybrids are referred to as giants on 
account of  their imposing stature, but also for their insatiable appetite for de-
struction (1 Enoch 7:3-5). Together, the spread of  secret divine knowledge and 
interminable violence wreak havoc on humanity. By the time all of  creation pro-
tests, only divine intervention can hope to restore righteousness (1 Enoch 7:3; 
8:4; 9:1-2). Four archangels intercede and bind the Watchers to the earth for their 
misdeeds (1 Enoch 10:4-5, 11). Simultaneously, the giants kill one another in a 
battle to the death, eliminating their souls. (1 Enoch 10:9-10, 15). God promises 
to bless the earth once peace and truth replace all impurity and defilement have 
been driven out (1 Enoch 11:1-2). 

The aim of  this essay is not to arrive at some definition of  a hermeneuti-
cal framework that the reader can use to understand RW and the corresponding 
verses in Genesis. Rather, this essay will address the relationship between two 
main groups in RW: the Watchers and the women. What exactly took place be-
tween the Watchers and the women? Which interpretation of  evil best explains 
what happened between humans and watchers?  

LINKS WITH GENESIS 6:1-4
RW provides the audience with a more detailed account of  Genesis 6:1-4. 

Scholars agree that it expands on Genesis 6, and that it makes a reference to 
Enoch (Stokes 1333). From this, the reader can assume two things: first, Enoch 
elaborates on Genesis, and secondly, Enoch predates Genesis, so Genesis recalls 
Enoch (Douglas 45). The RW story draws out an element of  Genesis, but Enoch 
is actually older than Genesis. The whole RW myth elaborates on Genesis 6:1-4. 
By this logic, the RW myth must have been added to Enoch after Genesis was 
composed. In this respect, Enoch actually borrows from Genesis and not the 
other way around. Furthermore, Enoch is also referenced or alluded to in the 
New Testament, thus indicating the value of  the text with respect to the “under-
standing of  the matrix of  cosmic evil” throughout the Bible (Douglas 45). 

RW elucidates obscure elements within the Genesis narrative, assigning a 
name and identity to the sons of  God and clarifying their interactions with the 
women. A major difference between the Enochic text and Genesis is that the 
former employs a fairly neutral tone. Its retelling refers to the sons of  God as 
Watchers, who themselves are angelic beings. Their first sin in the RW narrative 
is that they covet human females and begin sexual relationships with them, which 
produce a mixed-race offspring referred to as giants. The giants, in turn, also sin 
and commit violent acts against humanity. Sexual misconduct alone does not ac-
count for all of  the Watchers’ activities on earth (Stokes 613). The Watchers also 
teach humans about astronomy, metallurgy and sorcery. Stokes estimates that to 
speak of  RW as the origin of  evil exaggerates its meaning (Stokes 614). Early 
Jewish literature considers the primary function of  the myth as paradigmatic and 
not etiological “components”, in terms of  tracing present “illicit practices” back 
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to the teachings of  the Watchers (Stokes 614). 
Reed cautions against the assertion that Enoch has less credibility or au-

thority than Genesis. She instead endeavours to eliminate a sense of  hierarchy 
between the two texts. To this end, Reed supports Milik’s unpopular hypothesis 
that Genesis also depends on Enoch (Reed 53). Such a hypothesis “highlights 
the problem, namely, the inadequacy of  a simple dependence model to explain 
the complex relationship between Genesis and the Book of  Watchers” (Reed 
53). She argues that RW “[draws] from Genesis” but also “[preserves] elements 
selectively omitted from [it]” (Reed 54). RW can then be understood as a text that 
which fills in the “narrative gaps” of  Genesis, by providing details that the latter 
neglects to include (Goff  84). The description of  the Watchers accounts for one 
key component that differentiates the Genesis account from that of  RW. Genesis 
describes the angels in a positive light, as “heroes” whereas RW casts a negative 
presentation of  the Watchers (Genesis 6:4). Such a negative portrayal links the 
presence of  the Watchers and giants to evil in the world (Goff  97). This also 
removes the onus of  evil from humans, which is problematic because it implies 
that humans are punished for the wrongdoings of  non-humans. 

TWO NARRATIVES AT PLAY
RW comprises a distinct narrative unit within Enoch, despite some apparent 

inconsistencies (Stokes 1333). Scholars have identified two predominant “leg-
ends” within the narrative of  RW: that of  Shemihazah and that of  Asael (Reed 
37). Reed sees both as providing two different etiologies of  evil, as they share 
the theme of  “illicit angelic instruction” in the discussion of  the Watchers’ ac-
tions (29). 

According to Reed, the army of  Watchers are to be understood as being 
under a “strict military organization” (Fröhlich 13). Together with their chief  
Shemihazah, the Watchers take an oath before descending to earth (1 Enoch 
6:3). Shemihazah needs the participation of  all the Watchers, as he wishes to 
avoid sole culpability for his actions. He wants to foster a sense of  accountability. 
While he may be ready to accept the burden of  guilt for all of  the Watchers, he 
would prefer all the Watchers to remain in solidarity. This does not necessarily 
establish that Shemihazah is entirely to blame for the all of  the unfolding events. 
However, such a suspicion lingers, because Shemihazah is considered a catalyst 
for the Watchers acting upon their desire for human women. His proactivity 
leads the Watchers to defile the women, who then go on to conceive violent, 
gluttonous giants. In that sense, Shemihazah enables immoral sexual relations 
between angels and humans. The Shemihazah version of  events places the re-
sponsibility of  evil on the Watchers (Douglas 55). Thus, human beings are vic-
tims of  sexual immorality imposed upon them by the Watchers, which inflicts sin 
and suffering upon humanity.

According to the Asael narrative, the angels’ illicit teaching causes sin and 
suffering (Douglas 55). To make matters worse, the Watchers teach forbidden 
crafts of  sacred knowledge, such as divination and magic. One Watcher in partic-
ular, Asael, teaches metalwork, cosmetics and jewelry (VanderKam). The Asael 
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account, introduced after the Shemihazah portion, creates inconsistencies within 
RW because its version of  events ultimately implicates humanity in the problem 
of  evil. Asael’s teachings make humans sexually immoral and violent, which im-
plies a more active role of  human beings in the origin of  evil. Furthermore, there 
is disagreement among scholars concerning Asael’s status as a Watcher. Asael is 
listed as a leader of  the rebellious Watchers, but according to the text, he is under 
Shemihazah’s command (Fröhlich 10). 

Ultimately, the “conflict” or difference between Shemihazah and Asael sto-
ries should not be considered problematic because Asael is not actually a Watcher 
(Fröhlich 10). The material that portrays Asael as an active leader of  the Watch-
ers is misleading because it presents a “dual leadership” at play, which is not the 
case. Rather, Shemihazah is a Watcher, and Asael is his subordinate (Fröhlich 10). 
Douglas and Collins consider it an imposition on the text to read these angelic 
actions in such a delineated manner. Whilst there may be differing emphasis in 
the Enochian texts regarding culpability, the sexual violence of  the angels and 
the covetous nature of  their teachings are most helpfully read together as two 
“strands of  tradition…not merely juxtaposed but…carefully intertwined,” as the 
whole text presents them (Collins 101). 

The Shemihazah tradition defines the sin of  the Watchers as marriage with 
humans and procreation of  giants. The Asael tradition, on the other hand, de-
fines the sins of  the Watchers as improper revelation. Both narratives coexist 
despite their apparent tension within RW, which indicates to the reader that each 
can be interpreted allegorically. Furthermore, RW’s symbolism allows the story 
to be applied to many different situations (Collins 98). Collins claims that the 
two traditions reflect some kind of  “crisis”, given that the actions of  the Watch-
ers draw on a “figurative…pollution of  the earth” (98). This does not mean the 
crises that seem to be unfolding within RW necessarily refer to a “social reality,” 
because in Collins’ research, no historical evidence exists to support such a claim 
(101).2

Regardless of  the nature of  the pollution at play in RW, the problem was 
“transposed to a mythological plane,” whereby RW could serve as a “paradigmat-
ic model,” for similar problematic situations.3 For Collins, the historical circum-
stances of  a myth need not be “unique” (Collins 99). What remains more impor-
tant is that the reader can focus on the myth as a historically-situated recurring 
event. Thus the myth must repeat itself  over and over again, without having 
distinctive historical leverage over other events, in order for it to be understood 
as a model that applies to other situations (Collins 99). Setting aside the particu-
lars in order to focus on the “primeval archetype” and “apocalyptic symbolism” 
at play in RW delineates a healing effect of  the narrative (Collins 100). Turning 
a crisis (whatever it may be) into an allegory allows people to cope with the situ-
ation. Downplaying the gravity and importance of  the crisis can be therapeutic 
because the abstraction of  the said crisis detaches the reader from the situation 
and allows the myth to gain meaning in its context. In this sense, the reader uses 
the allegory as reassurance that their sins are not committed through 
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any fault of  their own. 

PROFILING THE LUSTFUL WATCHERS
As part human and part divine, Watchers share characteristics of  both types 

of  beings. Human characteristics include desire for women, and illicit astrologi-
cal teachings suggest that the Watchers were heavenly bodies in the night sky 
before they descended to earth (Fröhlich 12). Fröhlich attributes the sin of  the 
Watchers to sexual intercourse with human women (13). Part of  sinning has to 
do with their rebellion, which entailed leaving their post in heaven and descend-
ing to earth.4

Fröhlich looks to two Mesopotamian sources, Enuma Elish and Enuma Anu 
Enlil, to shed light on the Watchers’ rebellion; Mesopotamian cosmography at-
tributes heavenly bodies to gods (13). Enuma Elish explains that heavenly bodies 
were prohibited from leaving their divinely-appointed posts in the night sky. As 
fixed stars, they were “inscribed into the surface of  the heavens” (Fröhlich 14). 
Enuma Anu Enlil sketched an ideal calendar wherein astrological phenomena 
were placed along a fixed timeline. This ideal calendar acted as a point of  refer-
ence that people used to compare to the actual dates of  moon sightings, equi-
noxes, appearances of  stars, etc (Fröhlich 14). Given that there was a discrepancy 
between the actual date of  the astrological event and its projected date, the as-
trological calendar had to be adjusted or “intercalated” (Fröhlich 17). Based on 
these two sources, Fröhlich claims that the revolt of  the Watchers may have been 
an astrological one. Since they left their posts in heaven to descend to earth, they 
were no longer present as heavenly bodies in the night sky. This subsequently 
affected the appearance of  other astrological phenomena in the night sky. In this 
context, evil derives from “astral irregularities,” which arose when the Watchers 
“contaminated” their heavenly bodies by having sex with humans (Fröhlich 17). 
Humans and the Watchers share responsibility for this impurity, in the sense that 
such an inter-species mingling is prohibited. Fröhlich thus views what happens 
between the humans and the Watchers as an act of  impurity (17). This is also 
interesting with respect to the motive of  RW. Such a sharing of  responsibility of  
evil between humans and Watchers draws on the all-important concern of  mari-
tal purity in the Second Temple Judaism. The implication is that marital purity 
is at stake, and since it is the worst kind of  impurity, it must be maintained and 
protected at all costs (Fröhlich 17). 

The dual nature of  the Watchers allowed them to alternate between human 
and divine forms (Fröhlich 10). Rather than being killed, the Watchers were 
bound to the earth (1 Enoch 10:4, 11). This means that they were punished 
according to their divine nature. Whereas a human being could be killed, their 
body and spirit completely eradicated from the earth, the Watchers were pun-
ished in a much more lasting way (Loader 24). Their immoral acts could never 
truly end, even when they wanted to stop lusting after women or defiling them-
selves (Loader 13). Not even physical death could then relieve this punishment, 
as evil spirits emerged from their dead bodies and persisted in doing evil on 
earth (Fröhlich 17). Evil is therefore immortal and no being has control over it. 
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As heavenly beings, the sins of  the Watchers are greater than those of  humans; 
since it would be against the nature of  heavenly beings to sin, their sins are all 
the more grave, and their punishment correspondingly more severe as well. That 
the Watchers are bound to the earth is thus a fitting punishment (Loader 22). The 
contradiction at play pertains to the fact that the punishment of  the Watchers 
provides for the continuation of  evil. Nevertheless, there is an element of  justice 
in such a punishment. 

A PARADIGM OF EVIL FROM THE WATCHER’S ACTIONS
Among the scholarship on RW, two outstanding approaches exist to make 

sense of  what transpired between the Watchers and the women. The first ana-
lyzes the actions of  the Watchers, and the second assesses the effects of  RW on 
humans (Suter 116). While the reader can also focus on what the angels did (i.e., 
their actions), looking instead to the effects of  those actions provides an etiology 
of  the origin of  evil that places the blame on the Watchers and their rebellious 
acts. 

Suter views RW as a paradigm for the origin of  evil that which expands into 
a “typology” of  the origin of  evil as “lists of  great sinners … headed by the 
[Watchers]” (117). He analyzes the angel’s actions, all the while focusing on the 
purity of  their actions, and the pollution involved in having sexual relations with 
humans (116). For Suter, the most important aspect of  the myth is the purity of  
the angels (116). This approach stems from the attitude that reflects a relation-
ship between RW and the social context from which it emerges. While the myth 
demonstrates an “attitude towards society”, the same social context also informs 
the trajectory of  the narrative (Suter 117). His interpretation of  the myth leaves 
out a discussion of  the effects of  the angel’s actions on humans. 

Protecting the purity of  the priesthood accounts for a major concern of  
Second Temple Judaism (Suter 120). Suter links angelic purity to priestly purity 
in Second Temple Judaism, which insisted on restricting priestly marriages to a 
“relatively closed circle” as the best way of  maintaining their purity (121). The 
RW’s condemnation of  angel-human marriages hence reflect a concern for ille-
gitimate marriage of  priests. Otherwise, the giants, the product of  angel-human 
intercourse, would not have met such a grim fate, nor would the Watchers. In 
a similar vein, Fröhlich understands the social and theological meaning of  RW 
through an analysis of  all the motifs present, as well as their common denomina-
tors (10). She identifies one such motif  as sin and impurity, and relates the sins 
in RW5 to ethical impurity in particular. In the absence of  such a concern, the 
sinners would not have been banished from the land, and their families would 
have remained intact (Fröhlich 11).

THE EFFECT OF THE WATCHERS: AN ETIOLOGICAL APPROACH
Douglas construes the story of  the Watchers who “[leave] their places” in 

heaven as one dealing primarily with rape (51). Douglas qualifies her stance: what 
happened between the Watchers and the humans violates cosmic laws, but also 
more importantly violates the notion of  women as objects of  desire. Loader 
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nuances this point of  view by noting that the choice to have intercourse with hu-
man woman actually refers to a “forbidden mixing” of  beings (10).6 This “mix-
ing” emphasizes the notion of  sexual wrongdoing, but not necessarily rape, or 
the notion that the women did not consent to such a ‘mixing’ even if  it was 
immoral (Loader 10). Rather, what is taking place with the Watchers has to do 
with lust and covetousness. Desire, then, is the “root” of  such impure actions 
(Douglas 51). For Douglas, “covetous desire and rape” are at the center of  the 
etiology of  evil (51). Diabolical violence spreads on the earth as a result of  the 
“possessive, violent desire” of  the Watchers (Douglas 51). In a sense, then, sin 
can be interpreted as an intermarriage- the condemnation of  marriages with for-
eign or strange wives, not because different kinds of  beings should not mix, but 
rather because doing so is “defiling”(Douglas 51).7

In order to interpret the persistence of  violence and evil on earth, Douglas 
uses the theory of  mimetic desire.8 On the basis of  mimetic desire, Watchers are 
entirely at the root of  the origin of  evil on earth. Specifically, Shemihazah is to 
blame, because the Watchers follow his lead in descending to earth. They com-
pete for the attention of  women, but also to teach forbidden skills. Violence is 
“the inevitable consequence” of  such desire (Douglas 56). 

Hanson views RW as being centred on the theme of  “rebellion in heaven,” 
whereby the Watchers knew what they were doing was wrong, and knowingly 
acted against their better judgment (197).9 The element of  desire for beautiful 
women remains, according to Hanson, a main catalyst for the rebellion (200). 
Hanson focuses on the implications of  leaving a heavenly post, as well as its 
outcomes, rather than seeing it as a rape narrative (201). This rebellion was evil 
because the Watchers were cognizant of  their wrongs, but critically proceeded 
despite this knowledge. Hence, the Watchers were not victims of  lust. Rather, 
they were choosing to sin, and in this sense, Hanson’s rebellion argument returns 
the responsibility of  evil to the Watchers. 

PARADIGM OR ETIOLOGY?
Suter observes that “a paradigmatic interpretation treats the actions of  the 

angels as central” to the origins of  evil, but importantly makes humans respon-
sible for evil in the world (132). This is more consistent with the Bible and there-
fore more likely to be less controversial. Parallels drawn from the Watchers and 
Genesis within the paradigmatic approach and more “safe,” less controversial 
than the narrative in the etiological approach (Suter 132). In the same vein, “etio-
logical possibilities of  [the Rebellion tale] lie just under the surface where they 
exist in a basic tension with its paradigmatic function” (Suter 132-3). Somehow, 
the myth houses both opposing interpretations.

Second Temple Period scholars have long grappled with the seemingly prob-
lematic suggestion that evil stems from the rebellion of  divine beings, rather 
than human beings (as in Genesis).10 This may explain the exclusion of  Enoch 
from the biblical canon. If  the burden of  evil did not fall on humans, they would 
not know how to understand why God punishes them. When the burden of  
evil falls on the Watchers, mimetic desire can provide the hermeneutical links 
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to explain how evil was passed down from generation to generation. In order 
for humans to justify evil acts happening to them, evil has to have some sort of  
tangible anchor or origin in human life. Thus, the origin as well as the persistence 
of  evil has some sort of  agency in humankind. The reader who would look to 
Genesis for an explanation of  evil would be unsatisfied by the account found in 
the brief  passages, and would be utterly scandalized by the tale from the Book of  
Enoch. In terms of  human agency, the reason why MW cannot be found within 
the pages of  the Bible is clear: it confuses readers in the sense that it contradicts 
the Bible, which places the onus of  evil on humans, as opposed to heavenly be-
ings. Humans need to believe that the origin of  evil lies in humankind in order 
to feel a sense of  motivation to avoid it or to try to be better. The importance 
of  Enoch lies in its alternate presentation of  biblical events, and how this repre-
sentation affects the way they humans perceive of  their role in the origin of  evil. 

Notes

1. This term is used interchangeably in the literature with “sons of  
God”, “angels”, and “Watchers”. Henceforth, the latter designation will 
be used.
2. Suter (1979) and Loader (2007) disagree, and point to an interpreta-
tion in which the crisis is the distaste for Jewish priests. Oddly enough, 
their view did not discuss the actual related historical evidence. Rather 
the implicit understanding was that there was some kind of  tension 
between the priests and everyone else, who disagreed with their choice 
of  spouses. 
3. See Collins 98 for more on this discussion.
4. cf. Hanson 1977, addressed later on in this paper.
5. Cited as “illicit sexual contamination, magic, bloodshed, [and] consum-
ing blood” in Frohlich 11.
6. cf. Deut 22:9-11; Lev 18:22-23
7. Other scholars echo this point of  view: Wright considers the “angel-
human event” as an “unlawful sexual act” (Douglas 50). Isaac describes 
what the angels did as having “consorted with women,” and Reed refers 
to their action as “sexual impurity” (Ibid.).
8. Frear 1992 (p. 799) explains mimetic desire as follows: two actors, sub-
ject and mediator vie for the same thing. The subject desires that thing 
because the mediator does, too; the subject does not know what to desire 
and adopts the desire of  the mediator. This process leaves both the 
mediator and the subject under the impression that their desire is unique, 
meaning that both actors are unaware that they have a common desire. 
They continue to pursue their object of  desire. Upon the realization that 
they both desire the same thing, they compete for that object, and this 
competition usually degenerates into violence.
9. This rebellion theme has four components: rebellion, devastation, 
punishment and restoration.



87

10. Second Temple Period scholars have affirmed this view before me. I 
understand that it would seem peculiar to claim this idea as my own. This 
is nevertheless a conclusion that I came to, after having upon reflecting 
on my research.
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