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Love in the times of Hindutva (Part 1)
Von: Sanam Roohi

Love jihad – from narrative to law

In early December 2020, amidst the raging global pandemic, a married couple was in the
news in India because the female partner had become the first woman to be put behind
bars under the then newly passed Uttar Pradesh Prohibition of Unlawful Conversion of
Religion Ordinance. Their marriage fell within the scanner of this new ordinance (later
passed into law), which in letter aimed to prevent unlawful or forced religious conversion
within the state, but in spirit targeted inter-religious marriages, ostensibly between Muslim
men and Hindu women. The law came to be colloquially known as ‘love jihad law’.
Paralleling the ascent of the right-wing Bhartiya Janata Party or the BJP in India, the love
jihad narrative was first spun in 2009 in the southern Indian states of Kerala and Karnataka.
By the end of 2020, it had gained enough traction nationally to become the basis of a law in
the most populous North India state of Uttar Pradesh.

The woman had willingly married a Muslim man after converting to his faith, but when word
spread among Hindu right-wing vigilante groups (that increasingly work with law
enforcement agencies), the woman along with her husband were not only jailed (in separate
prisons), but her three-month pregnancy was forcefully terminated.  Given the short shelf
life of viral news in this ‘attention economy’,   the passing of the law gathered some social
media traction only to swiftly die down. Yet within a month of its passing in the state of Uttar
Pradesh, some 49 people were already in jail; barring this one woman, all were Muslim
men.  Two months later when arrests based on love jihad law had slowly ceased to make
news,  another state in central India – Madhya Pradesh – passed a similar ordinance.
Both these states are ruled by the BJP.

Technically, love jihad laws require prospective inter-religious couples to give two months’
notice to the district magistrate office before their marriage to eliminate possibilities of
coercion and forced conversion. While apparently gender agnostic, these laws irrefutably
target Muslim men and Hindu women who wish to marry and not vice versa. Since inter-
religious marriages are hardly accepted by their families, earlier couples would elope and
wed according to their preferred religious ceremonies that were executed quite easily for a
small sum of money, or even register their marriage under the Special Marriages Act (a civil
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marriage), with or without the consent of their families. Under these draconian laws,
however, families of the couple are immediately alerted by the magistrate’s office and
vigilante groups so that they can block such unions from taking place in the first place.

The narratives of love jihad have become politically instrumentalized to curb what adherents
of Hindutva (the political ideology espoused by the Bhartiya Janata Party, currently in power
in India) believe to be a cultural war waged by Muslim men to sexually target Hindu women,
luring them into marriage as part of their religious duty to convert them. Since it was first
formulated in 1923, Hindutva as a concept appears to be a highly adaptive category that
has changed while keeping its core ideology of Hindu nationalism and active cultivation of
Hindu values intact. Its acceptance by mainstream Indian society today can be attributed to
a constellation of factors including a liberalizing economy, growth of an aspirational middle
class and political strategies adopted by different right-wing groups over the years.
Proposing a religiously inflected (Hindu) nationalism,    it has also simultaneously
homogenized the Hindu body and has often violently excluded non-Hindus from its body
politic.  While the othering of Muslims in India as culturally distinct has its roots in the
political churnings of the late colonial period,  it is the Hindu right that has politized this
difference as something inimical to the Hindu nation that needs to be contained through
surveillance, control and punishment.

Marriages in India are recognized as occasions for material transaction and exchange
between two families sharing similar caste, class and religious locations.  As it is
foundational for social reproduction, the agenda of the Hindu right is to keep Hindu women
within its fold and Muslim men outside of it. Men and women who willingly defy such social
norms face stigma and even bodily harm, often from their own kin, as they are considered
to have brought shame and dishonor to the family. Even as the threat of physical violence is
real, such marriages borne out of transgressive (cross religious, caste or class) love are not
altogether unheard of and legal provisions exist to support them.  With the passing of love
jihad laws, however, the state has become an active party in prohibiting such unions.

The passing of love jihad laws points to a definitive and progressive loss of personal liberty
under the current right-wing regime amidst an unsubstantiated fear of a ‘demographic
takeover’ by Muslims . Other impulses that have accompanied this Hindutva narrative
include increasing moral policing, containment and erasure of transgressive love, the
control of female sexuality and the crippling criminalization of Muslim men. Taken together
and in keeping with KWI’s annual theme, in this two-part blog article I suggest that while the
love jihad narratives more or less point to India’s shift to the right, the passing of these laws
mark one of the many precise moments of India becoming a Hindu Rashtra (nation).

Hindu vigilantes as morality police
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Years before the emergence of the love jihad narrative, different Hindu vigilante groups
were already morally policing couples in urban India and violently reminding them to uphold
Indian values of marriage and no sexual relations outside of it. With a quick recce of public
places, the vigilantes’ antics ranged from beating up couples for as much as holding hands
to cranking up their ‘activism’ on particularly ‘obscene’ days like Valentine’s Day or New
Year’s Eve by marrying couples seen together publicly. In the early days of expanding
private news channels in India, the vigilantes found a captive audience in the form of
multiple media platforms. As if in forewarning, Paromita Vohra, a documentary film maker,
uncannily titled her 2007 film on moral policing ‘Morality TV aur Loving Jehad: Ek Manohar
Kahani’.

Moral policing has usually been tied to the moral panic of the right, who fear losing control
over women’s bodies. This has been a recurrent theme around which patriarchal ideas of
property and ownership of female bodies and female sexuality have persisted across time
and space. The narrative of love jihad is one such manifestation of this patriarchal trope
where Hindu men have an exaggerated fear of Muslim men’s conquest of ‘their’ women.

In May 2023, for example, a woman in her early 20s had posted loved-up pictures on X with
her boyfriend. Hindutva activists thought it was their religious obligation to publicly shame
the woman and call for the man’s arrest as he had supposedly committed love jihad and
lured a Hindu woman. By the time I tried to take screenshots of the exchanges, the woman
had deactivated her account for fear of actual violence. This was the time when a feature
film Kerala Story was released, the premise of which was Hindu women in southern Indian
state of Kerala being lured by Muslim men to join ISIS (see figure 1).
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Figure 1: A tweet on Kerala Story’s love jihad premise

These examples foreground the highly contested terrain of sexual politics under the current
right-wing regime in its religiously infused national imagination of India. Such examples are
not few and far between, but frequently pop up on my X or Twitter feed and search. A
Twitter search by my research assistant Kaustabh Jagtap showed that the hashtag
#lovejihad appeared only 41 times on Twitter in 2010, but by 2020, it appeared 15,725
times on Indian Twitter.
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Figure 2: Word cloud generated with the hashtag #lovejihad on Twitter in March 2023 by my research
assistant Kaustabh Jagtap

In the first part of the blog article, I have shown how the love jihad narrative has
successfully culminated in the passing of love jihad laws.  Arguing beyond the general
assumption that love jihad is aimed at containing female desire, I want to draw attention to
the overt targeting of Indian Muslim men, whose sexuality is seen as a threat to the
Hindutva project. The state uses legal and extra-legal instruments as a strategic weapon
against Muslim male sexuality, which it perceives as a threat to the Hindu moral order and
as a volatile disruptor that should not only be tamed but also violently punished.By
extending the critical lens beyond the focus on women’s gendered experiences and
patriarchal control of their bodies, in the second part of the article, I call attention to the
ways in which the projection and mediatization of certain forms of masculinity engender its
stigmatization and legitimize the use of violence against it.
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