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I’ve fallen from my life, friend –  

my tears since birth have washed my charms away.  

But I’ve known pure love.  

If I glimpse for an instant  

my own Dark Lord on the forest path,  

I kiss the dust at his feet a hundred times,  

as if each grain were a jewel 

 

Unlucky, star-crossed birth. 

I long only to stay within the shadow 

of his flute and taste from afar his dark smile.  

 

Radha is the Dark Lord’s mistress! 

May her pleasure be endless! 

 

But it’s grief that’s endless,  

a river of unseen tears.  

 

Is your indifference endless also, Black One? 

Its half-bloomed flowers fall unseen 

into the river of human tears 
1
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                      
1
 Rabindranath Tagore (1875) as Sun Lion (pseud.) in The Lover of God. Trans. Stewart, T and 

Twichell, C (2003). 
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Foreword 

The idea of writing my thesis on religion and Indian cinema did not come to me as a result of 

being a major consumer of Hindi films. On the contrary, for most of my life I have watched mainly 

Hollywood and European movies in the Netherlands. However, the DNA of Indian cinema was  

instilled in me when I was a toddler and a frequent moviegoer watching Hindi films with my parents - 

third and fourth-generation Surinamese from North-India
2
 - in the cinemas of Paramaribo in colonial 

Surinam. At that young age, I understood little of the meaning of the images on screen, but what 

remained in my memory were the romantic songs, the beautiful faces, the notion of divinity, the Hindi 

language and  happy endings. Indian cinema has been popular among the Indian community in 

Surinam ever since its introduction in the 1930s. In the 1950s, missionary priest De Klerk of the 

Congregatio Sanctissimi Redemptoris
3
 (CssR) called popular Indian cinema the principal expression 

of the cultural life of Indians in Surinam (De Klerk 1998, 215).  

My own interest in popular Indian cinema stems from the fact that I am descendent of Indian  

“twice-migrants”
4
 in the Netherlands. I cannot deny the fact that Hinduism and Hindi films are still 

aspects of my cultural identity. Without being a prisoner of my own past, this thesis on religion, 

media and culture gives me the opportunity to understand the wider aspects of romance and aesthetics 

in Hinduism, as well as in popular Indian cinema.  

When my ancestors left the Indian continent at the end of the 19
th
 century (the old) India 

endured  a period of severe colonial rule, democratic reforms, social, cultural and economic change, 

as well as the traumatic partition of the country. In the last two decades India has become a major 

economic and nuclear world power. Indian multinationals are now leading listed blue-chip companies 

and are playing an important part in the global economy, especially in the high-tech sector and the 

outsourcing industry. However, despite the present economic growth, 300 million people still live 

below the official poverty line (Guha 2007, XIX). 

 

 

                                                      
2
 Surinamese Indians are indentured labourers from Northern (British) India, who came to work on the sugar 

cane and rice plantations in the former Dutch colony of Surinam in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries. 

3
  A Roman Catholic order  devoted to the redemption of Christians. De Klerk studied at the CssR seminarium in 

Wittem, the Netherlands. In the 1930s, De Klerk joined the CssR mission in the Dutch colony of Surinam and 

lived there in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s.  He wrote his PhD dissertation(13 March, 1951, University of 

Leiden)  on the “Cult and ritual of the orthodox Hinduism in Surinam”.   

4
 Twice-migrants, according to cultural anthropologist Rutten, are people of Indian origin (PIO) who migrated 

firstly from India to a new destiny, e.g. Surinam, and secondly immigrated from that country  to a new one, 

e.g. the Netherlands. Rutten. Lecture on the “Indian Diaspora”, University of Amsterdam, May 2009.  



 

5 
 

 

Economic expansion has made India‟s languages, cultures and religions increasingly more 

visible to the rest of the world. For instance, in 2008 in the Netherlands, the City of Amsterdam  

hosted  its  first ever “India Festival”.  This festival focused on modern and classical Indian culture 

with music, dance, art, poetry, movies and literature from various Indian regions. Special attention 

was given to the Indian cinema and the popular Bollywood
5
 music. The prestigious concert hall, 

Concertgebouw, in Amsterdam hosted an Indian music and dance program, including a night of 

“Bollywood” entertainment.  

Popular Hindi cinema has become one of the major icons of Indian culture and increasingly 

caters for a global audience, including a large global diasporic community. Bollywood has also 

overtaken Hollywood in the US as the world‟s largest film producer
6
 and is reaching a larger audience 

globally than any other national film industry. Bollywood style and its themes are also increasingly 

being adopted by Western filmmakers. The most recent example is Slumdog Millionaire (directed by 

the English film director Danny Boyle),  which was awarded eight Oscars in 2009. The success of  

Indian cinema is not incidental and has become a symbol of the country‟s global industrialization.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
5
 Bollywood is often used in comparison with the world famous US film industry Hollywood. Bollywood is the 

name of the Indian Mumbai-based film and music industry, but also refers to the distribution, subtitling, 

dubbing and watching of these motion pictures. Bombay was the British name for Mumbai.    

6
 India is the world’s largest film-producing country, producing over 900 films annually. Indian films are seen 

not only in South Asia and South East Asia, but also in East Africa, the Caribbean, the Middle East, Britain, 

Canada, Australia, the United States and the countries associated with the former Soviet Union (Gokulsing and 

Dissanayake 2004, 10).    
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1. Introduction 

In this thesis I examine the religious romantic perspectives of Hinduism in popular Indian 

cinema. My aim is to explore to what extent popular Indian Cinema uses divine aesthetical and ethical 

concepts of Hinduism in Hindi movies. I have chosen to examine two popular divine couples in 

Hinduism: Ram and Sita, and Radha and  Krishna. In the Hindu scriptures the love between Ram and 

his wife Sita is seen as an ethical relationship (Flood 2003, 66). On the other hand, that of Krishna and 

his mistress Radha is very often described as aesthetical (Flood 2003, 139). For aspects of the ethical 

love of Ram and Sita, I will examine parts of the Hindu epic Ramayana
7
, composed as early as the 5

th
 

century BCE (Flood 2003, 66). In describing the aesthetical love of Radha and Krishna, I will 

examine a number of poems by Jayadeva‟s Gitagovinda
8
 and Rabindranath Tagore‟s (1861-1941) 

Lover of God
 9
.      

In addition, in order to understand better the aesthetical and ethical love between a couple I 

have selected the work Enten-Eller
10

 (Either/Or), by the Danish philosopher and theologian Søren 

Kierkegaard (1813-1855).  Kierkegaard discusses the existential concepts of aesthetic hedonistic love 

between a couple, as well as ethical and religious love. By using this particular work by Kierkegaard 

helps to understand better aesthetical and ethical love and romance in Hindi films. I have not 

attempted to make a systematic analysis of Western and Indian aesthetics, but  my intent has been to 

look at romantic love between a couple in popular Indian cinema. This is useful in helping to explore 

the complexities of the Hindu religion in popular Indian cinema. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
7
 The Ramayana text I refer to is the (on-line) Hindi (Avadhi) version of Tulsidas’s Ramacaritamanasa: 

http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/rama/index.htm, retrieved in March and April, 2009.  

8
 Gitagovinda means the song of Govinda. This work is composed in the 12

th
 century by the Indian poet 

Jayadev, the court poet to King Lakshman Sen of Bengal. The Gitagovinda describes the relationship between 

Krishna and his gopis (female cow herders),  in particular his relationship with gopi Radha.  

9
 Written by Indian Nobel Prize winner novelist and poet Rabindranath Tagore in 1875.  

10
 Enten/Eller can be translated in English as “Either/Or”. This work was first published in 1843 in Copenhagen 

(Denmark)  under the pseudonym Victor Eremita and is Kierkegaard’s study on aesthetics, ethics and religion. 

For this thesis I am using the Dutch translation by Jan Marquart Scholtz of Kierkegaard, S, Enten/Eller (Of/Of), 

2000, Amsterdam: Uitgeverij Boom.   

http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/rama/index.htm
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Comparing an Indian text with a Western text is difficult for reasons of culture and 

linguistics, but it is possible as Sanskrit scholar Sheldon Pollock (1995) explains (Pollock quoted in 

Doniger 1999, 5). 

 

(...) ”No form of literary culture is indigenous. Indigenous is always the conceptual 

consequence – in the end, a dangerous consequence – of a deficiency of historicization. Indigenism 

inhibits us from seeing that all literary cultures participate in what turn out to be networks, ultimately 

globalized networks, of borrowing, appropriating, reacting, imitating, emulating, rivaling, defeating, 

albeit, by way of corollary, that literary traditions often construct themselves by subletting this history 

and affirming, stubbornly, a specious autochthony.” (...)    

 

The main question in my research is: how do Indian moviemakers use romantic Hindu 

concepts of the divine aesthetical couple Radha and Krishna and the divine ethical couple Ram and 

Sita in popular Indian cinema?  

 

Structure 

This thesis is divided into IV parts. Part One  looks at the relationship between religion, media and 

Indian cinema. With respect to the development of religion and media, I have chosen to focus on “A 

secular Age” by Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor (2007).  In addition, I have considered a 

number of theories on the relationship between art, media, religion and culture with an emphasis on 

film and religion. I further discuss the development of popular Indian cinema in the context of India‟s 

colonial and contemporary history, using various works, including work by historian Ramchandra 

Guha (2008), in “India after Gandhi, the history of the world largest democracy”.   

Part Two analyzes Kierkegaard‟s ethical and aesthetical love between a couple in Either/Or 

(1843). This helps us to understand better the romantic concepts of Ram and Sita and Radha and 

Krishna.  One chapter addresses the aspects of Hindu religious philosophy and mythology,  which are 

largely based on Gavin Flood‟s  (2003) “An introduction to Hinduism”. This is followed by  the 

ethical love stories  of Ram and Sita  in the Ramayana and Krishna and Radha aesthetic love tales in  

Gitagovinda and The Lover of God. The concluding remarks, investigate the differences and 

similarities between Ram and Krishna and Kierkegaard‟s righteous ethical and hedonistic characters.    
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Part Three examines representations of Hindu aesthetics and ethics in the romantic genre of 

Hindi cinema, by analyzing five popular Indian  movies produced in the last seven years: Devdas, Kal 

Ho Na Ho, Veer-Zaara, Om Shanti Om and Jodhaa Akbar.  The films I have chosen are  romantic 

blockbusters
11

 in terms of  profitability and popularity. The analysis is based on film hermeneutics 

with the focal point on “prefiguration” and “configuration”
12

. I analyze  the films by giving details on 

cinematographic data, followed by a description of the synopsis, cinematographic analysis, narrative 

aspects and a discussion on the main topic of my research: the concepts of divine aesthetical love  

(Radha and Krishna)  and ethical love  (Ram and Sita) between couples  in Hindi movies. In the final 

chapter I also endeavour to provide concluding remarks on the ethical and aesthetical love and 

romance in popular Hindi cinema. 

In Part Four, the final section of this thesis, I give my own critical reflection of the 

developments describing divine aesthetical romance and ethical romance in Indian popular cinema.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
11

 Based on facts and figures of Box Office Indian Movies  http://www.boxofficeindia.com. Retrieved in April 

2009.  

12
 Prefiguration, configuration and refiguration are explained in chapter 8.  

http://www.boxofficeindia.com/
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Part I: Religion Media and Film Art 

 

Chapter 1: Religion and Media 

This chapter looks at the relationship between religion and media in the public sphere as 

developed in the Western world.  The complexity of today‟s global mass media imagery and imagined 

community is illustrated by this fragment of Indian television.“The glitzy, hybrid globalized 

programming that preaches the resurgence of local, pan-Indian identity and India as an equal (if not 

superior) partner in global culture can be glimpsed in a popular MTV music video entitled “Jai Jai 

Shiv Shankar”
13

. From the opening close-up shot of a pair of feet that cast off wooden chappals 
14

 to 

don Adidas sneakers, the video speeds through a high tempo song that combines the rhythms of the 

ghatam
15

 techno, and Bollywood musical style as it narrates the happy marriage of tradition and 

modernity and, in the process, calls both into question” (Dasgupta 2006, 261).   

The rise of media in the public sphere started in the 17
th
 century in what Canadian philosopher 

Charles Taylor (2007) calls the rise of the modern social order in Western Europe, “that holds mutual 

benefits” between individuals, securing practices of virtue and the right of freedom. This mutual 

benefit is that the rights and freedom of all participants are secured equally. Rights and freedom are 

crucial  in the  idea of the modern moral order, leaving behind the disorder caused by religious wars 

and giving rise to the notion that individuals as rational sociable agents can form a political entity in a 

more egalitarian and less hierarchical society (Taylor 2007, 171).  

The rise of the modern social order was also caused by what Taylor calls people‟s “social 

imaginary”. This is the way people “ imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, 

how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations which are normally met, and the 

deeper normative notions and images which underlie these expectations” (Taylor 2007, 171).   

To understand the modern “social imaginary”  Taylor notes that we need to look at its origins 

in  the “early pre-axial religions”
16

. In these “early religions”  people were embedded in their social 

order, the cosmos and the human good. However, in the axial religions
17

 people are disembedded 

(Taylor 2007, 146-158).   

                                                      
13

 Victory to Lord Shiva.  

14
 Sandals.  

15
 The Ghatam is a percussion instrument, used in the Carnatic music of South India. It is an earthenware pot; 

the artist uses the fingers, thumbs, palms, and the heels of the hands to strike the outer surface of the 

Ghatam. 

16
 The early pre-axial religions are archaic religions, Palaeolithic, Neolithic and tribal societies.   

17
 Features of these religions are disenchantment, reform and personal religion. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Percussion_instrument
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carnatic_music
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_India
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This “great disembedding” and the process of individualizing, according to Taylor,  resulted 

in  three forms of social self-understanding: the economy, the public sphere and the practices and 

outlooks of democratic self rule. An important feature was the “direct-access society”, in which 

individuals are not only connected with each other through God or a King, but were directly 

connected with the society as a whole (Taylor 2007, 207-211).    

Between the 16
th
 and the 19

th
 centuries Western Europe was dominated by  the Ancien 

Régime
18

 and kings were considered to be representatives of God. This is followed by the “Age of 

Mobilization”
19

, in which new churches were formed and new societies were built and people‟s 

“social imaginary” changed. The most important change is the mental change. Accordingly, people 

realized that the “social imaginaries” of church, society and social life had to be, what Taylor calls,  

“mobilized into existence”, in other words they had to be newly constructed (Taylor 2007, 445-446).   

For the purpose of this thesis, we will focus on the public sphere because  this became the  

new common space in which members of the “enlightened” society met by using of the media. The 

print media made it possible to publish pamphlets, books and newspapers, debates and opinions. In 

the 18
th
  century a concept of public opinion was created, in addition to the Church and the State 

(Taylor 2007, 186). In the modern public sphere “comes the idea that political power must be 

supervised and checked by something outside”, meaning not by a higher power (God)  or a traditional 

authority (Taylor 2007, 176-177). This is a notion of secularity and this development reduced the 

direct  influence of Christianity on our Western culture and  the whole understanding of our time and 

our society.   

Meanwhile Christianity, has gone through the 20
th
 century -  the “Age of  Authenticity” - with 

profound cultural revolutions and the 1960s as the most individuating revolution changing our moral 

(sexual) values and introducing consumer life styles (Taylor 2007, 473). The  way we now experience 

religion is as a “nova-effect”
20

: “It is a pluralist world, in which many forms of belief and unbelief 

jostle, and hence fragilize each other” (Taylor 2007, 531).  

                                                      
18

 Church and state are one entity, also known as paleo-Durkheimian, the state is dependent on the grace of 

God e.g. monarchies in the Middle Ages but also the pre-revolutionary 18
th

  century French monarchy. The 

next stage is called neo-Durkheimian, there is some independence between God and State but not totally. The 

final stage is  post-Durkheiminian, where there is no relationship between State and God, e.g. the present 

Western secular democracies (Buis. lecture master module Political Philosophy, VU University Amsterdam, 

November 2008).  

19
 According to Taylor “the age of mobilization” is the rise of modern secularity in Western Europe and started 

at the end of the 18
th

 century with the emergence of exclusive humanism (Taylor 2007, 423).  

20
 The nova effect according to Taylor is the current pluralism of belief (religion) and unbelief (humanism and 

atheism) in the Western world (Taylor 2007, 300).  
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This shows that the classic assumption of sociology,  in that science in the end will subtract 

Christianity from human existence, did not become reality.  Instead the Christian faith and other 

religions remain important for individuals. This “untaught”
21

 combined with religious pluralism are 

the main features by which we  need to explain religion in our culture today.    

In the secular Western world popular culture in the media has become important in our daily 

lives. We discuss daily TV-series, documentaries, news programs and the latest movies with friends, 

we cheer when our favourite soccer team becomes champion, but we also worry about the danger of 

Internet for our children, or about terrorist threats. We do this because we want to be sure that there 

are people with whom we share the same values and concerns. This is the way we imagine our social 

existence today.  Hoover  (2003) explains: “it seems that individuals use the range of resources 

available to them, including media resources, to make sense of themselves in religious, spiritual, and 

social terms. The underlying logic of this tends to be one of fitting these resources, symbols, claims 

and values into the broader context of a common culture to which they wish to relate on some level” 

(Hoover 2003, 283).   

Religion has  become part of this popular culture and is not a phantom of the past.  A US 

survey in 2003 on secularization,  shows that “non-believers” identify themselves as being atheists or 

agnostics, but the vast majority of people believe in God, pray and often describe themselves as 

“spiritual but not religious” (Lattin, quoted in Hoover 2003, 51).  

Barbero (1997) emphasises an even stronger role of the media in relation to the way we 

experience religion than does Hoover. According to Barbero,  the media are a “site of resacralization 

of contemporary cultures, it is a place where cultural identities are born and groups are formed” 

(Barbero quoted in De Feijter 2006, 88). The media have become the central place where people meet 

and articulate their questions of life. He considers television drama, such as the popular Telenovela
22

 

in Latin America, as the basic form of ritual. It is the “transformation of modernity into enchantment 

through the modern electronic media” (Barbero quoted in De Feijter 2006, 88). De Feijter concludes 

in the Art of Dialogue that  media also “define social and personal ethical issues”  in a discourse 

which religious institutions cannot control. Churches have lost their strong influence on religion and 

now have to compete with the media “over its own core business” (De Feijter 2006, 97).  

                                                      
21

 Taylor uses the term “unthought” to explain the failure of  the secularization theory in “A Secular Age”: (...) 

“that there is an important unthought (if I can use this Foucauldian term) which underpins much secularization 

theory” (...) (Taylor 2007, 427).      

22
 The Telenovela is a commercially produced soap  or miniseries of the romantic genre which is popular in 

Latin America. The general public in the Latin American countries identify the melodrama with their own daily 

life, e.g. humour, narrative memory and tradition. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Telenovela, Retrieved in July 

2009.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Telenovela
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It can be concluded that in our modern society,  religion, media and culture are intertwined 

and that the use of electronic media (radio, satellite/cable/digital television, film and the Internet) 

supported by information and communication technologies (ICT) have a significant impact on our 

society and culture and will continue to do so.  

According to Hamelink (2004), there are various scenarios on the cultural impact that ICT can 

have in the future (Hamelink 2004, 17). In the Disneyfication scenario, a specific Western global 

brand becomes dominant and local cultures will assimilate and a “uniform global culture”  will be 

created, with the reduction of local cultural space as a result (Hamelink 2004, 20). In the dual-track 

scenario, local cultures maintain their core values but incorporate some marginal features.  

The hostile scenario is in fact, the rejection of modernity in some parts of the world. This 

might lead to new forms of “tribalism”, such as nationalism and religious fundamentalism. This in  

turn, may lead to “Holy Terror” (Hamelink 2004, 21). Thus, religion and media in the public sphere 

are more than ever intermingled, and “with regard to new electronic media various countries have 

problems controlling religion and its inclusion in state-driven imaginations of the nation” (Meyer 

2006, 11).   
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Chapter 2. Religion, Film and Aesthetics   

This chapter deals with film as a form of art and with the question as to how movies can 

become a mediator of religion.  

According to Graham (2005),  in ancient Greece the notion of culture  was dominated by art, 

in the Middle Ages  by religion and in our modern world it is dominated by philosophy. This pattern 

of  art, religion and philosophy is found within the history of successive cultures. But what is the 

value of art in our culture? The real value of all art, according to Gordon Graham, “is not hedonistic, 

aesthetic, emotive, but cognitive, it is a source of understanding” (Graham 2005, 52-53). Can we also 

consider a movie as a work of art and the pre-figuration as the author‟s imagination  that leads to 

understanding? Stoker (2006) explains: “Just as Shakespeare explained jealousy through his Othello 

character or  Pablo Picasso with his famous Guerinca. The painter Picasso gave his own pre-

figuration of the horrors of war for humans and animals” (Stoker, 2006, 377-395). Accordingly,  

filmmakers can also give their own pre-figuration in a movie.   

Film leads to understanding in a different way than science does. Above all, it is the dynamic 

character of  moving pictures that has been regarded as one of its most important attributes to art, 

since film transcends the limitations of the static visual image. Arnheim  (1958) claims that “film has 

the ability to escape the limitation of what is called inevitable attachment to reality” (Arnheim quoted 

in Graham, 2005, 118). Arnheim (1958) also suggests that “film becomes an art form when the mere 

urge to record certain actual events is abandoned in favour of the aim to represent objects by special 

means exclusive to film” (Arnheim quoted in Graham 2005, 118).      

Regarding methodology it is always important to examine a film based on its own merits. We 

need to do this  with religious movies as well. Deacy (2007) suggests that we should “not 

oversimplify labeling films as explicitly religious or implicitly religious because the distinctions 

between secular and religious are not always that clear (Deacy 2007, 307-308).     

There are many approaches on how to  read movies.  The most common are the auteur theory, 

which focuses on the work of the director of the film as the “author”. The second theory is that of 

genre studies, which analyzes a specific genre of film, e.g. drama, romance, etc. The third is star 

studies, which spotlights  a particular type of movie star.  

Classifying film as a religious genre is difficult because on the one hand there are the explicit 

divine movies (e.g. Jesus films)  and, on the other hand, non-religious films that deal with theological 

themes. Martin and Ostwalt (1995) suggest that there are three approaches to analyze religious 

movies. First trough theological criticism, using traditional concepts such as sin and hope with the 

aim of  creating a theological understanding of the film. The second approach is mythological 

criticism which deals with “universal truth” and less with theological tradition; a mythological reading 

identifies human feelings and reactions in relation to archetypes.  
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Finally, ideological criticism focuses on the way individuals connect to social and economic 

realities, assuming that everyone has an ideology even if one is not aware of it (Martin and Ostwalt 

quoted in Ellis, 2005, 12-14).  In the Western world, according to Johnston (2007), the Christian 

theological approach to film over the last 75 years can be characterized as follows:  

1. Avoidance: The “organ of the devil and the moral cancer of civilization”; 

2. Caution: as seductive danger;   

3. Dialogue: Christian moviegoers view the film on its own terms without immediately 

entering into a theological dialogue;   

4. Appropriation: Takes the views that film is capable of intensifying theological 

understanding and the acknowledgment that movies communicate society‟s myths, rituals 

and symbols and provide a “web of fundamental beliefs”;  

5. divine encounter:  (the most recent approach) The notion that certain films can provide 

the moviegoer an experience of transcendence (Johnston 2007, 312-321).   

 

Johnston explained the five theological approaches in a matrix (figure 1) showing (...) 

“whether a theologian/critic begins his reflection on the movie itself or  with his theological position, 

and whether a response centres with the movie ethically or aesthetically” (...)  (Johnston 2007, 313). 

Figure 1 shows that the initial position towards film was one of avoidance, but over the years film has 

become a source to explain religion and theology.  

 

  From Film to Theology  

 

                                                                Divine Encounter                 

 

                                                      Appropriation    

                                        

Ethical                       dialogue                             Aesthetic (the dialogue‟s focus) 

         

        Caution 

 

     Avoidance 

  From Theology to Film  

  (The dialogue‟s direction)      

 

Figure 1: The Theological/Critic’s approach by Robert K. Johnston (Johnston 2007, 313)  
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Johnston (2007) points out that “those wishing for theological dialogue want theology to 

inform their filmviewing and filmviewing to inform their theology in a lively two-way conversation 

that is both ethical and aesthetic in nature” (Johnston 2007, 313).  

One way to emphasize the aesthetic side of a movie is by music. Today, all films carry special 

composed soundtracks, music and songs, from pop to classical. According to Taylor (2007) music 

plays with our senses and makes us feel happy or sad. Music has a structure and a language of its 

own. “The relationship between music and emotions in films plays a central role in  communicating 

feelings and understanding” (Taylor 2007, 54). Celine Dion‟s song “My heart will go on” gave the  

Hollywood blockbuster Titanic an almost cultic status.  

According to Hermann (2003), Titanic  provoked strong emotions and invited the viewers to 

“collide with destiny”. Movie is satisfying a function which is comparable to religion (Hermann 2003, 

195). “In this respect, popular cinema belongs within the wide spectrum of cultural resources for 

exploring meaning, which covers everything from therapy through esotericism to art” (Herrmann 

2003, 189-190) . What is more, Titanic preached the gospel of a love which is stronger than death, 

Jörg Herrmann notes. He observes love as “the first commandment of the popular film of the nineties” 

(Hermann 2003, 195).  

Beck (1990) makes clear  that “love knows no barriers” (Beck quoted in Hermann, 2003, 

197). Neither those of status and class nor those of “law and morality”. Beck (1990) explains  that 

love is “earthly religion” and considers love as equivalent to religion.  He suggests that  love is 

perceived as religion in today‟s culture: “the decline of economic constraints, the loss of traditions, 

individualization and the lack of a meaningful life”. In this situation the concept of  a “religion of 

love”, which was explored by Romanticism
23

, has developed into a “mass phenomenon”  (Beck 

quoted in Hermann 2003, 197).  The following chapter, also discusses  love as the dominating theme 

for contemporary Indian filmmakers.  
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 Romanticism emphasized the “folk-spirit” of different nations (Vroom 2006, 5). 
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Chapter 3. Media and Popular Indian Cinema 

This chapter looks at the historical development and theories of popular Indian cinema.  The 

printing press was the first modern communication medium in India, introduced in 1556 by Christian 

Portuguese missionaries in Goa. The first book printed in India was the Doctrina Christiana. By the 

late 1800s, the printing press was established throughout India. In the 1900s religious poster art of 

(personal) Hindu gods became very popular. In fact, they are still found everywhere in homes, 

temples and shrines.  

After the printed images, audio recording, movies, and more recently, comic books and the 

Internet were introduced  as a main means of communicating religious messages to a mass audience 

(Babb 1995, 1-23).   Moving pictures turned out to be an enormous success in India and are a good 

example of how religion is intertwined with society. The country also has popular regional cinema 

centers, for example the Chennai-based films in the Tamil language, the Bengali film and Kannada 

cinema from Karnataka. However, this thesis focuses on the Mumbai-based Hindi productions.  

Mumbai produced films in the Hindi language are “synonymous with Indian popular cinema” 

(Gokulsing and Dissanayake 2004, 129). These films are watched by the majority of Indian 

moviegoers (Gokulsing and Dissanayake 2004, 25).     

Time has moved forward at a fast pace since the projection of the “wonder of the centuries”, 

as the newspaper  the “Times of India”
24

 called the new invention (moving pictures) of the Lumière 

brothers. Film was introduced in British India in 1886 to cater for the entertainment needs of the 

British regime. (Wadia 1985,18).  At that point in time nobody expected that the flickering images 

would steal the hearts and minds of Indians and that in the new millennium India would have the 

largest film industry in the world.   

Almost 30 years after the introduction of film  in India, the pictographic life of Jesus as 

pictured in the movies inspired printer Dhundiraj G. Phalke to make the first Indian fiction film Raja 

Harishchandra (Guha 2008,720). This first movie made by Phalke was a Hindu mythological, 

devotional film, which told the story of an Indian legendary prince. Devotional films in general focus 

on the lives of gods and goddesses. These films “gave psychological satisfaction to the people who 

were and still are steeped in religion” (Wadia 1985, 21). The silent films made a minor contribution to 

the harsh independence struggle of India  (Wadia 1985, 22). The breakthrough of the Indian movie 

industry came after the country gained its independence from British rule in 1947.  
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 Article published in the “Times of India” on 7 July, 1886 (Wadia 1985, 18).  
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According to Munni Kabir (2001), popular Indian cinema can be divided into the pre-1970s 

and post-1970s Amitab Bachchan
25

 period (Munni Kabir 2001, 38).  Rajadhyaksha (1998) emphasizes 

three essential phases in the development of the theory of popular Indian cinema.  The first phase 

regards the movies of the 1970s against the background of the social and political unrest in the Indian 

society. The second phase starts in the mid-to-late 1980s and reflects the rise of Indian nationalism 

stemming from its post-colonial history. The third phase leads to a more scientific multi-disciplinary 

approach. This explains that Bollywood productions did not grow overnight but developed gradually 

in line with social, political and economic growth (Rajadhyaksha 1998, 26).   

The period between 1947-1960 is known as the period of political consciousness as an 

independent state, which is reflected in independence-cinema. The post-independence cinema was 

dominated by the social drama combined with  a blend of nationalism, socialism and anti-capitalist 

idealism. “Social films cover similar ground to Western, fifties melodramas, film noir or post war 

neo-realist film” (Dudrah 2006, 176-177). The apotheosis of this period is in the making of Mother 

India (1957 Mehboob Khan), in which a peasant woman tries to raise her family  in a poor country in 

transition. The new Indian nation longed for restructuring since it had been divided into three  

nations
26

 as a result of its independence and partition. The film was released during Diwali
27

 week in 

October 1957. It remained in the cinema for a year and received enthusiastic reviews. Mother India 

became India‟s most dubbed and subtitled movie (Mishra 2002, 1-56).  

The movie Devdas (Roy 1955) offers an important look at the dramatic consequences of an 

arranged marriage and the Indian (Vedic) caste
28

 system. In Shri 420 (Raj Kapoor 1955), hitchhiking 

orphan Raju is treated badly by wealthy capitalists in a fraudulent world. These two movies are 

excellent examples of the dominant genre at that time. Shri 420 also deals with the question of Indian 

identity and “Indianness”. This is expressed by the lyrics in the song mera joota hai japani (my shoes 

are Japanese) that made the movie famous: “my shoes are Japanese, my pants English, my hat 

Russian, but my heart Hindustani (Indian)”.    

                                                      
25

 Amitabh Bachchan (1942) is considered one of the most famous actors in Indian film history. 

26
 Present India, West-Pakistan (now Pakistan) and East-Pakistan (now Bangladesh) 

27
 Diwali or Depawali is the festival of light celebrated in Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism and Jainism. The festival 

is generally associated with the return of Lord Ram (in the story Ramayana) after exile and his victory on the 

demon Ravan. A light is ignited to celebrate the victory of good over evil.     

28
 The Indian Vedic society  was divided into four classes (varna): Priests (Brahmans) to teach Veda; Nobles to 

rule (Rajanya) and Warriors (Ksatriya) to protect; Commoners (Vaisya) for trade and agriculture and the Serf 

(Sudra) to serve other classes and practice art. The term jati (birth) refers to sections of the Hindu society 

which we know as “castes”: The pure Brahmans at the top and impure Untouchables at the bottom. Jati refers 

not only to social class, but also to all categories of beings: insects, plants, animals, etc. (Flood 2003, 58-59). 
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In the 1950s, the city of  Mumbai
29

 became the heart of Indian movie making and most films 

were made in the Hindi language which was largely understood by people throughout the country 

(Guha 2008, 722).  In the 1960s, Indian cinema expanded,  aided  by state investments which led to 

commercialization and made film a mass medium that could reach Indians in many parts of the 

country. Helped by  innovative techniques such as colour,  the social drama had been replaced by the 

romantic social genre and comedy (Munni Kabir 2001, 16). One of the examples of  the romantic 

social drama is the movie Aradhana (Samanta 1969). Two young lovers get married secretly. Sadly, 

immediately after the marriage, the young husband dies in a plane crash. The pregnant girl is rejected 

by the family of her deceased husband. After  the birth of her son she realizes that she will not be able 

to bring up her child as a single parent.  Her son is adopted by a couple and she takes a job as a nanny 

with the family to look after her son.   

In the 1970s, Indian film industry was strongly influenced by the country‟s unstable political 

climate. Following Prime Minister Mrs Indira Gandhi‟s Emergency Rule
30

, the 1970s are generally 

considered an unstable period politically. “It was only natural that moviegoers would identify with a 

hero who took the law in his own hands, who rose above social and class barriers and cut through the 

layers of bureaucracy that people dealt with in daily life” (Munni Kabir 2001, 39). This period in 

Indian cinema is dominated by the actor Amitabh Bachchan who personalized the large cynicism in 

India toward politicians and its political system. He played roles that challenged the system, such as a 

crime fighter combating corrupt policemen and an emancipated worker rebelling against his superiors 

(Guha 2008, 727).  The 1970s productions were violent movies with a lot of action. A favourite theme 

was the disillusioned hero who turns to crime (Munni Kabir 2001, 18).  

Bachchan‟s great breakthrough was the movie Zanjeer  (Chain 1973). In this film, Bachchan 

is a policeman who takes the law into his own hands. (Ganti 2004, 120). Another example of 

Bachchan as a young and angry character, is his role in the successful, so called “curry-western” 

Sholay (Ramesh Shippy 1975). The film features a retired police inspector taking revenge on an 

outlaw for the massacre of his family. Sholay ran for five consecutive years in the Mumbai cinemas. 

This “curry-western” is not only significant as a commercial success, it is considered as the height of 

Indian filmmaking (Ganti 2004, 161).  

 

 

                                                      
29

 Formerly known as Bombay.  

30
 As prime minister Mrs. Ghandi had won the war with Pakistan in 1971. Her powers increased further, but 

this was also followed by a period of instability that led her to impose a state of emergency in 1975.  In 1977 

the emergency rule was lifted (Guha 2008, 558).   
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In the 1980s, at first the “young angry man”  theme continued. By the end of the 1980s and 

in the early 1990s, Bollywood filmmakers discover the non-residential Indians (NRI). NRI‟s are 

considered cosmopolitan in mind and speak with an English or American accent. However, their 

hearts and souls are in India (Dudrah 2006, 68).  As a result, a more glamorous cosmopolite 

Bollywood style was cultivated, especially aimed at the Western NRI‟s and the diasporic film was 

born. The movie Dilwale Dulhaniya le jayeng 
31

 (Aditya Chopra 1995), is one of the best examples of 

the diasporic films and a huge commercial success that ran in Mumbai for ten years uninterruptedly 

(Thussu 2008, 100-101). In this movie, two British Indians fall in love on a holiday in Europe. 

Though the couple has been Europeanized, at the same time they are seeking their Hindu past in India. 

“In Dilwale Dulhaniya le jayeng, cultural globalization, consumerism and romantic love combine in 

interesting ways to create a new cultural subject display the power of globalization” (Gokulsing and 

Dissanayake 2004, 4).     

At present, the romantic cosmopolitan diasporic movies remain the dominant genre in the 

popular Indian cinema. Thanks to the economic liberalization politics of the 1990s and the widespread 

acceptance of satellite television, the Indian movie industry is growing at a relentless pace (Ganti 

2004, 33). In one year more than 800 films are screened India-wide, and viewed by around 12 million 

movie-goers every day (Munni Kabir 2001, 1).  

In the 21
st
 century going to the cinema has become the most popular form of entertainment for 

Indians. The films are now considered as the setting where the differences of religion, class, cast, 

language and gender disappear (Guha 2008, 720). The movies are therefore made to satisfy both 

illiterate workers in rural areas and the more sophisticated Indians in the cities (Mishra 2002, 4).  

Saari (1985) considers the popular Indian cinema “the only cultural place that accepts the great 

contradictions of the riches, the brave and the ludicrous” (Saari 1985, 22).  One might also argue that 

the huge social differences do not disappear in the cinema, but perhaps are simply set aside.    

The Mumbai filmmakers have created their own unique marketing mix to sell the Hindi film: 

the masala movie. This means that the Hindi movie in general will consist of a romance, features of 

traditional Hindu family values, amazing breathtaking sceneries, glamour, emotion, a number of 

songs and dancing. But above all, it will resolve the conflict of good and evil (Munni Kabir 2001, 4-

22).  
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 In Hindi: the brave heart will take the bride.  



 

20 
 

 

 French historian and art critic Bérénice Geoffroy-Scheiter (2004) describes in Indian 

Beauty, Bollywood Style,  the movie formula as: ”What‟s the recipe? Take a classic old Indian movie, 

bring it up to date with a wedding cake decor, add a riot of colour and spice, then mix in some 

demonic bad guys and a few bejeweled damsels in the form of a divine Maharani
32

 or a spellbinding 

dancer whose swirling pirouettes are worthy of a stage thumping musical” (Geoffroy-Schneiter 2004, 

6).   

However, this masala formula is not always that magical. Only 20 per cent of these types of 

movies are successful and profitable. The majority of these films are not appreciated by Indian 

viewers and even famous actors, great songs and choreography do not always create box-office 

winners. Despite the clear Indian movie principles only a few talented movie-makers apparently can 

find the right masala formula  to charm the Indian audience (Dudrah 2006, 33).  
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 Queen in Hindi.  
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Summary 

This part describes how religion, media and culture are intertwined.  Increasingly the media 

are dominating our culture and daily lives. We share our values and concerns through the media. 

Despite the impact of the media and popular culture on our daily lives, we should not  assume that 

religion will become extinct in the Western world.  We have noted that film  is an important medium 

for communicating religious thoughts.   

As a form of art, film can also give insights into and provide understanding on reality. It can 

even be experienced as a form of transcendence. Love and romance is a favourite theme of 

filmmakers. For example in the movie Titanic, love is regarded as something without barriers. Love 

itself is considered an earthly religion. In the Western world, both the unconditional love of God, one 

of the core messages of  Christianity, and the Romanticists‟ essential feelings are materialized through 

popular culture and one of its main agents: cinema.  

I have discussed how British colonial rule introduced moving pictures to India. The first 

movie in India was about  a Hindu mythological, devotional genre and told the story of a legendary 

Indian prince. The devotional films, which in general focus on the lives of gods and goddesses, are 

still part of popular Indian cinema. The breakthrough of the  movie industry came after the country 

gained its independence in 1947 and has since moved forward.  

The Popular Indian cinema can be divided into the pre- (1970s) and post (1970s) Amitab 

Bachchan period. The first phase of Indian cinema‟s emphasis was on social and political unrest. In  

the mid-to-late 1980s Indian nationalism  dominated the cinema. At present,  the masala formula with 

its ingredients of music, dance, romance and touch of divinity is the recipe for Hindi films. A shift has 

also been noticed towards a more cosmopolitan multi-disciplinary approach of the Indian movie. 

Hinduism still plays an important part in Indian film. This is due to the fact that Hinduism is as much 

a social system as it is a religion. 
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Part II: Aesthetics and Hinduism  

 

Chapter 5. Søren Kierkegaard: Religion and Aesthetics  

This chapter discusses the aesthetical and ethical love between a couple. I have examined 

Enten-Eller (Either/Or) the work of the Danish philosopher and theologian, Søren Kierkegaard, and 

his theory on aesthetics and ethics. The purpose of discussing Kierkegaard‟s theory is to compare the 

manifestations of love of the two Hindu Gods Ram and Krishna. Kierkegaard discusses the existential 

concepts of aesthetic hedonistic love between a couple, as well as the ethical and religious concepts of 

love. Using this particular work by Kierkegaard, will enable a better understanding of the concepts of 

aesthetical and ethical love and romance between a couple in Hindi films.   

 

Either/Or
 33

 

Kierkegaard was born on 5 May, 1813 in Copenhagen, Denmark. At the age of 17 he enrolls at his 

hometown university to study theology in order to please his father. However, just before finalizing 

his study,  he swaps theology for philosophy, specializing in German Romanticism and Idealism, and 

Classical Greece  (Visser 2000, 8-9).  Reading Kierkegaard‟s Either/Or for the purpose of this thesis 

on religion and film, we focus on his theories of art and aesthetics. To understand Kierkegaard‟s 

magnum opus it is necessary to discuss his PhD dissertation The Concept of Irony. Kierkegaard 

criticizes the writers of Romanticism, including the work Lucinde
34

 by the German writer and 

philosopher Wilhelm von Schlegel (1772-1829).  
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 There are numerous theories and interpretations on Kierkegaard’s Either/Or: literary as a novel, philosophy,  

psychology and post-modern. The interpretations I will be using for this thesis is that of Stoker and his lectures 

during the master course Aesthetics at the VU University Amsterdam, February-March 2009.  Stoker holds  a 

Chair in Aesthetics for the faculties Theology, Philosophy and Arts at the VU University Amsterdam.    

34
 This is how Julius the main character in Schlegel’s Lucinde,  is typified: “Just as his artistic ability developed 

and he was able to achieve with ease what he had been unable to accomplish with all his powers of exertion 

and hard work before, so too his life now came to be a work of art for him, imperceptibly, without his knowing 

how it happened. A light entered his soul: he saw and surveyed all the parts of this life and the structure of the 

whole clearly and truly because he stood at its center” (Stoker. Kierkegaard on Romantic esthetics in The 

Concept of Irony. Lecture handout presented at master module Esthetics, VU University Amsterdam, 

Amsterdam, February, 2009) 
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According to Stoker (2009) Kierkegaard characterizes Von Schlegel‟s Lucinde as “absolute 

negativity and not living in reality”. He argues that romantic writers create illusionary worlds 

independent from the existing historical reality in order to justify themselves in a meaningless world. 

In this self-created world everything is possible without any accountability.  The worldview of 

romantic aesthetics makes the world more colourful in order to make people reconcile with reality by 

denying the imperfect side of life. Kierkegaard noticed that in this way people are not reconciled with 

the world they are living in, but instead  are creating a “better illusionary” world. His response is an 

aesthetic or religious belief of poetic life in real human existence and not in an illusionary one  

(Stoker 2009).      

In the Diary of Johannes the Seducer (Kierkegaard 1843, 291-428), Kierkegaard explains 

how the aesthete wants to be "interesting" in order to satisfy his voyeuristic, sensual and erotic 

pleasure. He manipulates the young girl Cordelia to satisfy his pleasure. Johannes‟ refined amorous 

act of seduction works and he is plays with Cordelia‟s emotions and innocence. 

Johannes the aesthete  is only interested in the pleasure of his refined amorous experiment.  

“Most men enjoy girls as a glass of champagne, in a moment of sizzling and bubbling lust, and yes 

that‟s indeed lovely, and to be frank that‟s probably the highest pleasure one can achieve with most 

girls” (Kierkegaard 1843, 334). Johannes goes on to claim that “real pleasure is only possible if you 

achieve that a girl is willing to give up her freedom for you. She has almost to beg to surrender to you. 

However, this only can be achieved by psychological manipulation” (Kierkegaard 1843, 334-335).  

 Johannes explains that the beauty of a woman is a wonder of Mother Nature. “Nature has 

blessed her with beauty, I would like to thank Mother Nature for this gift.  As a mother, you have 

watched over her. Thank you for looking after her. She was immaculate.” (Kierkegaard 1843, 427)   

However, when Cordelia has given her heart to Johannes, he is no longer interested in her.  “It‟s over 

now, I don‟t want to see her again. When a girl has given everything she has, she is lost” (Kierkegaard 

1843, 427). At the end of  the Diary of Johannes the Seducer, Johannes emphasizes that when a girl 

has lost her innocence she has lost everything. “She is like a flower without perfume”(Kierkegaard 

1843, 428).   

According to Stoker (2009)  Johannes is a parody of the romantic return to the self and the 

“Death of God” theory by the German philosophers Nietzsche and Fichte.  Johannes takes over the 

role of God and creates his own unity within chaos. He is a refined artist who wants to enjoy life 

aesthetically. He shapes his life into a work of art, a godlike artist who seeks to create his own 

existence (Stoker 2009).   

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voyeurism
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Johannes the Seducer is Kierkegaard‟s character of the refined erotic stage. In the chapter 

The Immediacy of the  Erotic Stage or the Musical Erotic (Kierkegaard 1843, 53) Kierkegaard 

introduces Don Giovanni who characterizes unrefined immediacy. He is characterized by the 

unrefined immediate desire for pleasure. Kierkegaard explains the Don Giovanni character through 

the work of Austria‟s musician and composer Amadeus Mozart, especially his characters  

Cherubino
35

, Papageno
36

and Don Giovanni
37

. The focal point of Kierkegaard‟s philosophical 

discussion on aesthetics is the hedonistic and erotic Don Giovanni.  

Don Giovanni  is an amoral figure who acts upon sexual instincts. According to “A”
38

, it is 

Christianity that  has brought the spirit of sensuality into this world, but has also excluded it from the 

world (Kierkegaard 1843, 85). ”Christianity is spirit and the spirit is the highest principle that 

Christianity has brought into this world. However sensuality is also seen as part of the spirit. It is for 

this reason that it is excluded and because it is excluded it becomes a symbol of power” (Kierkegaard 

1843, 85-86).  

“A” explains that the best way to communicate sensuality is with music, because language 

cannot communicate the immediate erotic state. Language also can‟t express the spirit. Therefore 

language is not part of the spirit. However, the immediacy that is being excluded by the spirit is in fact 

the sensual immediacy of the spirit” (Kierkegaard 1843,  93).  “A” continues to claim that the  spirit 

possesses the music as an absolute medium and that religious fanatics are banning music. He argues 

that “when people are more religious, music is being denied and the word has a more prominent place 

(Kierkegaard 1843, 95). “The final stage in world history would be that music is totally banned and 

that the word prevails”
 39 

 (Kierkegaard 1843, 95).  
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 Poetic character in Mozart’s Opera Figaro (1786).  

36
 Mythical figure in Mozart’s Opera Zauberflöte (1791).    

37
 Hedonistic character in Mozart’s Opera Don Giovanni  (1787). 

38
 Kierkegaard’s  comments in the first volume (Either) is given by the aesthete “A”.  

39
 According to Stoker (2009)  this sentence critiques the German philosopher Hegel and his philosophy of  

World History by stating that history follows the dictates of reason and that the natural progress of history 

takes place in the stages: these, anti-these and synthesis (Stoker 2009. Don Giovanni by Mozart: the 

immediate erotic stage.  Lecture handout presented during Esthetics master module, VU University 

Amsterdam, Amsterdam, February 2009.)  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mozart
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reason
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“A” describes Don Giovanni as “the incarnation of the flesh” (Kierkegaard 1843, 109), 

someone who lacks the time for love and is just interested in physical aesthetical lovemaking.  

“To Don Giovanni each girl is just a girl, each love adventure is part of his daily routine” 

(Kierkegaard 1843, 116).  According to “A” Don Giovanni is not only lucky with the girls, he actually 

makes them happy and unhappy. “But the strange thing is, that‟s what girls want, because what they 

desire is being happy with Don Giovanni even if it is only for a moment” (Kierkegaard 1843, 119). 

“A”  explains that  Don Giovanni is “the genius incarnation of sensual deceit” (Kierkegaard 1843, 

119).  

In the final Champagne-aria, Don Giovanni is engulfed by champagne and music. Stoker 

(2009) explains that according to the existential interpretation of the text,  by being engulfed by  

champagne and music, Kierkegaard wants to demonstrate that in fact Don Giovanni‟s erotic stage of 

unrefined immediacy is not the right approach to life. In this stage of life he does not have an 

existence. Human existence requires commitment and an ethical or religious approach to life, as 

explained by Kierkegaard in part II (by “B”).             

The chapter on  The Aesthetic Validity of Marriage, in the second volume Papers of B, letter 

to A  (Kierkegaard 1874, 429), represents the ethical stage. “B” criticizes “A‟s” hedonistic, erotic,  

irresponsible lifestyle. He feels that marriage can be romantic if you approach it in an ethical-religious 

way. “B” explains to “A” that God, as in the Christian faith, cares about marriage. ”You live life like a 

predator, you sneak up on girls, steal their happiness and finest moments” (Kierkegaard 1874, 437).  

According to “B” it is Christianity that has given rise to the institution of marriage, despite the 

unbeliever‟s efforts created by the sensuality of the Orient and the beauty of Ancient Greece 

(Kierkegaard 1843, 453). “Yes, indeed marriage  can be considered as the aesthetical way of life” 

(Kierkegaard 1843, 434), “love is not poetry, it is marriage that is the real poetry” (Kierkegaard 1843,  

512) .  
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The final chapter Ultimatum  is a discussion of the final religious stage of life.  

“B” explains that the weakness of man against God (Kierkegaard 1843, 723). “Against God we are 

always in the wrong” (Kierkegaard 1843, 733). To face this truth in life “B” considers the Christian-

religious stage as the right way of life.   

“B” explains: “Do not interrupt the flight of your soul; do not distress what is best in you; do 

not enfeeble your spirit with half wishes and half thoughts. Ask yourself and keep on asking until you 

find the answer, for one may have known something many times, acknowledged it; one may have 

willed something many times, attempted it--and yet only the deep inner motion, only the heart's 

indescribable emotion, only that will convince you that what you have acknowledged belongs to you, 

that no power can take it from you--for only the truth that builds up is truth for you” (Kierkegaard 

1843, 734)
40

. 

Kierkegaard makes a cross-connection between aesthetics, arts and faith. He demonstrates 

that an ethical religious life can be viewed as an aesthetical work of art. He in fact copies life as a 

work of art from Romanticism, but reconstructs it. He argues that  real love between  people is not 

hedonistic aesthetic love but agreeing on a historical relationship: marriage (Stoker, 2009). The 

following chapter examines how these similar concepts of love, romance and marriage are used in 

Hinduism.       
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 English translation by Judge Vilhelm (Hong Translation), http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Either/Or, retrieved in 

July, 2009.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Either/Or
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Chapter 5: Aspects of Hindu Religion and Philosophy 

This chapter examines the religious ideas that have emerged from Indian tradition,   

influencing contemporary popular culture. Scholars have always speculated on the origins of the 

population  of India, as well as the Hindu influence on Greek philosophy. This is what Weaver (1972) 

wrote about the Indus Valley culture in relation to the development of Hinduism:  

“In 1920 archaeologists announced the discovery of extensive urban ruins in the Indus Valley 

which pre-dated the earliest literary sources and which caused scholars working on the ancient texts to 

re-examine their views on the different phases of Indian culture. The Rg Veda, which speaks in such 

derogatory terms of the enemies subdued by the Aryan tribes, gives the impression that they were all 

savage barbarians. In fact, some of them had developed a highly sophisticated way of life which 

compares favourably with that of contemporary urban civilizations in Egypt and Mesopotamia 

(Weaver 1972)”
41

. 

However, so far, the common grounds of Western and Eastern philosophy never have resulted 

in a conclusive understanding among scholars. This is due to the lack of evidence and the emphasis on 

the most commonly cited difference between East and West: the use of reason.   

One of the remarkable moments in human history is what the German-Swiss philosopher Karl 

Theodor Jaspers has called achsenzeit
42

. According to Jaspers, the last millennium BCE was marked 

by a  collective effervescence of “higher” human mind and spirit that appeared in three separated 

civilizations, each with their own founding figures (Taylor 2007, 151).  

In China, the philosophy of life was preached by Lao Tzu‟s Tao Te Ching and by Confucius‟  

Analects, while in India the Buddha and Mahavia
43

 revolted against the Hindu order. “This challenge 

was met by a powerful Hindu counter-reformation, first the development of  new systems of 

philosophy based on the Upanisads and later by the Bhakti movement with the impact of the 

Bhagvadgita” (Lomperis 1984, 3).  

In Greece, Ionian philosophers helped Greece to awaken from its “Dark-Ages”. The Classical 

Age in ancient Greece gave birth to gifted thinkers such as Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle 

(Lomperis 1984, 4-5). A comparison of the roots of  Hindu Indian tradition and Classical Greek 

tradition is a complex matter. Lomperis states that there are “coincidences” of possible Hindu 

influences on the thought of Plato, especially his views on the soul and its salvation through 

reincarnation and reminiscence (Lomperis 1984, 75).   
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 Weaver quoted in Origin and Historical Development of Hinduism: Module HS01 Understanding Hindu 

Identity, On-line lecture Oxford Centre for Hindu Studies, Oxford, February-March 2009.  

42
 German for axial age or time.   

43
 Mahavira is the founder of Jainism.   
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However, the Indian Wadia (1953) challenges the assumption that Plato was influenced by 

India. …”The greatest aim of Plato was to bring into being an ideal state. This was not the aim of the 

Upanisadic sages of India. Their aim was to obtain moksa or deliverance from the cycle of births and 

death”… (Wadia 1953, 65).  

Proving an early relationship between ancient Greece and Hindu India remains complicated.   

According to Knott (2000) most of the 18
th
  and 19

th
 century scholars (“orientalists”) who undertook 

the translation of Sanskrit texts and the reconstruction of the Aryan (invasion theory)  past were 

British colonial administrators.  They needed to acquire  understanding of Hindu culture in order to 

rule British colonial India. They learnt about the similarities between Sanskrit and the Indo-European 

languages and some of them drew conclusions on the common origins of Indian and European 

societies and culture. “It was  a romantic view appealing to some people in Europe and India because 

it suggested a common descent from noble (arya) origins”  (Knott 2000, 7-8).   

Sing (1995) explains that “the Vedic period in Indian history is made out by a set of scholars 

to have begun with an invasion. No one knows whether any such invasion ever took place. All we 

know is an unmistakable kinship among the languages spoken over a vast stretch of land extending 

from India to the frontiers of Europe and covering many nationalities and people” (Sing 1995, 23).  

Despite existing discourses on the origin of Hinduism, the most acceptable theory, in my 

opinion, is that the root of what we now call Hinduism lays in the ancient cultures of the Indus valley 

civilization and Aryan culture. What really matters, however, is the contemporary issue: what do 

Hindus believe? This is even more complex to answer.  

The most important difference between theistic religions is that Hinduism, despite the 

authority of Veda and innumerable other religious scriptures and texts, is neither a “book-religion”
44

 

nor a “religion of the book”
45

. Hinduism is so diverse that the scriptures of one group may simply not 

be appropriate for another. The sacred texts provide guidance and inspiration, but one can deny the 

validity or truth of any of these texts and still remain a devoted Hindu.   
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 A faith based on the authority of a single book or more books.  

45
 In Islam, Jews and Christians are considered “people of the book”, because  just as Muslims they also 

recognize the God of Abraham as the one and only God.  
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Another difference between other world religions is that in Hinduism God exists immanent 

in the world, yet he remains transcendent (Vroom 1989, 105). Sanskrit and Hindu studies scholar 

Doniger describes the immanent transcendence of Hinduism as: “the Hindu universe is a closed 

system, a „world-egg‟ with a rigid shell, so that nothing is ever „created‟ ex nihilo
 46

; rather, things are 

constantly rearranged, each put in its proper place, and by doing this – propping apart heaven and 

earth, distinguishing male from female, separating the classes of mankind on earth – ordered life 

emerges out of lifeless chaos. Thus the disparate energies of the gods are combined and reintegrated 

in order to create the chariot of Shiva or the goddess herself” (Doniger 1975, 13).   

Ashby (1974) points out that two elements are to be considered when we look at Hinduism. 

First, the religious sentiments, beliefs, and acts of people in general. Second, the core concepts that 

serve as unifying foundations for the beliefs (Ashby 1974, 11).  The sentiments, beliefs and acts 

together form a Hindu identity, but even this identity remains extremely diverse and in fact one can 

speak of various Hindu identities, beliefs and acts. Even for most Hindus  it is difficult to find 

consistency in the diversity. “The Lord Creator himself diversified the variety and differentiation of 

all the objects of the senses, properties, and forms” (Doniger 1975, 11).   

It is only when diversity, distinction and the difference between myths and beliefs are 

accepted that the Hindu identity seems to begin to make some sense. It should also be noted that, in an 

Indian context, philosophy is overwhelmingly a religious and spiritual pursuit and there have been no 

significant attempts at producing a secular thought based on reason alone. That is not to say that 

Indian philosophy denies the validity of reason, but it is typically applied in association with 

revelation and spiritual insight. For this reason it is very difficult to separate philosophy from 

theology, as is usually done in Western thought. “In Sanskrit philosophy or theology  are generally 

translated as darsana, a system of Hindu thought, but they also emphasize its exegetical nature, some 

schools are atheistic and not concerned with theos” (Flood 2003, 224).   
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 Latin for “out of nothing”, generally used as: creatio ex nihilio, creation out of nothing. The idea of creation 

ex nihilio (God created the world out of nothing) is central in the theistic religions, but as discussed not in 

Hinduism.  
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I will now briefly explain the Hindu notion of Dharma, the Veda and the six  philosophical 

schools that serve as the unifying foundations of the Hindu belief.  

 

Dharma 

An important aspect of the Hindu religion is the notion of dharma concerned with ritual and 

text. According to Van Bijlert
47

 (2009),  dharma is the universal principle of Hinduism. “This means 

„bearer‟ or „essential characteristic‟. Dharma determines the order of the social world and the order in 

the physical cosmos” (Van Bijlert 2009).  

Dharma can be realized in two ways. First, by social traditions that are the sole responsibility 

of the Brahmins, the intellectual architects of the Hindu social order. Second, by achieving Dharma 

oneself or trying to become one with it. This is the sphere of the mystics and those who renounce the 

Hindu social order in order to live a solitary life. Such seekers are designated „world-renouncers‟ 

(Van Bijlert 2009).  

The law of dharma is also central to the Mahabharat , one of the two most important epics of 

ancient Sanskrit India (known as Bharat). It is possibly one of the longest poems of its kind in the 

world. The epic contains about 200,000 lines in eighteen sections. The character of the five Pandavas 

brothers is an essential part of the epos. The story tells us about the high ideals of dharma and virtues 

like brotherly love and truthfulness. The Bhagavadgita, a philosophical dialogue between Krishna and 

Arjuna, is also part of the Mahabharata. Krishna is one of the main characters in the Mahabharata.  

 

Vedas 

The Veda was composed between 2000-1500 BCE by Indo-Aryan tribes. By most Hindus today, this 

is considered a timeless revelation which is not of human authorship. However, according to Flood,  

“from the text-critical perspective of the Western trained scholar” (Flood 2003, 35), it was compiled 

over a period of time and preserved orally by Brahman priests. The Veda is written in the ancient 

language of  Sanskrit
48

 and has provided an important resource and inspiration for the Hindu belief. 

The Veda comprises four traditions: Rg (1028 hymns to various deities), Yajur (short prose formulae 

used in ritual), Sama (book of songs and how to recite) and Atharva (magic formulae).    
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 Bijlert, V. van. Brother and Sister Relationships in Hinduism, masters module on Religious Imagery in Movies. 

Lecture at VU University Amsterdam, January, 2009. 

48
 Sanskrit means polished language.  
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These traditions are again divided into four categories of text: the Samhitas (collection), 

Brahmanas (text of ritual exegesis and the explanation of ritual action), Aranyakas (forest treatise) 

and Upanisads (secret scriptures) (Flood 2003, 30-35).   

 

Philosophical Schools 

There are six  philosophical schools or orthodox systems of Hinduism
49

.  The schools focus 

on the revelation of the Veda and claim  liberation (moskha) as their main purpose: Nyaya, 

Vaisheshika, Samkhya, Yoga, Mimamsa, and Vedanta.  

Nyaya is “the school of logic” (Flood 2003, 231) and concerned with the thought processes 

and the proper forms of reason through which a true conclusion can be reached.  

Vaisheshika is “the atomist school, which assumes the reality of the many” (Flood 2003, 232). 

The manifest world is composed of atoms and that the atoms manifest the symptoms of life because of 

the soul in them.   

The Samkhya school is “the oldest systematic philosophy to have emerged in the Hindu 

tradition” (Flood 2003, 231). It presents an analysis of the elements of matter and teaches that the soul 

is different from matter. Knowledge of this leads to liberation from rebirth.   

Yoga is the “method of attaining liberation, for both denouncers and laity” (Flood 2003, 102). 

Yoga is connected to the Samkhya school and concerned with the spiritual techniques that bring 

insight of the truths taught by the Samkhya school.   

Mimamsa emphasizes the correct performance of Vedic rituals so that a successful outcome is 

guaranteed. “The correct performance of sacrifice produces transcendent power, called apurva, which 

produces the result of the sacrifice, particularly the reward of heavens (svarga) after dead” (Flood 

2003, 237).  

Vedanta  seeks to explain the jñana-kand 
50

 of the Upanishads, in contrast to Mimamsa, 

which reflects the karma-kanda
51

 of the Vedas. Vedanta states that knowledge of the revelation of the 

Upanishads brings liberation from rebirth. ”Yet, while there are continuities in Vedanta stretching 

back to the Upanisads, the Vedanta is immensely rich, containing within it a wide variety of 

theological and philosophical positions” (Flood 2003, 238).   

                                                      
49

 Hindu Religious Philosophy. Module HS01 Understanding Hindu Identity, On-line lecture Oxford Centre for 

Hindu Studies, Oxford, February-March 2009. 

50
 Part of the Vedas that deals with knowledge of Brahman (the eternal soul) through the path of spiritual 

wisdom or discriminative knowledge. 

51
  Part of the Vedas which relates to the performance of ceremonial acts and sacrificial rites directed toward 

material benefits or liberation. 
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Nowadays the Nyaya, Vaisheshika and Mimamsa schools are no longer dominant in 

Hinduism.  Samkhya is important  because of its links with Yoga and because of the presence in 

scriptures such as the Bhagavad Gita.  

Of all the six orthodox schools of thought, above all the Vedanta
52

 school of theology has 

dominated Hindu religious though, “exerting enormous influence on all religious traditions and 

becoming the central ideology of the Hindu Renaissance in the 19
th
 century. It has become the 

philosophical paradigm of Hinduism par excellence” (Flood 2003, 238).  

With respect to contemporary Hindu practices, two main traditions can be distinguished: dual 

and non-dual. The first is the Advaita, which means “non-dual”. It “refers to the tradition‟s absolute 

monism which maintains the reality of the one over that of the many” (Flood 2003, 239). In this belief 

system the divine is not a personal Deity, but an  inconceivable, impersonal reality (Brahman), the 

totality of all things. It is beyond all such identities such as Lord Shiva, Lord Vishnu or female Devi 

worship.  

The second tradition is the plural theistic Dvaita  (dualist) tradition,  the path of devotion. In 

this case the divine is not regarded as an impersonal, but as a personal Deity with spiritual attributes. 

This tradition is close to Vaisnavism, the worship of Lord Vishnu and his avataras
53

 such as Ram and 

Krishna, but also to Saivism, the  worship of Lord Shiva, while Saktism worships the Mother Goddess, 

such as Durga, Kali, Gayatri and Saraswati (Flood 2003, 245-248) 

Despite the obvious differences in rituals, their understanding of divine nature is often quite 

similar. Religious practice  means expressing one‟s devotional mood. This can be displayed for 

instance through the worship of sacred images, the murti-puja. “Hindus perform rituals of sacrifice 

and puja to propitiate deities and receive blessings, and some Hindus perform private rituals for the 

purpose of salvation (mukti) and to experience the pleasure of higher worlds of heavens (bhukti)” 

(Flood 2003, 222-223).  
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 Vedanta literally means “end of the Vedas”. This school of Indian thought emphasizes the philosophical and 

metaphysical speculation of the Upanisads, especially the thought associated with philosopher-theologians 

Sarikara (800 CE), Ramanuja (1000 CE) and Madhva (1200 CE) (Ashby 1974, 139-140).    

53
 Avatara is Sanskrit for cross down from heaven to earth, to appear or to be manifest. Avatara is often 

wrongly translated as incarnation, but the flesh is not involved, so there is no carnal suggestion.   
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Chapter 6. Devine Romance in Hinduism 

This chapter discusses the notion of aesthetics and romance in popular Indian cinema by 

examining some theories on Indian aesthetics and Indian literature that may be of influence on the 

romantic genre. Film is the most popular form of aesthetic entertainment in India and also appears to 

be the most powerful cultural product based on non-Western aesthetic principles (Basham quoted in 

Lutze and Pfleiderer 1985, 14).   

It is clear that to understand the Indian romantic films better, the Indian historical origin of 

these love stories should be taken into account. The Mahabharata and Ramayana - as  cultural texts -  

have been rewritten for film scripts. However, the epic texts remain foundational in Indian culture and 

“govern the formation of Bombay film” (Mishra 2002, 4-5).  

The female character Shakuntala described Sanskrit poet Kalidasa (5
th
 century AD),  is also a 

popular character in Indian cinema. Whereas Ram and Sita is about  a husband and wife relationship, 

Shakuntala is  more about a father-daughter relationship. The story of Shakuntala shows that the bond 

of marriage is also marked by sadness and breaking up with the natal family. She typifies the young 

bride becoming “other” and alien to her natal kin as she marries and dissimilates of her own family. 

This kind of drama has become very popular in Hindi film. Dwyer (2000) explains that breaking up 

with the natal family “is a time when women of all ages will cry profusely” (Dwyer 2000, 33).   

Dwyer (2000) points out that symbols of love and the theory of aesthetics can be found in 

classical Sanskrit literature (kavya) and poetics.  Key to Indian aesthetics is the theory of rasa or taste. 

In fact, it is about the effect that literary work may have on the audience.  

There are nine rasas: the romantic, the comic, the sorrowful, the violent, the heroic, the 

terrifying, the repulsive, the marvellous and the peaceful. The shringara-rasa is the romantic rasa 

which deals with love in union and love in separation. There is also a close relationship between 

poetic aesthetic love and the idealized pleasure in the Kamasutra
54

. Rasa is more aesthetic, whereas 

the Kamasutra spotlights physical and hedonistic pleasures. In courtly epic, women are goddesses and 

epic heroines. The kavyas describe the idealized woman and her lover. “The man among other things 

is modest, handsome, generous, young, intelligent, energetic, and skilled in arts and belongs to a good 

family. The woman is young, passionate, with a lotus-face, lotus-eyes, huge breasts and a slim waist” 

(Dwyer 2000, 28-30).  
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 Indian work on the art of love making, by Maharshi Vatsyayana, probably 100 BCE.  
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Today‟s filmmakers still use the concepts of ancient poets and storytellers. “Ravishing eyes, 

generous hips, supple waist, ample breast: on close inspection, the anatomy of your average “screen 

goddess” turns out to incarnate the very essence of Indian aesthetics” (Geoffroy Scheiter 2004, 6-7). 

According to Dwyer (2000) most Hindi films have a love theme - with love extending beyond the 

passionate lovers – and romantic songs.  “However it is not clear whether the romantic genre exists in 

Indian cinema as a specific and universally recognized category” (Dwyer 2000, 149).  

According to Lutze and Pfleiderer (1985) aesthetics in the popular Indian cinema is 

corresponding with the doctrine of classical Indian aesthetics found for instance in stories such as the  

Bhagvata Purana, Ramayana and the character of Lord Krishna (Lutze and Pfleiderer1985, 4-14).  

Dwyer (2000) notes that aesthetics in the Indian movie also carries “a visual distinctive 

trademark” of the film maker. For instance aesthetics in the movies of Yash Chopra
55

 (1932) are that 

of  a refusal to comply with the dullness of life and  “a glamorization of a middlebrow, bourgeois 

aesthetics” (Dwyer 2000, 165).  

 According to Graham  (2005) the appeal to beauty, or even aesthetics,  does not explain the 

value of art, if any, in artistic works. The real value of art in his opinion is not hedonic, aesthetic or 

emotive, but cognitive. In this case, art  is a valuable source of knowledge and understanding (Graham 

2005, 21-23, 52).  

On this basis, the value of Indian cinema can also be seen as a source for understanding the 

Indian culture, religions and traditions. This is what Graham describes as “aesthetic cognitivism”. 

“Arts have the capacity to enhance our understanding of experience, not that all and every work of art 

does this” (Graham 2005, 71). This probably also holds true for popular Indian cinema.        

Gokulsing and Dissanayake (2004) argue that “romance and eroticism have always featured 

strongly in popular Indian cinema” (Gokulsing and Dissanayake 2004, 28). However, sex and 

eroticism are not that explicit.  They are predominantly expressed through the various songs and 

dance acts. “It is the kind of expression that is deeply rooted in traditional Indian culture”  (Gokulsing 

and Dissanayake 2004, 28) .  

In Indian literature and religious scriptures much is written on love between men and women. 

I will now examine the religious and mythological roles of men (the virtuous husband Ram  and the 

erotic hedonistic Krishna), as well as characteristics such as Sita (selfless, sacrificing), Draupadi (the 

dishonoured woman, whose husbands fail to protect her) and Radha (Krishna‟s mistress).   
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 Yash Chopra is probably India’s most successful director of commercial films.   
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Ram and Sita 

The Ramayana is an ancient Sanskrit epic, thought to have been compiled between 

approximately 400 BCE and 200 CE. In general, the character of Ram refers to Lord Vishnu, 

manifested as King Ram of Ayodhya, the hero of the Ramayana and Sita‟s husband. The devotion of 

Ram and his general and servant Hanuman spread in India during the medieval period (Flood 2003, 

145). According to Doniger, Ram‟s story was already known for centuries before it gained the status 

of Vishnu‟s manifestation in the Ramayana (Doniger 1975, 197).  

The devotion to Ram and Sita is characterized by the absence of eroticism.  The  devotee is a 

“servant to the master, rather than a lover to the beloved”,  hence the role of Hanuman as the servant 

of Ram (Dwyer 2000, 23). The story of Ram is based on the writing of Tulsidas (1532-1632), who 

composed “a version of a version” of the Valmiki‟s Ramayana, in Hindi and not in Sanskrit (Flood 

2003, 146). The story of Sita as the devoted, abducted wife of Ram also remains dominant in movies 

and film songs. “Sita is still the colloquial Indian expression for  the good faithful wife” (Dwyer 2000, 

24-25).  

The Ramayana depicts the duties of relationships, portraying ideal characters such as the ideal 

servant, the ideal brother, the ideal wife and the ideal king. One of the key episodes is the abduction 

of Sita, Ram‟s wife, by the demon King Ravan. With the help of the monkey army, Ram invade 

Lanka and rescues his wife. Ram liberates Sita, but she has to undergo an ordeal by fire to prove her 

chastity. Helped by the fire God Agni, Sita survives, but when Ram later doubts her again, she 

disappears forever.   

It is the fire that gives Sita a (sexual) future, she is born as the heroic Draupati  in the epic 

Mahabharata (Doniger 1999, 15). In this life she becomes a woman married to five men.  The famous 

act is the disrobing of Draupadi. According to Agarwal, “Draupadi is the mythological archetype and 

symbol of the sexually awakened woman” (Agarwal 1995, 21).  

Since not all aspects of the Ramayana are relevant for the purpose of this thesis, I have in 

particular examined the love relationship between Ram and Sita.  In Canto I of Ramayana (Griffith: 

2009)
56

. The sage Narada informs sage Valmiki of his duty to write the epic poem Ramayana and the 

story of Lord Ram. In the opening chapter of the Ramayana, Narada outlines the tales and  highlights 

basic themes such as dharma, righteousness, morality, virtuosity, etc.   
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 Sacred-text.com:  http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/rama/index.htm, retrieved in May and June 2009. 
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I have focused on the romantic side of the relationship between Ram and Sita and cite 

several texts from the Ramayana that enhance the ethical relationship between Ram and Sita. Ram is 

the rightful heir to the throne of Ayodhya. However,  he is denied the right to the throne  in favour of 

his brother Bharat and banished to the forest. Ram goes into exile for 14 years together with his wife 

Sita and  younger brother Lakshman.  In Book III, Canto IX
57

  Sita explains  in a “speech” why her 

place is next to her husband in exile: 

 

.....”The wife alone, whate'er await, must share on earth her husband's fate. So now the king's 

command which sends thee to the wild, to me extends. The wife can find no refuge, none, 

in father, mother, self, or son: Both here, and when they vanish hence, her husband is her sole 

defense…. I'll seek with thee the woodland dell. And pathless wild where no men dwell. Where tribes 

of silvan creatures roam. And many a tiger makes his home. My life shall pass as pleasant there as in 

my father's palace fair. The worlds shall wake no care in me; My only care be truth to thee. There 

while thy wish I still obey, true to my vows with thee I'll stray, and there shall blissful hours be spent. 

In woods with honey redolent. In forest shades thy mighty arm….. “Take me, dear lord; of thee 

bereaved Thy Sita swears to die.”  These words the duteous lady spoke. Nor would he yet consent. 

His faithful wife with him to take. To share his banishment. He soothed her with his gentle speech; To 

change her will he strove: And much he said the woes to teach. Of those in wilds who rove”….. 

 

As the story continues, in Book III canto X, “Ram‟s Reply”
58

, describes Ram‟s love and 

respect for Sita as follows:  

 

….“The words that Sita uttered, spurred. By truest love, the hero heard: Then he who ne'er from 

virtue strayed. To Janak's child his answer made: 'In thy wise speech, sweet love, I find. True impress 

of thy gentle mind. Well skilled the warrior's path to trace. Thou pride of Janak's ancient race. What 

fitting answer shall I frame. To thy good words, my honoured dame?”… 

 

The interesting turning point in the Ramayana is when  the sister of demon King Ravan describes the 

beauty of Sita to her brother and he decides to abduct her and take revenge on Ram for an earlier 

insult.  In book IV: Canto I, “Ram‟s Lament”
59

, we again read about his profound love for his wife:  
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 http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/rama/ry105.htm, retrieved in April and May 2009.  
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…”So, Lakshman, if my large-eyed dear. The child of Janak still were here. She, by love's thrilling 

influence, led. Upon my breast would lay her head. These blooms I gathered from the bough. Without 

my love are useless now. A thousand blossoms fair to see. With passing glory clothe each tree. That 

hangs its cluster-burdened head. Now that the dewy months have fled. But followed by the bees that 

ply. Their fragrant task, they fall and die”…. 

 

With the help of his commander Hanuman and his army, Ram rescues Sita and kills Ravan. Since he 

had not seen his wife for a very long time, she must undergo an ordeal by fire to prove her chastity to 

Ram. Book VI, Canto CXX “Sita Restored”
60

, describes how fire God Angi cleanse Sita:  

 

…”Then swiftly from the blazing pyre. The circling flames were backward rolled. And, raising in his 

gentle hold.  Alive unharmed the Maithil dame. The Lord of Fire embodied came. Fair as the morning 

was her sheen. And gold and gems adorned the queen. Her form in crimson robes arrayed. Her hair 

was bound in glossy braid. Her wreath was fresh and sweet of scent. Undimmed was every ornament. 

Then, standing close to Ram's side. The universal witness cried: From every blot and blemish free. 

Thy faithful queen returns to thee.”… 

 

There are various interpretations of the love romance and desire of Ram and Sita in the Ramayana, 

some even describing lovemaking after marriage (Lutgendorf quoted in Dwyer 2000, 24).  Above all, 

in the Ramayana mutual love is clear, as is the suffering of Ram at the point of separation as well as 

the harsh treatment of Sita. The reunion of Ram and Sita after a long period of separation brings the 

play to a happy end. Husband and wife sit next to each other and rule the country in peace and 

harmony. 

 

Book V, Canto CXXX, The Consecrations
61

: 

…”High in a throne with jewels graced. King Ram and his Sita placed”…”With Ram's rule, had peace 

and rest.”…” No widow mourned her murdered mate. No house was ever desolate. The happy land no 

murrain knew. The flocks and herds increased and grew”…. 
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61
 http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/rama/ry501.htm, retrieved in April and June 2009.  

http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/rama/ry491.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/hin/rama/ry501.htm


 

38 
 

 

Radha and Krishna  

In the Radha and Krishna tradition love is considered “tender and joyous” (Gokulsing and 

Dissanayake 2004, 56). However, the promiscuous Krishna and his relationship with Radha is a great 

contrast with the chastity of Ram and Sita (Doniger 1999, 27). The cult of Krishna, the proctor of 

cattle, can be found in various scriptures including Vishnu Purana and Bhagvata Purana. The stories 

portray Krishna as an amorous young man, wandering with his brother Balarama through the forest, 

destroying demons, dancing and making love with cowgirls (gopis). The erotic exploits of the young 

Krishna are highlighted in later poetry (Gitagovida 12
th
 century) which worships the love between 

Krishna and his favourite gopi Radha. According to the Mahabhagavata Purana, Krishna is the 

incarnation of the Goddess Kali. The gods begged the Goddess Kali to destroy demons. Kali agreed to 

incarnate herself as Krishna. Lord Shiva 
62

 prayed to Kali and was granted to be incarnated as Radha, 

in order to make love in reverse
63

  (Doniger 1999, 270).   

According to Doniger (1999), the folk storyteller Urmilaji, explains that Krishna is always 

falling in love with women. Before he was born as Krishna, he had been born as Ramchandra (Ram). 

At the gathering held to choose a husband, Sita chose her groom. It was Ram. All her girlfriends were 

highly enthusiastic. …“Where did you get this groom from? Look at him! He‟s incomparable. So 

Ram gave the other young princesses a boon. He said: “In my next life, I‟ll marry you all…” Radha is 

one of them (Doniger 1999, 26-27).    

In medieval India, romantic poetry is associated with the rise of the Krishna cult and the 

Bhakti movement, which can be characterized as “sacrifice, discipline and duty”. The love poem 

described earlier, Jayadeva‟s 12
th
 century Gitagovinda, a combination of eroticism and mysticism, is 

part of the legacy of the  Bhakti movement. This Indian classic in Sanskrit became the model for later 

Bhakti literature, especially the erotic traditions of Bengali Vaisnavism (Dwyer 2000, 35).  

The devotional tradition of Krishna is part of the Vaisnavism school which developed 

particularly in Northern India and in the Indian state of Bengal. It was expressed in Sanskrit 

devotional and poetic literature. “The Gaudiya (Bengal) Vaisnava tradition developed a theology in 

which the categories of aesthetic experience, described in classic poetry (kavya), came to be applied to  

devotional  religious experience” (Flood 2003, 138).   
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 Lord Shiva is one of  the Hindu Gods of the so-called trimurti (trinity) in Hinduism, responsible for change. 

The other two are: Brahma, the creator and Vishnu the preserver.   

63
 Shiva as a woman making love to a man.  
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The Lover of God 

To further examine the aesthetic and hedonistic character of Krishna and his relationship with 

Radha. I have given some examples of  the 12
th
 century poem and Sanskrit work Gitagovinda by 

Jayadev, as well as poems by Rabindranath Tagore‟s
64

 “The Lover of God”. These  poems describe 

the love of Lord Krishna and his adolescent lover Radha. The first eight poems were published in 

1875, in the Calcutta Journal of Bengali Arts and Letters Bharati, by a newly discovered religious 

poet Bhanusimha (Sun Lion). Several years later critics discovered that Bhanusimha is a pseudonym 

for the 14-year-old poet Rabindranath Tagore (Stewart and Twichell 2003, 3).  

The Krishna-Radha poems of Tagore are based on  the 10
th
 book of the Sanskrit Bhagavata 

Purana. The love of Radha for Krishna is selfless and unselfconscious. “Her lack of self-interest 

drives Krishna to distraction. She innocently uses all of the coquettishness and trickery at the disposal 

of a woman bent on attracting a man: her artifices provide a catalogue of amorous techniques” 

(Stewart and Twichell 2003, 4).  

The Bhagavata Purana describes how Krishna teases women in public, he hides their clothes 

as they bathe, in the river. He makes them become jealous of one another, however they are allowed 

to dance around him to prevent jealousy (Dwyer 2000, 27). “By forcing the girls to reveal their 

nakedness, he forces them into a direct encounter with their God, and although the mortal Krishna 

tricks them into clasping their hands over their heads so that he can get a full view of their bodies, the 

immortal Krishna thus places them in an attitude of reverent devotion before him” (Doniger 1975, 

228-229).  Krishna‟s actions and behavior as an adolescent, growing up to manhood are all about 

romance and love – not some “abstract” or “platonic” form, but the ”fleshy” and “lustful” sort 

(Stewart and Twichell 2003, 99).   
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 Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) is the first Indian and Asian writer to win the Nobel Prize and is considered 

modern Indian Literature’s greatest treasure. He wrote successfully in all literary genres, but was first and 

foremost a poet.   
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I will now focus on a selection of Tagore‟s romantic and amorous poetry The Lover of God 

which he wrote using the pseudonym Sun Lion.  The Lover of God has been translated from Bengali 

into English by Stewart and Twichell (2003). The Lover of God  contains 22 poems and I have 

selected four poems that particularly emphasize the aesthetic and erotic relationship between Radha 

and Krishna.  

The inspiration for these poems “came from the Bengali god-man of the 16
th
  century, Krishna 

Caitanya (1486-1533) (Stewart and Twichell 2003, 4). The poems are based on the Indian Bengali 

concept of rasa, which in Sanskrit means “juice”, the life-giving force of something. “Rasa entails 

essence in relation to emotions, however not to experience, but to savour the essence. 

 “For Tagore, who began his literary career as an erstwhile Vaisnava  poet, allegorizing the 

soul search for God in the love play of Krishna and Radha, the mature version of his human-divine 

connection would inform his remaining poetry, much of it a meditation on his  jivan devata, “the 

living God”  within, his muse” (Steward and Twichell 2003, 95).  

 

Poem 2 (Tagore 1875, 19) 

”You innocent,  

So careless with your lapful of red flowers,  

Eyes searching the moonless woods 

For his eyes looking back. 

Not there tonight. No sound but the bees 

Rummaging through the twilight, whispering. 

You startle like a deer, Radha.  

 

Where will she quench herself,  

this flower-burdened girl?  

I have no unguent for her burning. 

 No hands but this can cure her,  

no hands but this can catch her,  

her chain of flowers and hold her still. 

 

She grabs my hand, not knowing 

It‟s mine, night bird about to cry out 

To the whole forest, since she can‟t see him 

Or feel the after-tremor of his touch 

Subsiding in her body 
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Look, the wind‟s undressing you,  

Scattered moonbeam, hold still –  

It‟s not his longing that loosens the cloth. 

Talk to me, tear-spangled one,  

Quit looking down the empty path. 

It‟s late, it‟s dark. Not even his shadow lies there. 

Be quiet now. I‟ll sing to you 

 

Poem 5 (Tagore 1875, 31) 

Shake off that Sadness, Radha!  

Here comes your Lord, beautiful as sky, 

Sauntering and singing though the gove. 

Quick, your indigo blouse. 

Part your hair, reckless blossom, 

Deepen the red on your brow. 

 

Let‟s celebrate the consummation! 

With anklets jingling, run to the trysting-place, 

Light the golden oil,  

Perfume their secret room beneath the trees.  

The star-white jasmine blooms tonight. 

String a thousand flowers, girls,  

And hang them all around. 

 

Oh, my own thirst awakes  

at the sight of him, the sound of him  

practicing his song of their reunion.   
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Poem 14  (Tagore 1875, 57) 

When we‟re together, night like this delight me 

But when the clouds come down between us 

And trash around so rudely in the trees,  

The I fear, Lord, imagining your breath-taking words 

Lost out there among the swords of lightning.  

Through the war of weather you‟ve come to me.  

Take off your clothes. Let me dry you. I‟ll untie my hair.  

Come lie with me among the stalks of lotus,  

skin cold and thrilled. 

 

Poem 22  (Tagore 2003, 85)  

I‟ve fallen from my life, friend –  

my tears since birth have washed my charms away.  

But I‟ve known pure love.  

If I glimpse for an instant  

my own Dark Lord on the forest path,  

I kiss the dust at his feet a hundred times,  

as if each grain were a jewel.  

 

Unlucky, star-crossed birth.  

I long only to stay within the shadow  

of his flute and taste from afar his dark smile.  

 

Radha is the Dark Lord‟s Mistress!  

May her pleasure be endless!  

  

But it‟s  grief that‟s endless,  

a river of unseen tears. 

 

The Tagore poems in  The Lover of God have a clear erotic and aesthetic connotation. As a 

refined esthete, Krishna plays with Radha‟s feelings. Through his refined love play he seduced Radha, 

but leaves her behind in dismay. As she is separated from him, her longing grows even more.  All she 

can do, is keep on worshipping him.  
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Jayadeva’s Gitagovinda  

Jayadeva‟s dramatic lyrical Sanskrit poem Gitagovinda is also devoted to Lord Krishna and 

focuses on the Radha and Krishna  love in a rite of spring. The poem is highly regarded by critiques. 

The erotic connation has led many Indian commentators to interpret the love between Radha and 

Krishna as a metaphor of the human soul‟s love for God. Sanskrit scholar Stoler Miller (1977) argues 

that in Jayadeva‟s  Gitagovinda Radha and Krishna (in an environment of springtime) are vehicles for 

the universalization of erotic emotion. “These youthful figures with gleaming flesh and lotus-petal 

eyes manifest signs of emotion to communicate the passion of their separation. The aesthetic 

experience of their love is the means for breaking the imaginary barrier dividing human from divine” 

(Stoler Miller 1977, 15) .  

The Gitagovinda contains 12 poems and 24 songs. It begins with the ten cosmic avataras
65

 of 

Lord Vishnu. Jayadeva emphasizes Radha and Krishna‟s secret erotic relationship and presents 

intimate aspects of Krishna in relation to existence, focusing on the suffering he shares with Radha in 

frustration of their love.  

Krishna‟s euphoric reunion with Radha allows the poet‟s audience to observe the centre of 

human existence. After the first night of lovemaking with Radha, Krishna leaves her to enjoy himself 

with other girls. Radha suffers and longs for the love of Krishna. The power of her longing makes 

Krishna suffer too. Then she decides to meet Krishna again and after the reunion she feels the power 

of her lover.  “As Jayadeva elaborates on the passion of Radha and Krishna, he creates an esthetic 

atmosphere of erotic mood, which is bliss for the devotees of Krishna. The poet‟s aim is implied in an 

opening verse of the Gitagovinda” (Stoller Miller 1977, 14): 

 

If remembering Hari
66

 enriches your heart, 

If his arts of seduction arouse you,  

Listen to Jayadeva‟s speech 

In these sweet soft lyrical songs.  
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The manifestations: Fish, Tortoise, Boar, Man-Lion, Dwarf, axman Priest, prince Ram, plowman Balaram, 

enlightened Buddha, avenger Kalki.  

66
 Other name for Krishna. 
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“The relationship between aesthetic and spiritual experience is made explicit in the signature 

verse of the final song of the poem” (Stoller Miller 1977, 14)   

 

Make your heart sympathetic to Jayadeva‟s splendid speech! 

Recalling Hari‟s feet is elixir against fevers of this dark time. 

She told the joyful Yadu hero, playing to delight her heart.  

 

The translations of Jayadeva‟s poems are divided into 12 parts: Joyful Krishna, Careless 

Krishna, Bewildered Krishna, Tender Krishna, Lotus-eyed Krishna longing for love, Indolent 

Krishna, Cunning Krishna, Abashed Krishna, Languishing Krishna, Four Quickening Arms, Blisful 

Krishna, and Ecstatic Krishna. It is not possible to discuss all the poems and songs in Gitagovinda. 

For the purpose of my thesis I have focused on the aesthetic fragment of the poem and song Ecstatic 

Krishna. This poem and  song  particularly emphasize the aesthetic atmosphere and erotic mood 

between Radha and Krishna. 

 

 

The Twelfth Part: Ecstatic Krishna (Jayadeva, 12
th
 AD) 

When her friend has gone, 

Smiles spread on Radha‟s lips 

While love‟s deep fantasies 

Struggled with her modesty, 

Seeing the mood in Radha‟s heart, 

Hari spoke to his love; 

Her eyes were fixed 

On his bed buds and tender shoots.  
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The Twenty-third Song (Jayadeva, 12
th
 AD) 

Leave lotus footprints on my bed of tender shoots, loving Radha! 

Let my place be ravaged by your tender feet! 

Narayana
67

 is faithful now. Love me Radhika
68

! 

 

I stroke your feet with my lotus hand – You have come far. 

Set your golden anklet on my bed like the sun.  

Narayana is faithful now. Love me Radhika! 

 

Consent to my love; let elixir pour from your face! 

To end our separation I bare my chest of the silk that bars your breast.  

Narayana is faithful now. Love me Radhika! 

 

Throbbing breasts aching for loving embrace are hard to touch.  

Rest these vessels on my chest! Quench love‟s burning fire! 

Narayana is faithful now. Love me Radhika! 

 

Offer your lips‟ nectar to revive a dying slave, Radha! 

His obsessed mind and listless body burn in love‟s desolation. 

Narayana is faithful now. Love me Radhika! 

 

A Soothe the long torture my ears have suffered from cuckoo‟s shrill cries! 

Narayana is faithful now. Love me Radhika! 

 

Your eyes are ashamed now to see me tortured by baseless anger! 

Glance at me and end my passion‟s despair! 

Narayana is faithful now. Love me Radhika! 
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 Other name for Krishna. 

68
 Other name for Radha.,  
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Each verse of Jayadeva‟s song echos the delight of Madhu
69

‟s foe. 

Let emotion rise to a joyful mood of love in sensitive men! 

 Narayana is faithful now. Love me Radhika! 

 

Displaying her passion 

In love play as the battle began, 

She launched a bold offensive 

Above him 

And triumphed over her lover. 

Her hips were still,  

Her vine-like arm was slack, 

Her chest was heaving,  

Her eyes were closed.  

Why does a mood of manly force 

Succeed for women love?  

 

Then, as she idled after passionate love, 

Radha, wanting him to ornament her, 

Freely told her lover, 

Secure in her power over him.  

 

Radha is the dramatic heroine and Krishna is the dramatic hero in this poem. It shows Radha‟s 

divine love for Krishna. It is a kind of feeling that a deserted woman perhaps suffers.    

 

This aesthetic and hedonistic lifestyle is part of Krishna‟s life from adolescence to manhood. 

Later Krishna becomes the central character in the Bhagvad Gita
70

 (2
nd

 century BCE), which is part of 

the Mahabharata. Krishna is prince Arjuna‟s charioteer. He urges Arjuna to fight his kin in the “Great 

War” and fulfill his dharma. But Arjuna hesitates and Krishna responds to his doubts. At that point, 

Krishna reveals that he is the supreme Lord, the creator, maintainer and destroyer of the universe. 

This dialogue (Bhagavad Gita) between Krishna and Arjuna has become one of the most important 

texts in Hinduism  (Flood 1996, 107).  
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 Other name for Krishna. 

70
 Song of the Lord. 
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Summary 

Kierkegaard makes cross connections between aesthetics, arts and faith. He demonstrates that 

existential aesthetics can be considered as a work of art, instead of the hedonistic aesthetic that denies 

all responsibility. Kierkegaard  uses the theory of aesthetics from Romanticism, but he changes it by 

focusing on ethical love. He argues that human existence requires commitment and an ethical or 

religious approach to life . Love is the answer, however,  not hedonistic love but ethical religious love, 

which is only to be found in the institution of marriage.   

Love is also an important theme in Hinduism, for example in the Bhakti cult. We have seen 

that analyzing Hinduism as religion and philosophy is a very complex matter due to its enormous 

diversity. Another difficulty is the difference between Hinduism and theistic religions such as 

Christianity, Islam and Judaism. The Veda, composed by Indo-Aryan tribes is considered one of the 

main scriptures in Hinduism. Dharma and karma are the universal principles of Hinduism and the 

Brahmins are considered the intellectual architects of the Hindu social order. The Hindu religion has 

six main philosophical schools and all claim moksha
71

 as their main purpose.  

To understand Hindu love and romance in the Hindi film we need to understand the Indian 

historical origin of the love stories. The Mahabharata and Ramayana are often used by Bollywood 

filmmakers for inspiration.  The couples Ram and Sita and Radha and Krishna  are frequently used in 

popular Hindi movies. Rabindernath Tagore‟s poems as well as those of Jayadeva are classic 

examples of Radha and Krishna‟s hedonistic romantic lovemaking.      
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  Liberation from rebirth. 
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Concluding Remarks  

This section discussed the differences and similarities between the Western existential 

aesthetic hedonistic character “A” and the existential ethical character “B” in Søren Kierkegaard‟s 

Either/Or (1843) and Ram as the tale of love in Ramayana (200-400 BC) and Krishna, also as a tale 

of love in Gitagovinda  (approximately1205) and in the Lover of God (1875).  

My conclusion is based on the assumption of Pollock‟s theory  that all  indigenous literary 

cultures participate in globalized networks of “borrowing”. Similarities therefore can be striking when 

analyzing cultures, traditions and beliefs.   

We have seen that the gospel of love is preached successfully in the Hollywood production 

Titanic, as explained by Herrmann (2003). Hermann observes that love has become a “the first 

commandment of the popular film of the nineties”. This is also the case for many successful 

Bollywood productions in which love and romance are fixed ingredients for the masala movie.  

There are undeniable similarities between the young Krishna and his liaisons with the Gopis, 

and Don Giovanni and Johannes the Seducer. Particularly the lustful longing of bodies, Krishna 

making love to all the women in the forest  and  the gathering for the thrill of the moment are 

comparable. “A” as the genius incarnation of sensual deceit and Krishna as the aesthetic potential of 

sexual passion and pleasure,  have similarities. Both Johannes and Krishna practice the refined 

aesthetic lovemaking as a work of art.  

However,  with respect to Kierkegaard‟s overall existential theory in Either/Or, Kierkegaard 

considers the ethical-religious life as the existential path to pursue happiness. Kierkegaard does not 

consider the aesthetical  way of life practiced by Johannes and Don Giovanni a choice in life, but a 

temporary stage one needs to go through. Kierkegaard‟s “A” lives a sinful hedonistic life without any 

responsibility. He is rejected by “B”  because he does not live in the real world, but in an imaginary 

one. “B”‟s  alternative is an ethical-religious life in which beauty and aesthetics are part of real life 

through marriage.  

It can therefore be concluded that the aesthetical lifestyle of both Johannes the Seducer and 

Don Giovanni, according to Kierkegaard‟s theory, are not considered as divine romance. Kierkegaard 

considers this aesthetic stage in human life as “non-human existence” and worldly aesthetic beauty 

and the flesh are rejected. Krishna‟s erotic relationship with Radhna, however, is not rejected in any 

way in Hinduism. On the contrary, the divine fleshy lustful love of Krishna and his refined erotic 

plays are actually still part of the Bakti cult, in which the male God Krishna is considered a paramour. 
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Kierkegaard‟s characters Don Giovanni and Johannes the Seducer are rejected as unethical.  

This is probably one of the fundamental differences between Kierkegaard‟work, which is inspired by 

Christianity, on the one hand, and that of Jayadeva and Tagore inspired by the Hindu God Krishna, on 

the other. What might play a role in defining the difference, is that Kierkegaard is a protestant 

(Lutheran) Calvinist, probably raised with the notion that life itself is a sin and that the fleshy side of 

life should be rejected. Instead, one should live a productive ethical hard working life to serve family,  

community, society and God. Kierkegaard himself struggled with his own existence. He never 

married and  never accepted employment and therefore in many ways remained an aesthetic eccentric 

person.  

It is difficult to argue that Kierkegaard drew from the same source as Tagore or Jayadeva for 

inspiration on characters. It is true, however, that Krishna‟s hedonistic erotic life was just one stage of 

his entire manifestation. He marries with 16,108 queens
72

 and becomes a settled householder. As an 

adult, Krishna also becomes the main character in the Bhagvad Gita and reveals the eternal law of 

dharma. According to Van Bijlert (2009), “Krishna is a good image of  the totality of the cosmic 

principle: both socially acceptable and unacceptable. In Calvinist Christianity you have an example to 

follow: Jesus. Krishna however is no such example”
73

. 

Ram, on the contrary, always remained the righteous ethical character without any traces of 

hedonistic affairs. Just as Kierkegaard‟s “B” he cares about his marriage, his wife, his destiny (being a 

prince and a king). He considers his life as an ethical obligation and is determined to help the weak 

and combat evil. Especially his marriage and devotion to his lovely wife Sita is an obsession for Ram. 

He defends her honour by killing Ravan. The Ram character therefore is an ideal example of “B”; he 

is a person that lives an ethical-religious life. It can be concluded that the life of Ram, a manifestation 

of Vishnu, to some extent even is the ideal of living Kierkegaard‟s Calvinistic life of the ethical-

religious “B”.     

In the next part of this thesis, I have examined how the aesthetical and ethical love tales 

discussed are integrated into the cultural texts of contemporary Indian cinema.  
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 “…Thus the Personality of Godhead manifested Himself in 16,108 plenary expansions and simultaneously 

entered into each and every one of the palaces of the queens. This is called vaibhava, or the transcendental 

potency of the Lord”…Bhaktivedanta Vedabase: Srimad Bhagavatam 1.11.31 . Chapter Lord Krishna’s entrance 

into Dvaraka. Website:  http://vedabase.net/sb/1/11/31/, retrieved  in July, 2008. 

73
 Bijlert, V, van. Personal communication with Van Bijlert and his comments on the life of Krishna and the 

differences with Christianity, July, 2009.   

http://vedabase.net/v/vaibhava
http://vedabase.net/sb/1/11/31/
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Part III Aspects of Hindu Aesthetics and Ethics in Popular Indian Cinema  

 

Chapter 8: Analysis of five Romantic Hindi Movies 

In this chapter I have analyzed five popular Indian cinema (Bollywood) films.  My selection
74

 

includes Devdas (2002), Kal Ho Na Ho (2003), Veer-Zaara (2004), Om Shanti Om (2007)  and  

Jodhaa Akbar (2008). All these selected Hindi films of the romantic genre have proved popular in 

terms of the number  moviegoers during their box-office release. “This genre of films dominates the 

current success at the box-office, in both India and throughout the South-Asian diaspora. Almost all of 

the big Bollywood earners of the past few years have been romantic films” (Dudrah 2006, 179). 

According to Gokulsing and Dissanayake (2004), the only way to understand the meaning of  

romantic Bollywood films is to “reconnect them with tradition” (Gokulsing and Dissanayake 2004, 

28).   In this regard, I have attempted to understand  and analyze the movies based on my assumption 

that the discussed Hindu scriptures, stories, images of God and the celebration of divine aesthetical 

(Radha and Krishna) and ethical (Ram and Sita) love between a romantic couple are expressed in 

these popular Hindi films.  

 

I have analyzed the movies using the following method
75

:  

 

- Cinematographic data 

- Description of the synopsis 

- Cinematographic analysis 

- Narrative aspects  

- A discussion on the romantic aesthetics and ethics as pictured in the movie 
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 The selection of the best romantic Hindi movies is based on facts and figures from Box Office India. The net 

gross earnings of a movie are the leading indicator for a high rating in the table. All films analyzed have 

achieved high ratings and excellent  earnings.  http://www.boxofficeindia.com, retrieved in April and May 

2009  

75
 Feijter, I. de & Krans, J. Movie selection based on method of movie analysis. Masters course lecture  

“Religious Imagery in Cinema”, VU University Amsterdam, January 2009.  

http://www.boxofficeindia.com/
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The focal point of my analysis centres on the discussion on the ethical and aesthetical aspects of 

love and romance between a couple, in particular  Ram and Sita, and Radha and Krisha. My analysis 

focuses on prefiguration: the Filmmakers‟ intention with the movie and configuration: the actual 

materialized aesthetics and ethics of love in the film
76

.This research does not dealt with the 

refiguration aspect - as I have not interviewed an audience of filmgoers and their possible divine or 

transcendence experience (in relation to aesthetical Krishna and ethical Ram) while watching one of 

the movies analyzed.  

However, “popular Indian cinema reflects India‟s political, economic, social and cultural aspects” 

(Gokulsing and Dissanayake 2004, 5). It is therefore likely that the religious imagery of aesthetics and 

ethics may have an impact on social relations or the way moviegoers experience their religion. 

Johnston argues that “at time, movies have sacramental capacity to provide viewers an experience of 

transcendence”(Johnston 2007,  320-221).  

Hurley even states that “theology and motion pictures work with transcendence, the difference 

being that theology appeals to the elite while movies are oriented to the mass” (Hurley quoted in 

Johnston 2007, 321). According to Dudrah (2006), Bollywood cinema may have intended  

unpredictable influence on the social behaviour of its audience, in terms of, for example class, gender, 

caste, sexuality, religion, communal politics, nation, diaspora and globalization (Dudrah 2006, 171). 

However, as stated above, in my analysis I have focused on prefiguration and configuration of the 

movies and will not further discuss their impact on an audience of filmgoers.  
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 Krans. Film Hermeneutics: pre-figuration is the filmmakers conception; configuration is the film itself, its 

projection or performance; refiguration is the audience’s perception/consumption of the film. Masters course 

lecture, Religious Imagery in Cinema, VU University Amsterdam, January 2009.  
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Movie 1: Devdas
77

 2002  

Devdas was the highest grossing Hindi film in 2002.  

Starring: Shah Rukh Khan, Aishwarya Rai, Madhuri Dixit  

Director: Sanjay Leela Bhansali  

Producer:  Moyan Nayyar 

 

Synopsis 

Devdas is the saga of a young man and his close childhood friend Paro. It is early 1900 in 

(British) colonial India and Devdas returns from England to his home town in India. He studied law in 

England and is now ready for a career in the upper class of Indian society. He  is looking forward to 

meeting Paro again. She is the daughter of their neighbours, a lower caste family of musicians and 

dancers. Paro is also excited to see Devdas again and together they try to make up for the time they 

have lost. As their love intensifies, Devdas‟ family decides that it is time to make clear that, because 

of the caste difference, a marriage between Paro and Devdas is out of the question. Due to the Hindu 

caste system and a fateful moment of weakness on the part of Devdas, a permanent wall of separation 

is created between him and his beloved Paro.  Paro‟s mother is upset by the rejection of her daughter 

by Devdas‟parents and she feels humiliated. She curses the family and says that her daughter will 

marry a husband of higher caste and that Devdas will always be unhappy. Meanwhile, Paro becomes 

Devdas‟ mistress and they meet secretly at night.   

On one side of the wall of separation we find a heartbroken Paro, who becomes the wife of 

another man (a wealthy land owner). And on the other side, we find the completely heartbroken 

Devdas. Unable to bear a life without his beloved childhood friend, Devdas becomes an alcoholic. But 

that does not help him to forget Paro. Even the devotion of a beautiful courtesan, Chandramukhi, does 

not ease the pain of losing the beautiful Paro. It is only when he consumes large amounts of alcohol 

that his body cannot take it anymore, that he has one last encounter with Paro at the doorsteps of her 

new home. Almost in coma and just before losing his life, Devdas wants to see his Paro just once 

more. However, Paro‟s husband asks the guard to close the fences so that the last encounter between 

the two lovers is prevented forever. At Paro's doorsteps Devdas dies.   
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 In English this means “Servant of the Lord” and is the hero’s name in this film.  
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Narrative Structure 

Chronology: The movie is set in colonial India, in early 1900,  and starts when Devdas returns 

from England where he studied law. We immediately see  a flashback of an early separation between 

the young Paro and the young Devdas, ten years earlier, when Devdas is sent to England for his 

education. The rest of the movie is an accumulation of grief as a result of a forced separation, initiated 

by the parents of Devdas, who considered it unacceptable for their son to marry a girl from a lower 

caste of dancers and entertainers.  Grief is mainly expressed by romantic songs describing the 

aesthetic love between Radha and Krishna. The drama of the separation between Devdas and Paro is 

stressed by a returning flashback of the early traumatic separation of the two friends.      

Characters: The main characters in this film are Devas and Paro. Chandramukhi, the courtesan 

has a significant supporting role in helping Devdas to recover. “The courtesan is commonly found in 

classic art and literature, ministering to the physical and emotional needs of men. The courtesan in 

Indian films is represented as existing outside the normal domain of domesticity and she is deeply 

attracted to the protagonist of the film, although he does not fall in love with her”(Gokulsing and 

Dissanayake 2004, 80). This is also the case for Devdas. Chandramukhi is rejected by Devdas. The 

movie has some characters with small roles, such as the parents of Devdas and Paro, and a school 

friend of Devdas with whom he goes to brothels and consumes large amounts of alcohol to forget 

Paro.     

 

Physicality: The close relationship between  Paro and Devas is explicit in this movie. Physical 

contact is made between the two, Devdas touches and holds Paro. There is, however, no explicit  

kissing scene, which is still a taboo in popular Indian cinema. As Persad (1994) explains: “the 

prohibition of kissing scenes was based on an unwritten rule; the written rules prohibited excessively 

passionate love scenes, indelicate sexual situations and scenes suggestive of immorality, all of which 

were derived from the British code of Censorship applied in Britain as well as (with modification) in 

British India” (Parsad quoted in Gukulsing and Dissanayake 2004, 80). 

 

Camera: The camera always focuses on the film‟s aesthetics, e.g. the beautiful faces, dances 

and flamboyant clothing. Almost all shooting is done in the house of Devdas, Paro‟s new home and in 

the brothel. There is one longer scene in a train, where Devdas gets drunk and decides to return to 

Paro.  
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Figure 2. Mother of Paro sings a Radha and Krishna song (screenshot). 

 

Use of Sound and Music: The songs in this movie do not come from out of the blue, but stress 

the grief of separation, as well as the hedonistic relationship between Radha and Krisha. Two 

particular songs are even explicitly devoted to the lovemaking between Radha and Krishna. 

According to Richards  (1995), music and dance sequences are one of the strategies used to disguise 

sexual acts in Indian cinema (Richards 2004 quoted in Gukulsing and Dissanayake, 80).  Gukulsing 

and Dissanayake observe that the song and dance sequences in popular Indian movies are 

conventionally coded as contracted public voyeurism. “Such erotic display of the female body in the 

popular cinema can be explained by the ideology of the public sphere”(Gukulsing and Dissanayake 

2004, 81).  

Analysis of romantic aesthetic and ethics 

Devdas is a modern remake of the same movie released in 1955 (Bimal Roy 1955). The new 

version is set in the same era as the first release: colonial India at the beginning of the 20
th
 century. 

Throughout the story the erotic and romantic, but socially unacceptable love between Paro and 

Devdas dominates. The lovers and soul mates are not granted permission to marry by the Devdas‟ 

parents. Paro becomes Devdas‟ secret lover and remains so during the whole movie.  

The passionate Radha and Krishna relationship is expressed by two songs in particular. One 

of the most explicit  scenes in which the love between Radha and Krishna is celebrated, is in the song 

(more piya- my dearest love) performed by Paro‟s mother. As she sings “Krishna and Radha in the 

Dance of Love at the river of Jumna” to please her rich neighbours and friends, she hopes that 

Devdas‟ parents will allow him to marry Paro.  
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During the song we see Paro as Radha and Devdas as Krishna. It may be concluded therefore 

that the script on Devdas, is the true spirit of Jaydeva‟s Gita Govinda: …”Eager for the art of his love 

on the Jumna riverbank, a girl pulls his silk cloth toward a thicket of reeds with her hand”… 

(Jayadeva 12 CE, 76), as well as in the poem‟s of Tagore‟s The Lover of God: ...”Shake off that 

sadness, Radha! Here comes your Lord, beautiful as sky, sauntering and singing through the grove. 

Quick, your indigo blouse. Part your hair, reckless blossom, deepen the red on your brow”…(Tagore 

1875, 31) 

 

 

Figure 3. Radha and Krishna dance act performed by Devdas and Paro (screenshot). 

 

While Paro‟s mother sings, Devdas performs a secret erotic rite with Paro as his Gopi, just as 

Krishna. It appears that this particular scene has integrated Tagore‟s aesthetical love tale, noting: 

...”how quickly she slips away, with nothing but a thin sari of longing to protect her, the two of them 

already laughing again…let‟s honour their sacred commingling…Go to her, Lord now, what‟s 

stopping you? The earth drowns in sleep. Let‟s go. I‟ll walk with you…” (Tagore 1874, 33-34).  

The second most explicit celebration of divine love between Radha and Krishna is a song 

performed by the prostitute Chandramukhi who wants to seduce Devdas in the brothel. Devdas is  

depressed, heartbroken and regrets his letter to Paro, in which he wrote that he loves her very much 

but that he is going to obey his parents and therefore cannot marry her. Devdas is drunk and 

Chandramukhi performs a Radha-Krishna song and dances for him in the brothel.   
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Figure 4: Radha and Krishna song and dance act performed by Chandramukhi (screenshot).  

 

Chandramukhi dances like Radha and sings:..“Radha‟s face is aglow, electric, her gait 

seductive…Krishna stopped her, he surprised Radha with a kiss…Radha‟s veil was slipping 

away…do not tease me, Radha pleaded…why are you teasing me?...but Krishna was obstinate…he 

shamed Radha. That night Krishna would not listen…but whom could Radha complain to?...A pot of 

milk Radha carried, when she heard Krishna‟s footsteps…As her heart skipped a beat…Radha 

pleaded don‟t‟ hold my arm and then her bangles broke…oh stop teasing me…”   

From an ethical point of view, the notion of the Ram and Sita relationship in this movie is also 

apparent. Paro married by arrangement to a rich older Hindu landlord, a man that could be her father. 

He is a widower and at the first night after the wedding, he says to Paro that he married her because of  

his social standing and his family, but that he will never touch Paro because he is still very much in 

love with his deceased wife. He can‟t forget her and stresses that there will only be one woman in his 

life and that there will never be room for another even though he is a widower and she is a beautiful 

young woman. Paro is surprised, but respects his decision.   

When Devdas is separated from Paro and Chandramukhi tries to seduce him, he suddenly 

becomes very judgmental: “you are a woman Chandramukhi, realize that you are one…a woman is… 

child, mother, sister, wife and friend…and if she is nothing…she is a whore…”, he exclaims. This 

shows a double standard on morality, on the one hand he makes Paro his whore, because he can‟t 

marry her, and on the other he is judging Chandramukhi for being a whore.  
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Devdas provides insight into the Radha and Krishna love story and challenges the Hindu 

caste system and the doctrine of arranged marriages and its ongoing possible negative consequences. 

Béteille (1996) explains that “it is often said that no matter how loudly Hindus might proclaim their 

indifference or even hostility to caste, when it comes to marriage, all of them – educated and 

uneducated, urban and rural, professional and peasant – turn to caste” (Béteille 1996, 162).  

The movie also generalizes the love and erotic image of Radha and Krishna‟s lovemaking on 

the one hand and the ethical true Ram and Sita relationship on the other. Whether one believes in 

either aesthetic or ethical love, the film suggests a controversy that may still be a pressing social 

challenge in Indian society today. The overall picture is that this romantic love story and a large part 

of the film are very much inspired by the mythological aesthetical character of Krishna.  

 

Movie 2. Kal Ho Na Ho
78

 (2003) 

This movie was the second highest grossing movie, in terms of net gross earnings in 2003. 

Starring: Shah Rukh Khan, Preity Zinta, Saif Ali Khan, Sonali Bendre and Jaya Bachchan  

Director: Nikhil Advani  

Producer: Dharma Productions  Music: Shankar, Ehsaan, Loy  

 

Synopsis 

Kal Ho Na Ho takes place in Manhattan, New York, and tells the story of three friends, 

Aman, Rohit, and Naina. The story is a journey that teaches them the true meaning of love and 

friendship.  In the film they discover themselves and find the courage to live through times of 

happiness and grief. Naina‟s family is semi-Punjabi and semi-Christian. Naina (23) is an insecure girl 

and is still waiting for her prince to arrive.  At home, she has to assume a great deal of responsibility, 

such as taking care of her younger brother and sister, as well as helping her mother, Jennifer. She also 

deals with  all the family‟s economic problems, including a restaurant that is about to go bankrupt.  

Burdened by all these family responsibilities, Naina never has time for herself.   

Then, the sexy Aman moves into Naina‟s small Indian neighbourhood in New York. And 

with him  a joyful and charming personality.  He is  a young man living  in New York (with his 

mother) temporarily for a medical treatment because he suffers from a chronic heart disease. He and 

Naina fall in love, but despite the strong mutual attraction, Aman decides not to pursue the 

relationship because of bad news on his heart condition: he will die soon.  
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 In English this means “It happened yesterday”.  
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He then decides that despite being in love with Naina himself, she should marry her good 

friend Rohit, since Aman wants her to have a good husband who will look after her. Aman does not 

want to tell her about his serious heart condition and lies to her saying that he is already married to 

someone else and therefore cannot marry Naina. He sets up a rendezvous between Naina and Rohit, 

but Naina explains to Rohit that she is in love with Aman. After a sequence of misunderstandings, 

Aman explains his heart condition and finally Naina agrees to marry Rohit.  The power of friendship 

starts, but a fatal turn of events causes chaos and misunderstanding between all three characters.   

 

Narrative Structure 

Chronology: The film starts with Rohit and Naina taking an evening MBA course. Rohit 

pretends to be a real womanizer. Naina has her doubts and feels that Rohit is very immature most of 

the time. When Aman enters the scene he becomes friends with both Rohit and Naina, and she falls in 

love with Aman. Since Aman has heard that there is no cure for his heart condition, he decides to 

make Naina fall in love with Rohit. (The other way around was not necessary because Rohit was in 

love with Naina all the time.)  When Naina finds out about Aman‟s misfortune, she accepts his wish 

that she should marry Rohit. For a long time, however, it remains unclear whether Naina will accept 

the immature Rohit as her husband. “Like most Bollywood films  of the romantic genre, the love 

match between the hero and heroine has to „work‟ if it is to be believed and appreciated by the 

audience. The romantic films sets up an expectation among its audiences: they know that a couple will 

be matched. However, innovative film makers are ever more eager to excite their audiences either by 

casting different actors to play the same storyline in different ways, or by adding new, additional 

elements and twists to the traditional love story” (Dudrah 2006, 78).   

Space: Space plays a crucial role in this movie. All  main characters live in the Indian 

diasporac community of  New York. The filmmaker has done is his utmost to show New York, as if 

the viewer is watching a travel programme sponsored by the City of New York.  We notice the flashy 

skyscrapers and impressive office buildings, Rohit living in an upmarket penthouse, the skyline of 

New York, the Brooklyn Bridge and Central Park. All scenes are shot near typical New York 

landmarks.  
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Characters: The main characters in this film are Aman, Naina and Rohit. Aman‟s  role serves 

two purposes. At first he is  the man wanting Naina for himself, but later he becomes the heroic 

character who is trying to unite Naina and Rohit. Naina is a young girl struggling with her family life 

and uncertainty about her own future. She believes that  she will marry Aman soon, but  does not 

know that her prince charming will soon die. Rohit is a bourgeois spoiled Gujarati boy who is 

desperately looking for a girl to marry but is not very successful. The main supporting role is that of 

Naina‟s mother, a grieving widow, who tries to keep up appearances in the Indian American 

community,  despite her financial problems.   

 

Camera: The camera focuses on important New York City landmarks. Every effort has been 

made to show the city‟s urban scenery. More emphasis is often put on the surroundings than on the 

characters or the actual story. According to Gokulsing and Dissanayake camera angles in popular 

Indian cinema and the “use of close-ups serve to call attention to the ingenuity of cameramen, quite 

apart from their function in advancing the story”  (Gokulsing and Dissanayake 2004, 100).    

 

Use of Sound and Music: The songs are used to stress the diasporic diversity of the Indian 

community, multiculturalism in New York and the drama of the story. One of the songs is actually 

shot in a church with a black gospel group. In another setting Rohit and Naina learn how to dance the 

sala with American Hispanics in a multicultural environment. This is clearly the latest trend in Hindi 

films: East meets West as a new twist in popular Indian cinema. Gokulsing and Dissanayake explain: 

“popular Indian cinema is drawing on the influence of diaspora and particularly its music and 

reflecting their cultural developments back to them” (Gokulsing and Dissanayake 2004, 100).  

Analysis of romantic aesthetic and ethics 

This movie is a good example of the influence of the diasporic community on Indian 

filmmakers. In  fact, the whole movie is filmed in New York, and in addition to the Indian actors, we 

see the multi ethnicity of the city. Dudrah observes that “since the nineties Bollywood films with 

diasporic interests have developed the theme of migrancy and settlement in Hindi cinema from earlier 

years”(Dudrah 2006, 67). The  essence of the story is a sequence of fatal events that cause deep 

emotions. The aesthetical Krishna character is Rohit Patel. He is a rich young man (advertising 

manager) from an influential Gujarati family that owns a large food chain. His aim is to conquer 

women, as many as possible, regardless of looks, age, married or single, etc. At the beginning of the 

movie we see how he tries to date women at work, in the lift during his MBA class.  
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Figure 5. Rohit proposes a date with a lady in the lift. The man in the middle is her husband 

(screenshot).  

 

He does his utmost to conquer women, but unfortunately is not as successful as he would like 

to be. His best friend is Naina and he constantly brags about his imagined success with the opposite 

sex. In fact, he is not tactful at all and despite his wealth and looks, he lacks the skill and art to 

conquer a girl‟s heart. You could say that he fails to be both Krishna and Kierkegaard‟s “A”. 

 

 

Figure 6. Rohit is attracted by a new entrant in the MBA class (screenshot).  
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The ethical Ram character in the movie is much stronger and features Aman. He tries to help 

Nina and her family with their problems. While doing so, he faces the obstacles and challenges that 

life usually has in store. Moreover, Naina is not pleased with Aman‟s decision to intervene in her 

personal life . He makes her do things that she would never have dreamt of doing.  He  teaches Naina 

that there is more to life and she falls in love with him. Unfortunately, Aman has an incurable heart 

condition and whilst he is in love with Naina, he pretends not to be. 

Aman‟s attitude is typical of the Ram character that feels that a woman should be protected by 

a man who is good for her and actually will protect her. Therefore, Aman does his utmost to find the 

right husband for the girl he will never marry. This is an example of self sacrifice for the happiness of 

someone you love or accepting your own karma and the notion of maya
79

. Moreover, the movie 

touches upon themes such as  cycle of birth, death, and rebirth, with Aman as  the character hoping 

for  liberation from his bondage. Among other things, this is expressed by one of the songs Aman 

sings: “Life is changing every moment…what time you have is yours…for tomorrow might never 

come”…  

 

 

Figure 7. Aman singing a song on accepting one’s own karma (screenshot).  
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 The all pervading divine power of illusion, which obstructs  the perception of  the reality of being.  
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The social Indian framework  and the institution of marriage dominate this movie. At first 

Naina‟s Punjabi family does not want her to marry Gujarati Rohit, but are later convinced by Aman. 

Aman persuades Rohit to marry Naina in the same way Kierkegaard criticized “A” in Either/Or,  by 

emphasizing that marriage can be considered as the aesthetical way of life. Another aspect is the taboo 

of suicide: Naina‟s family does not want to talk about the suicide of Naina‟s father. The Christian 

background of Naina‟s mother (Jennifer) seems somewhat forced, with images of gospel singers in 

churches, probably in order to please a diasporic community and cater for an international film 

market. The influence of the religious Indian poetry of Tagore or Jayadeva is not clear in the film 

narrative. Ka Ho Na Ho is a diasporic representation of the new style Indian filmmakers are applying 

in the romantic genre. Traditional values, songs and dance acts are still used,  but a more surprising 

unexpected storyline comes into play. This movie features: the heroic act of self sacrifice for love and 

romance. 

  

Movie 3: Veer-Zaara
80

 2004 

This movie was ranked number one in 2004. 

Starring: Shah Rukh Khan and Rani Mukerji 

Director: Yash Chopra 

Producers: Yash Chopra and Aditya Chopra  

 

Synopsis 

Squadron Leader Veer Pratap Singh is a rescue pilot in the Indian Air Force, who risks his 

own life to save the lives of others. One day, while on duty, he saves Zaara who was about to fall 

from a cliff, as the bus in which she drove broke down. Zaara is a girl from Pakistan, a carefree young 

woman  who has come to India to fulfill the wish of her deceased housekeeper and surrogate mother. 

After the cliff incident Veer looks after Zaara and during the few days they are together they fall in 

love. However, it is an impossible love: Zaara is a Muslim and engaged to be married with an upper 

class Muslim man from Pakistan, a marriage arranged by her parents.  

Together they pour the ashes of Zaara‟s deceased housekeeper into a holy river, a common 

Hindi ritual.  Zaara is also invited to Veer‟s home village. He has been brought up by his aunt and 

uncle. Zaara is welcomed and offered local hospitality by the villagers. She is impressed by the 

kindness and love she receives as a Pakistani. She would have liked to stay with Veer in India, but 

returns to Pakistan because she cannot disobey the wish of her parents to marry the man they have 

chosen for her.  
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 Veer is the hero’s name and Zaara the heroine’s name.  
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Veer, desperate to meet her again goes to Pakistan to find Zaara and convince her not to 

marry. However, in Pakistan Veer is captured under false espionage accusations, master-minded by 

Zaara‟s husband-to-be.    

Twenty-two years later, Saamiya Siddiqui, a Pakistani lawyer, finds herself face-to-face with 

an ageing Veer. He has been in a Pakistani jail for 22 years and has not spoken to anyone during all 

these years - and no one knows why. Saamiya‟s  mission is to discover the truth about Veer, and to 

see to it that justice is done.  

She starts her journey to unveil the truth. The story of Veer and his life. Why has Veer been 

silent for 22 years? Why is he in a jail in Pakistan? Where is Zaara? What happened to her? Saamiya 

is successful in court and is able to prove that Veer should be released immediately. She also makes 

an effort to find Zaara, and she finds her.  Not in the arms of her husband, however, in Veer‟s home 

village in India. Thanks to Saamiya‟s profound research and convincing efforts in court the couple are 

reunited after 22 years.   

 

Narrative Structure 

Chronology: The film starts with Veer as a suave young helicopter pilot. The young eligible 

bachelor is a true dream prince. He was raised by his aunt and uncle because his parents passed away 

when he was very young.  On the other side of the Indian border - the focus is on Zaara - who lives in 

a more closed Muslim community in Pakistan and is struggling for freedom. She considers the trip to 

India as an opportunity to see something more than her home town Lahore.    

In India, Zaara experiences freedom and romance.  By showing the  people of India its culture 

and  the Indian landscape, the country is promoted as one of the best places in which to live.  Pakistan, 

however, is portrayed as an evil nation.  The Indian hero Veer is humiliated and jailed in Pakistan.  

After the images of Veer being jailed, the movie takes us to Pakistan and moves forward 22 years. In 

flashbacks Veer explains to his lawyer what has happened and that he had agreed to sign a paper 

stating that he was spying for the Indian Secret Service so that Zaara would be left alone by the 

Pakistani authorities. When he is released, 22 years later, Veer and Zaara are united in Pakistan. The 

couple decides to return to India where they can live in freedom, Hindu and a Muslim, side by side.  
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Plot: The plot of the story is surprising compared with the other analyzed films. When Veer 

is jailed, the  audience expect some action in the movie. But  there is no action at all. Veer serves his 

time in jail until Saamiya takes up his case. According to Dudrah, in the late 1990s filmmakers  

redirected their all-action films “towards more rounded family entertainment, consisting of a more 

palatable blend of romance and peppered with action only when required according to the script” 

(Dudrah 2006, 179). It is also surprising that Zaara was not actually married at the time Veer was in 

prison. She appears to have moved to India to work in an orphanage in Veer‟s home village.  

   

Characters: The main characters in this film are Veer and Zaara, but Saamiya is also 

undeniably a heroine, as she took up Veer‟s case. Despite opposition from the Pakistani authorities 

she pursued her case. The villains are also clearly identifiable in this movie: the majority of male 

Pakistani‟s. Pakistani women are oppressed and denied human rights. The development of the 

characters is also different than in the other analyzed films. At first Veer and Zaara are young people 

in their twenties, eager to challenge life. After 22 years  both actually look as if they are almost 80 (!). 

The fact that they have aged is highly exaggerated to make the melodrama complete. Gokulsing and 

Dissanayake explains: “Melodrama tends to simplify the world and present everything in stark 

contrasts. And this is what popular Indian cinema does” (Gokulsing and Dissanayake 2004, 100).    

 

Use of Sound and Music: Most songs in this movie are of the romantic genre and are therefore 

central to the narrative. However,  the film also contains a patriotic song, showing the rich traditions 

of Indian culture. Veer sings:  “how beautiful his country is” and that “it really has everything”. 

Dudrah (2006) observes that songs are used to enhance India‟s tradition and culture in the movies. 

“Increasingly affluence and access to a “Westernized “commodity culture is acceptable only 

alongside the retention of “traditional” Indian culture and values. “Thus, songs carry the weight of an 

extra-narrative debate about constructed versions of India”(Dudrah 2006, 51).  
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Analysis of romantic aesthetic and ethics 

This love story is about a forbidden love between an (Indian) Hindu male and a Muslim 

(Pakistani) female. Though the couple stops once at Radha and Krishna shrine in a village, there is not 

much reference to aesthetics in a similar way  that we find this in the Radha and Krishna literature The 

Lover of God and Gitagovinda. This movie is more inspired by the Ram character. This drama of 

injustice and loyalty is a theme from the Ramayana. Just like Sita, Zaara sacrifices herself for Veer‟s 

dreams, helping orphans in his home village, despite false assumptions that he was killed in a car 

accident, but in fact was imprisoned. The separation of Ram and Sita is an essential part of the epos. 

This story also contains the message that true love is durable, in spite of  evil forces, in this case:  the 

Pakistani Government. It is the message of the Ramayana being retold in a contemporary context.   

Veer-Zaara also symbolizes India‟s tragic partition, one of  the most traumatic events in the 

country‟s history. The film theme therefore goes beyond a love story, it is almost a political outcry for 

unity and unnecessary hostility. It also shows how the Muslim girl  Zaara performs a Sikh-Hindu 

funereal ceremony, which is uncommon for a Muslim.  

The film has as strong patriotic and nationalistic connotation. This, for example, is expressed 

in a song…..”The earth is golden, the heaven blue, a guest is referred to as a God… this is my 

country…”. “…My country is as your country…”, the couple sings. Gokulsing and Dissanayake 

conclude: “Popular patriotism, it seems, is still a viable commercial proposition” (Gokulsing and 

Dissanayake 2004, 115).  

When Veer returns after 22 years to the Indian side of the border he kneels down, touches the 

earth and his heart. “Let‟s go home”,  he says to Zaara. The scene emphasizes on the one hand the evil 

country Pakistan, a country where  people are jailed without a fair trial.  On the other hand,  on this 

side of the border there is India, as a beacon of light and a more righteous human country. Though the 

Pakistani female Muslim lawyer Zaamiya manages to free the hero, Pakistan bashing seems to be an 

important nationalistic sentiment in this movie. Dwyer (2006) explains that “while Hindi films are 

undoubtedly anti-Pakistani, they are not anti-Muslim. This would prejudice sales in the international 

market, in particular, in the Gulf States where these films have a huge market, as well as the large 

Muslim South Asian diaspora in the United Kingdom” (Dwyer 2006, 283).   
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Figure 8. The judge apologizing on behalf of the state of Pakistan (screenshot). 

 

Overall this film is of the romantic genre but in fact it has a strong patriotic and political 

message. “Politically, the secular nationalism which prevailed from the partition to the 1970s has been 

challenged by a Hindu nationalism expressed in the Bharatiya Janata Party‟s (BJP) Hindutva
81

 

doctrine – a clear-cut identity based on nationalism and patriotism” (Gokulsing and Dissanayake 

2004, 110). Dasgupta (2006) explains that Hindu nationalists use the media to mobilize public 

support, including “the use of popular music modeled on film songs” (Dasupta 2006, 261). Dwyer 

also observes that the rise of Hindu nationalism in the 1990s was accompanied by a large media 

campaign, including the use of  the Internet and religious soaps on television.  

 

 

Figure 9. Veer kisses the Indian soil when he returns from Pakistan (screenshot).  
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 “This doctrine emphasizes Indianess and Hinduness. Hindutva seeks to establish India as a Hindu nation, and 

to recover and proudly proclaim the essence of Indian civilization: Hindutva. It regards minorities, especially 

the Muslim and Christian ones which adopted foreign religions, as alien and less patriotic.” (Robinson 2004,  

213).  
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Dwyer  (2006) notices that many supporters of Hindutva have emerged from the new middle 

classes and have benefited from the economic liberalization of the 1990s. She explains that 

nationalistic movies are often produced to satisfy the Hindutva supporters who are to be found in the 

growing new Indian middle classes. These groups “generate much of India‟s public culture, both as 

producers and consumers of television and film”(Dwyer 2006, 273-274). Dwyer continues to argue 

that “it would be surprising if the Hindi films from the 1990s on, produced and consumed by the new 

middle classes,  did not manifest Hindutva ideology, just as nationalist and Nehruvian ideologies 

dominated earlier films”(Dwyer 2006, 274).  

Dwyer suggests that Hindu nationalists may have also indirect influence on popular Indian 

cinema. “Yet recent years have seen closer, though vague, connections between the film industry and 

Hindu nationalists groups. Bombay is located in the heartland of Hindu nationalism, as many 

Hindutva groups have their origins in Maharashtra
82

, while Bombay itself is home to the Shiv Sena, a 

localized, plebeian, militant Hindu group” (Dwyer 2006, 276). Dwyer continues to claim that 

“networks and associations may well exist between the Shiv Shena and the industry, but, as suggested 

above, they are unclear” (Dwyer 2006, 276).  
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  Mumbai (formerly known as Bombay) is the capital of the Indian state Maharashtra.   
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Movie 4. Om
 
Shanti Om

83
 (2007) 

This movie was ranked 4 in 2007. 

Starring: Shahrukh Khan, Deepika Padukone, Arjun Rampal, Shreyas Talpade 

Director: Farah Khan 

Producer: Gauri Khan 

 

Synopsis 

The movie begins with Om working as a B-rated actor in a Bollywood studio. Along with his 

friend Pappu, he has been working in the film industry for years, but so far has not been very 

successful.  Om wants to  meet his dream girl: the successful film actress Shanti. During a movie 

shoot, Shanti is overcome by fire on the set. The supposed “hero”  acting with Shanti on the set, is 

scared and runs away. It is Om who saves the heroine. When Shanti decides that it is time to reveal  to 

the world that she is (secretly)  married to the successful film producer Mukhesh Mehra, the story is 

given a twist.  

One night, Om notices Mukesh escorting Shanti to the set of their planned film Om Shanti 

Om. Once they are inside, Shanti tells Mukesh that she will cancel the film and reveal their marriage 

to the public. She also wants a grand wedding party on the spectacular set. Mukhesh however, is 

angry and argues that if the crowd  finds out of about their marriage, they will  no longer accept her as 

a star. This would mean a financial setback for him and his business.  

Mukesh then decides that it is time to get rid of Shanti. He sets the studio on fire and leaves 

Shanti behind imprisoned. Om attempts to rescue her, but is prevented from doing so by Mukesh‟s 

bodyguards. He is fatally injured and is launched onto the road by an explosion, where he is  hit by a 

car, owned by a well-known and successful Bollywood actor. This actor  is taking his wife, who is in 

labour at the time of the collision,  to a hospital for the birth of their child. They take Om with them to 

the hospital, but he dies from his injuries. Moments later, the couple‟s child is born: a son, and they 

name him Om.  

The new Om is Om Prakash's reincarnation. In his new life he plans to avenge the death of 

Shanti. So the reincarnated Om convinces Mukesh, with whom Om has become close friends, to 

produce the film Om Shanti Om and re-create the original film set which was set on fire 30 years ago.  

On that film set he reveals his plan. He convinces Mukesh  that Shanti Priya's “ghost” is haunting 

him, thereby frightening him so much that  he will reveal his evil role in Shanti's death. 
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 Om refers to Ohm or Aum, and is the mystical syllable in Sanskrit, known as pranava, the life-giving eternal 

force, which is used in prayer or mantra. Shanti means peace in Sanskrit. In the movie Om is the name of the 

hero  and Shanti the name of the heroine.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reincarnation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ghost
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Narrative Structure 

Chronology: The film starts  in the 1970s using the first Om as an introduction to the movie. 

The real story starts with the reincarnation of the new Om in 2007. We do not see the new Om‟s 

childhood, but suddenly he wakes up at his 30th birthday. He is no longer the unsuccessful pathetic 

amateur actor. He is now the son of a famous actor and an award-winning actor himself. He has been 

granted a  life as a successful actor.        

Space: Space plays a crucial role in the film plot. Om Shanti Om is not only a Bollywood 

movie, but also a movie about Bollywood. All scenes are filmed in Mumbai and the Bollywood 

studios. The filmmaker tries to represent Mumbai in the 1970s and contemporary Mumbai.  

Particularly notable the working middle class and affluent people in the city. According to Dwyer, the 

audiences in which the film industry are most interested “are the elite metropolitan Indians and the 

diasporic South Asians, their hope being that within the next decade Hindi films will find a 

mainstream audience in the West” (Dwyer 2006, 283).  

 

Plot: The plot is very much religiously inspired:  karma (action and consequences of action) 

and reincarnation. Om‟s wish to become a famous actor was very strong and his karma was good 

enough.  So the gods” granted him a successful new life as an actor. This Hindu doctrine features 

prominently in the movie.  

   

Characters: The main characters in this film are Om and Shanti.  The hero is looking for 

success and gives his life to save the girl he loves. Shanti,  the heroine,  is the ideal women and the 

ideal wife, loyal to her husband. However, she has to face an ordeal by fire, just as Sita in the 

Ramayana.  She returns 30 years later as a ghost and a vamp to avenge her cold-blooded murder.  

 

Use of Sound and Mustic: The songs in this movie are used as a way to create sentiments in the 

narration, for example sad, devotional or romantic moods. As this is a movie about Bollywood, the 

songs are performed with a lot of Bollywood style dancing.  
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Analysis of romantic aesthetic and ethics 

The movie tells the story of two film stars and has a Hindu theological twist. Om Shanti Om 

plays with several religious Hindu imageries with a strong emphasis on the Hindu theological 

doctrines of karma and the wheel of rebirth. Less attention is paid to the Radha-Krishna story, but 

there is some interconnections with the Ram and Sita love tale, especially on the role of the good wife 

played by Shanti and her ordeal by fire. “The concept of Sita is prevalent in Indian society as well as 

in Indian cinema” (Gokulsing and Dissanayake 2004, 77).  The style of Om Shanti Om  is flashy and 

has stereotyped characters: the hero, the heroine, the villain and the comedian. The glamour in the 

movie is somewhat exaggerated and seems to offer an escape from the miseries of daily life. 

 

Figure 10. Om being blessed by his mother with a lucky charm (screenshot).  

Om‟s mother blesses her son and ties a string around her son‟s wrist, adding that she wishes 

that  her son‟s wish will come true.  This is a strong reference to Hinduism  and  at the same time the 

underlying theme of the film, Om: “I have wanted you so much, that the entire universe has conspired 

for me to get you”. This verse reveals the belief that there is a cosmic force that holds us accountable 

for our individual acts and responds to our deepest desires. After the death of both the hero and the 

heroine, the story of reincarnation, one of the fundamental thoughts of Hinduism, comes into play: the 

cycle of life, birth and death.  

Thirty years later, the star Om Kapoor,  receives the best actor award. In his speech he 

repeats: “If  you want  something so badly…then the entire universe will help you get it!.” In the end, 

when Om knows that he is the  reincarnation of the “old Om”, the ghost of Shanti appears  as a 

chandelier falls, killing Mukesh in the same studio where he had buried Shanti‟s remains after the fire 

thirty years ago.  
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Figure 11. Muskesh (of the floor) is killed by the “ ghost” of Shanti (right) (screenshot).  

The film contains a clear message of an immanent-transcendent cosmic force holding us 

responsible  for our acts.  Looking at the Ram and Sita love tale we can argue that the death of Shanti 

in the fire refers to Ram, as he invaded Lanka and rescued his wife. Ram liberated Sita, but she has to 

undergo an ordeal by fire, to prove her chastity. Helped by the fire God Agni, Sita survives, but when 

Ram later doubts her again, she disappears forever. The fire in Om Shanti Om has a central role in the 

movie. The role of Shanti is very much subordinated to the role and life of Om. He lives on to 

materialize his dream, while Shanti lives on as a “ghost”.  

Movie 5. Jodhaa Akbar
84

 (2008) 

Joodha Akbaar was ranked sixth in the overall 2008 ranking.  

Starring: Hrithik Roshan and Aishwarya Rai  

Director: Ashutosh Gowarikar 

Producer: Ashutosh Gowarikar and Ronnie Screwvala 

 

Synopsis 

Jodhaa Akbar is a 16
th
 century love story about a political marriage of convenience that 

resulted in a true love between the great Mughal emperor Jalaluddin Muhammad (Akbar) and a 

Rajput princess, Jodhaa. Political success knew no bounds for Emperor Akbar. After having secured 

the Hindu Kush, he expanded his empire from Afghanistan to the Bay of Bengal, and from the 

Himalayas to the Narmada River. Through a shrewd blend of diplomacy, intimidation and brute force, 

Akbar won the allegiance of the Rajputs, the kingdoms of India. However, this allegiance is not 

accepted by all native Rajputs, who considered Akbar a foreign invader.   
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 Jodhaa refers to the Indian princes Jodhaa and Akbar to the Mughul Emperor Akbar  (The Great).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hrithik_Roshan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rajput
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hindu_Kush
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afghanistan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bay_of_Bengal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Himalayas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narmada_River
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rajput
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Akbar was born in India and as a youngster he is shocked by the violence  of his father‟s 

army to conquering nations. He is taught how to kill his enemies in the name of Allah and to have no 

mercy while killing unbelievers. As an adult,  and while in power,  he himself chooses a strategy of 

peace and alliance with the natives Indians. But Akbar had no idea that when he married Jodhaa, a 

fiery Rajput princess, this would not merely strengthen his relations with the Rajputs.    

He would go through a journey of true love, something he did not expect. Being the daughter 

of King Bharmal of Amer, Jodhaa resents giving up her religion, which she does not do. Despite 

opposition from his advisors, Akbar accepts that she remains a Hindu and makes an effort to 

understand his wife‟s religion and culture. For instance, Jodhaa even teaches Akbar how to enjoy 

vegetarian food.   

Jodhaa does not want to be reduced to a mere political pawn in this marriage of alliance and 

her influence on Akbar grows, also creating political enemies. Akbar‟s biggest challenge now is not 

only  winning the love of Jodhaa, but also how to face the opposition,  for the sake of his policy of 

peace and dialogue. Despite intrigues at the court and assaults to undermine their love, the couple 

stands firm as a symbol of a reunited India.    

 

Narrative Structure 

Chronology:  The movie is a historical film set in the 16
th
 century when the foreign Moguls

85
 

ruled India. The film opens with a young Akbar living in a violent environment and being trained to 

kill (Akbar is  illiterate) and rule the nation. When he grows up, he rejects his father‟s policy and 

constructs a policy of peace and mutual respect.     

Space: Space plays a crucial role in the film plot. The film was shot in Delhi and Rajasthan. 

Delhi with its Royal palace is the headquarters of the Mughal empire. Rajasthan is the another setting, 

which underlines the position of Jodhaa and the alliance with the Rajput principalities. It is a setting 

with beautiful costumes, palaces and interiors.     

 

Plot: The movie is a historical story, and the outcome therefore is no surprise. In the movie, 

Jodhaa seems to be Akbar‟s only wife, however, in reality she was one of the Rajput princesses 

allowed into Akbar‟s harem. There are a few intrigues, but there is little surprise because the happy 

end of the story is known.  
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 Islamic Turkish tribes from what is probably now known as Turkmenistan. 
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Characters: The main characters in this film are Jodhaa and Akbar. Jodhaa is a strong mother 

figure who balances life between her husband (a Muslim) and her family (Hindu). Her character  is 

also typically that of a caring wife: Sita. We see her praying in the temple and expressing religious 

virtues. Akbar is a Ram character who wants peace and justice for all of his people. He rejects the 

policy that Muslims are being treated better than Hindus.  He uses his political power to change the 

country and uses the union with his Hindu wife to make Muslims and Hindus live together.  

 

Analysis of the romantic aesthetic and ethics 

 

Akbar (1556-1605) the Great, a Muslim emperor, ruled in the same era as Elizabeth I (1558-

1603) and was a descendent of the great ruler Genghis Khan. Though Akbar was raised in India, he 

had a   Persian, Turkish, and Mongolian background. As a ruler, he made an effort  to unite the Hindu 

and Muslim faith into “one religion of God”.  

The movie itself is a blend of traditional religious imagery, and also of the Ram and Sita, and 

the Krishna and Radha stories. The movie emphasizes Akbar‟s attitude towards religious tolerance 

when he marries the Hindu princess of a Hindu royal family in Rajasthan. The choice of the Islamic 

Sufi movement in this movie is interesting and historically correct. Van der Veer explains (1994) that 

“the Sufi brotherhood of people initiated by a vow of spiritual allegiance was for a large part 

responsible for the religious conversions in India and South East Asia” (Van der Veer 1994, 34). 

Figure 12. Jodhaa is willing to marry the Muslim Akbar but wants to keep her religion 

(screenshot).  
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Jodhaa agreed to marry Akbar but  refused to give up her religion  for political alliance and 

continued to worship Krishna.  The marriage is at first an  alliance, but the mutual respect between 

husband and wife grows, resulting into a spiritual union. Jodhaa and Akbar overcome religious 

differences to realize their love. We can see how Akbar visits Jodhaa‟s Krishna temple in the palace.   

Figure 13. Jodhaa and Akbar together praying for Krishna (screenshot). 

 

The movie combines a spiritual, political and a romantic message. These are the themes that 

dominate the full three hours of the movie. The unity between the couple is  not erotic, but shows 

some features of the  Radha and Krisha love story in a bedroom scene, when it is obvious that the two 

will spend the night together.     

The essence of the film, however, is more a Ram and Sita love story. Jodhaa is loyal to her 

husband and despite all opposition from the Muslim relatives of Akbar she remains “a good wife”:  

she prays to her Krishna murti
 86

 for the recovery of  her husband when  he is poisoned by enemies 

and the court physicians expect him to die. She prays and meditates day and night to Krishna for the 

recovery of Akbar.  

It is after her devotion that Akbar regains consciousness. Jodhaa‟s bhakti prayers work and 

Krishna is the God that saves Akbar. Jodhaa is clearly a Krishna devotee. Krishna is her personal 

saviour-God, but the intimate scenes with Akbar are not Radha and Krishna acts as described in the 

poems of Gitagovida and in The Lover of God. She is visibly the Sita as described in the Ramayana: 

the good wife that stands by her husband for better or for worse.      
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The film‟s message is the political tolerance among religions and the mutual respect between 

Hindu‟s and Muslims (Hindu devotion to Krishna, Islamic Sufism and a strong emphasis on love), 

which is still a pressing issue in contemporary India. The filmmaker shows a united India as in the 

Ramayana: ”High on a throne with jewels graced. King Ram and his Sita placed”…”With Ram's rule, 

had peace and rest” (Book V, Canto CXXX, The Consecrations).  

 

Figure 14. Akbar emphasizing that in India all religions can live in harmony (screenshot). 

 

However, when observing this movie from a more critical point of view, this teaches us that 

Jodhaa may have been influential for Akbar and the history of India, but she in fact was one of the 

many wives of Akbar. He therefore was not devoted to her as Ram was to Sita. The lifestyle of 

bigamist Akbar is in fact contrary to the spirit of the Ramayana. This shows that the film industry is 

trying to romanticize the history of India. The relationship has been highly romanticized by making 

Jodhaa and Akbar a perfect Ram and Sita couple. This impetus is partly Hindu syncretism, largely 

devised to reach a global audience. Among other awards, the movie won the Golden Minbar at the 

International Film Festival of Muslim Cinema (Kazan, Russia) and the Audience Award for Best 

Foreign Language Film at the São Paulo International Film Festival  (São Paulo, Brazil)
87

.  
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 International Awards for the film Jodhaa Akbar http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jodhaa_Akbar#Awards.5B9.5D, 

retrieved in July 2009.  
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Chapter 9. Concluding remarks  

This chapter  provides an overall conclusion on the romantic aesthetics and ethics in the five 

films analyzed.  

Devdas is a clear example of the Radha-Krishna love tale with romance and eroticism. The 

Radha-Krishna love story shows tenderness and is joyful. However, Devdas also underlines the dark 

side of the same tradition and the fact that social norms can disrupt young people‟s lives. The songs 

and dance plays are more sexual and erotic in the true Radha and Krishna spirit. It seems as if the film 

makers have created a dramatic Radha and Krishna story, but this time more rooted in the heart of the 

Indian social system. The movie plays explicitly and implicitly with the social sentiments  in the 

traditional Indian culture, for example with the caste system.  

Kal Ho Naa Ho  is also a tragedy and an example of the desire of Indian cinema to produce 

more diasporic movies. It shows a global culture, however with a strong Indian touch. We notice  

Indian diasporic life in New York, how the youngsters plunge into nightclubs and go wild, while at 

the same time being expected to follow Hindu tradition. Tradition and modernity clashes. The 

aesthetic aspects could to some extent be referred to as Kierkegaard‟s Johannes the Seducer, but the 

dominant  concept is that of self sacrifice, the karma doctrine and maya.  

Veer-Zaara is less about romance but more about the social-political ongoing conflict 

between Pakistan and India. For political reasons Pakistan is portrayed as the villain country that 

destroys the lives of innocent youngsters. India on the other hand, is the more tolerant country that 

stands for dharma and justice. This movie is directed towards nationalist (Hindutva) Indian sentiment. 

Romance in this movie is clearly used to send a political message, intended not only for India but for 

a world audience. This Hindu nationalism and anti-Pakistan sentiment is often used because 

nationalism and anti-Pakistanism are a commercial success.   

Om Shanti Om emphasizes the wheel of rebirth as the central theme in the movie, a concept 

that is still part of the belief system of most Hindus and which reflects their present attitude to life, as 

well as their world view. The movie illustrates that Bollywood films are becoming modern, however 

entertainment is still mixed with ancient Hindu theology.  

Jodhaa-Akbar  is a call for a reunited India and  mutual respect for the religions and traditions 

of the country.  It  also calls for the new Indian patriot: respect for all religions  is the way forward in 

Hindustan (India). The Hindu girl that sacrifices herself for the country, is an example of the pure 

Indian woman (the Sita) who upholds Indian values and the honour of the country. She brings a 

sacrifice by marrying a Muslim, but remains Hindu in her thoughts and continues to practice her 

Sanskrit culture. In Jodhaa-Akbar the hero and heroine are portrayed as a Ram and Sita couple, 

however this relationship is highly romanticized by the film maker, in fact Jodhaa was one of the 

many Rajput princesses in Akbar‟s harem.   
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Reading Indian movies means gaining insight into the culture, the politics and the religion of 

the country and the intention of the filmmaker. The romantic aesthetics and ethics of Hindi cinema are 

based on love stories rooted in the souls of the people of India. Overall, it can concluded that 

traditional Hindu values are combined with the trend of globalization. Popular Indian cinema acts like 

a cultural sponge. Bits and pieces of other cultures and religions are integrated. It seems that the 

filmmakers have developed a syncretistic form while upholding the Indian romantic aesthetics and 

ethics.  

The love stories of Ram and Sita, and Radha and Krishna feature throughout the movies and 

are the characters that guarantee commercial success. However, the Ram and Sita couple, and 

particularly Sita as the good wife are the dominant characters in the film analyzed . As the Indian 

diasporic community grows, the cinema will continue to go global and may become more innovative 

and multicultural. However, I expect that moviemakers of the popular Hindi films will continue to use 

ancient Indian literature as a source of inspiration for romantic aesthetic themes and film script 

narratives .  
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Part IV: Divine Romance and Aesthetics in Hindi Movies  

 

Chapter 10: Conclusion  

This chapter is a critical reflection of the developments of romantic aesthetics and ethics 

described in popular Indian cinema.  I have attempted to research the relationship between religion, 

media, Indian cinema, aesthetics and Hinduism. I have endeavoured to explain love and romantic 

aesthetics and ethics by using the theory of Søren Kierkegaard in Either/Or. I have demonstrated how 

Indian aesthetics and ethics are used in popular Indian cinema by analyzing five contemporary 

Bollywood films.  In doing so, I have also argued that aesthetics and ethics in the Hindu cinema are 

rooted in the characters of Ram and Sita, and Radha and Krishna.  

The main question in my research was: how do Indian moviemakers use romantic Hindu 

concepts of the divine aesthetical couple Radha and Krishna, and the divine ethical couple Ram and 

Sita in popular Indian cinema?  

My findings suggests that popular Hindi cinema offers examples of Hindu syncretism. The 

movies preserve old traditions and embrace new aspects of modernity and globalization. The analysis 

of the five romantic Hindi movies shows how contemporary culture and ancient traditions are blended 

into a new religious phenomenon. The concepts of divine aesthetic (hedonistic) and ethical love 

between men and women, either aesthetical (Radha and Krishna) or ethical (Ram and Sita) are often 

still used by filmmakers and are mixed with today‟s diversity of cultures, beliefs and traditions. Ram 

and Sita and Radha and Krishna are identifiable dominant characters. The epic Ramayana and the 

Krishna poems in Gitagovinda and The Lover of God  form resources for contemporary filmmakers to 

construct aesthetical and ethical images, such as the virtues of love, truth and beauty.  

Moral and aesthetic romance is combined with entertainment and triggers cinematic multiple 

effects on our senses. In the Bollywood film sound, images, music, songs, dialogues, theology, 

immanence and transcendence are mixed and shown as an everyday experience. Music and specially 

composed songs very much express aesthetics in Hindi movie.  The  religious themes of Hinduism, 

such as “good triumphs over evil”, are blended into various elements of popular culture, in which to 

some extent good always prevails. However, the makers of popular Indian films do not challenge 

society on the issue of theodicy. Van Bijlert  (2009) points out that “theodicy is hardly an issue in 

Hinduism because God is not necessarily good, and not necessary for the Hindu social order”
88

.  
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 Bijlert, V. van. Personal communication with Van Bijlert and his comments made  on Hinduism and theodicy, 

July, 2009.   
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The Dharma determines the order of the social world and the order in the physical cosmos, 

transcending social good and evil. Hindus do not regard the universe as a perfect system and accept 

the Hindu social order and with it the cultural and political forces.  By performing good acts (Karma) 

they hope to reincarnate into a better next life. This concept of cyclical time, which explains karma 

and reincarnation, as well as amor fati
89

, are themes welcomed by today‟s Indian filmmakers. 

Whether filmgoers experience Hindi movie as realistic, my feeling is that,  to some extent the 

social and cultural framework of Hindi cinema expresses real Hindu life. However, it is also important 

to take into consideration the notion of Maya in the Hindu belief system. The film, both  as a Western 

and Indian phenomenon, has tremendous power in creating Maya. It is this illusory power of cinema 

which takes individuals away from their mundane reality into an imaginary (story) world that makes it 

so popular throughout the world. Cinema, therefore, can be seen as a form of  materialized Maya.  

The romantic love tales belong to the wide spectrum of cultural resources, which cover 

everything from therapy through esotericism to art. Cinematic romance in Hindi films emphasizes the 

transforming power of love. Love and romance are used to break cultural barriers. Beck (2003) notes 

that  “love knows no barriers” and that it should be seen as “earthly religion”  in today‟s culture (Beck 

quoted in Herrman 2003, 248).   

Just as in the Western world, India is suffering from a loss of traditions, the decline of the 

extended family, individualization and the lack of a meaningful life. The cinematic concept of a  

religion of love has turned into a mass phenomenon in India and caters for an audience of millions 

globally. The religious aesthetic imagery in Indian movies satisfy this audience, which are the steadily 

growing Indian urban middle classes and the global diasporic communities. As the Indian population 

and the diasporic community grow, the demand for the popular Indian cinema will continue to 

expand. And a spin-off will be that, Indian‟s religions and culture will become more visible 

throughout the world.   

Indian cinema provides us with a source for understanding Indian culture, religions and 

traditions. Although it may not always be as realistic as we may wish it to be, it is the cultural 

resonance of the growing urban working  middle class and the larger part of the population. On the 

other hand, realism and intellectual resonance are provided by Indian artistic films.  According to 

Gokulsing and Dissanayake (2004), these films, counterparts of the popular cinema, “are realistic, 

often ethnographic, and they seek to capture important aspects of Indian reality. By and large, they 

avoid glamour and glitz and use cinema as an artistic medium capable of exploring important areas of 

Indian experience” (Gokulsing and Dissanayake 2004, 32).  
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What is also significant in Hindi movie, is that despite fast moving political and economic 

changes, the religious life cycle seems long-lasting. It is Indian‟s largest religion, Hinduism, that 

seems to shape the economic organizations of society or as Max Weber would state: both religion and 

economic organization are shaping one another. Hindi movies play a part in this process with their 

strong religious, national and political connotations. Dwyer (2006) points out that “although India 

remains constitutionally secular, practices and symbols of Hinduism remain central to the nation‟s 

culture as India‟s population is overwhelmingly Hindu, comprising around 800 million Hindus, and 

Hindu representations continue to dominate by default supposedly secular institutions” (Dwyer, 2006, 

274).  

The rise and success of Indian cinema is one of the country‟s symbols of a global modern 

nation that can compete with other world powers. On the one hand the nation is struggling with the 

Disneyfication scenario of dominant Western culture with nationalism and its own religious values, 

while on the other it pursues the dual-track scenario of local cultures maintaining their core values but 

incorporating some marginal features of the West, very often to please a diasporic community and to 

increase cash flow. Dwyer explains that though the number of filmgoers in India is much higher, 

Western audiences  “may pay more than twenty times the price for a ticket than the provincial Indian 

audience” (Dwyer 2006, 283).    

Hopefully, globalization will also lead to the character of Hindu woman in the popular Hindi 

films becoming more emancipated. So far, the Sita heroine, as the “good wife” dominates the screens. 

Considering the growing number of educated and emancipated Indian women both in India and in the 

diaspora, the Bollywood filmmakers should incorporate this emancipation movement as well. If not, 

in time, the industry may disappoint a large part of its audience globally and face the financial 

consequences.  

Patriotism in popular Indian cinema has become a fixed ingredient in the masala movie. The 

anti-Pakistan sentiment is particularly applauded by moviegoers. A critical reflection would show that 

this sentiment is very similar to the Hollywood syndrome “every cowboy needs its Indian”. Until the 

collapse of the Berlin Wall, the US symbol for evil was a communist, now it is the Muslim terrorist. 

Indian filmmakers should continue to learn from their US counterparts, but not imitate the 

stereotyping and ridiculing of people and nations. In this sense, filmmakers should help India escape 

from its partition trauma and provide the stories of traditional Indian values (e.g. secularism, tolerance 

and multiculturalism) without bashing its neighbour Pakistan.   

Though I did not research the global effect of popular Indian cinema, it can be concluded that 

it has become a powerful medium for influencing a large global audience, opinions and belief systems 

throughout the world.  To what extent and what exactly the global impact of popular Indian cinema 

will be - and as a result spreading the Hindu faith - is a topic for future investigation.  
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Appendix Films Discussed          

 

Aradhana (Samanta 1969) 

 

Devdas (Bimal Roy 1955) 

 

Devdas (Sanjay Leela Bhansali 2002) 

 

Dilwale Dulhaniya le jayenge (Aditya Chopra 1995) 

 

Jodhaa Akbar (Ashutosh Gowarikar 2008) 

 

Kal Ho Na Ho (Nikhil Advani 2003)  

 

Mother India (Mehboob Khan 1957) 

 

Om Shanti Om (Farah Khan 2007) 

 

Raja Harishchandra (Dhundiraj G. Phalke 1913) 

 

Sholay (Ramesh Shippy 1975)  

 

Shri 420 (Raj Kapoor 1955) 

 

Slumdog Millionaire (Danny Boyle 2009) 

 

Titanic (James Cameron 1998)  

 

Veer Zaara (Yash Chopra  2004) 

 

Zanjeer  (Chain 1973) 
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