Unpacking the USCIRF Report on India: A Critical Analysis of Western Narratives, Hindu

Revivalism, and the Role of Academic Bias

Abstract:

The recent designation of India as a "Country of Particular Concern” by the United States
Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) can be interpreted within a
framework of broader geopolitical dynamics and underlying ideological perspectives concerning
the resurgence of Indic civilizational values under Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s leadership
(Arnason 2001). This paper critically analyzes the narratives underpinning the USCIRF report,
examining its selective focus on secularism, human rights, and religious freedom while
considering the concurrent cultural renaissance in India (Eisenstadt 2000). The study explores
how initiatives such as the global promotion of Yoga, the development of spiritual infrastructure
like the Kashi Vishwanath Corridor, the implementation of the National Education Policy (NEP)
2020 emphasizing Indian knowledge systems, and large-scale cultural events such as the
Mahakumbh have contributed to a heightened Hindu consciousness and unity, potentially
challenging established global narrative frameworks (Anderson and Damle 2019). Furthermore,
this research examines the influence of certain academic interpretations, exemplified by the
works of Wendy Doniger, which have been criticized for perpetuating stereotypes and
misrepresentations of Sanatan Dharma. Employing qualitative analysis, including discourse
analysis and critical theory frameworks, this paper aims to critically assess the interests and
biases potentially shaping these reports and their implications for India’s sovereignty and soft

power (Tiryakian and Arjomand 2004).
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Introduction:

In an increasingly multipolar world, India's growing global prominence extends beyond
economic indicators to a renewed emphasis on its ancient civilizational ethos (Arnason 2010).
Since 2014, under the leadership of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, India's self-perception has
evolved towards a re-affirmation of its identity as 'Bharat,' deeply rooted in its historical and
cultural traditions (Saha 2001). This re-emergence has generated scrutiny from certain entities,
particularly those accustomed to the dominance of Eurocentric intellectual and political
paradigms (Hurd 2015). The USCIRF report designating India as a "Country of Particular
Concern" can be viewed as reflecting anxieties surrounding India’s increasing influence and its
engagement with its Dharmic heritage (Haynes 2020). This paper aims to deconstruct the
potential motivations behind such reports, analyze the role of specific academic interpretations in
shaping critical narratives about Hinduism, and highlight the significance of India’s ongoing

cultural revival in the context of global power dynamics (Bettiza, Petito, and Orsi 2018).

Literature Review:

Scholarship on international religious freedom often operates within frameworks shaped by
Western historical and philosophical contexts, leading to definitions of secularism and human
rights that may not fully align with non-Western cultural and religious landscapes (Asem 2013).
While some scholars like Samuel Huntington ("Clash of Civilizations™) have posited inherent
tensions between civilizations, others, such as Rajiv Malhotra ("Being Different™), advocate for

inter-civilizational understanding and respect. Johann P. Arnason's work on civilizational



analysis (e.g., Arnason 2022) provides valuable frameworks for understanding the dynamics of
civilizational resurgence and interaction in the contemporary world. Meanwhile, within the
academic study of Hinduism, figures like Wendy Doniger have presented interpretations of
Hindu texts that have been met with criticism for perceived inaccuracies and a lack of
engagement with traditional hermeneutics. However, there is a relative gap in the literature that
critically examines the strategic implications of India’s cultural resurgence and the geopolitical
dimensions of its engagement with and potential resistance to dominant Western narratives on
religious freedom (Panikkar 2003). This study seeks to contribute to filling this gap by exploring
the interplay between academic discourse, media representation, and foreign policy in shaping

perceptions of India’s religious and cultural landscape (Sebok 2023).

Methods:
This study will employ a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and analytical

techniques:

1. Discourse Analysis: Examination of publicly available USCIRF reports, select news
articles from international media outlets known for their coverage of religious freedom in
India, and academic publications, including works by Wendy Doniger and critical
responses to her interpretations. The analysis will focus on identifying recurring thematic
framings, underlying assumptions, and potential biases in the representation of Hindu

revivalism and religious freedom in India.

2. Critical Theory Framework: Application of postcolonial and decolonial theories
(Arnason 2006) to analyze how historical power dynamics and colonial legacies may

influence contemporary narratives and evaluations of India’s cultural and religious



developments. This framework will help in understanding how Western-centric

perspectives might shape the understanding and assessment of non-Western phenomena.

3. Case Studies: Analysis of specific initiatives and events such as the Kashi Vishwanath
Corridor project, the key tenets of the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 related to
Indian knowledge systems, and the symbolism and narratives surrounding the G20
summit hosted by India. These case studies will illustrate the nature and impact of India’s

focus on its cultural sovereignty and its potential reception by international observers.

4. Comparative Analysis: A focused comparison of Wendy Doniger’s interpretations of
specific Hindu texts and symbols (e.g., the Shiva Linga, the Mohini avatar of Vishnu)
with traditional interpretations found in authoritative Hindu scriptures and the works of
other Indologists. This comparison will aim to highlight potential distortions and

misrepresentations.

Discussion:

The USCIRF report can be interpreted as part of a broader trend where Western perspectives on
governance and societal organization, often rooted in specific interpretations of secularism and
human rights, are applied to evaluate non-Western contexts (Haynes 2020; Hurd 2015). India’s
initiatives to promote its cultural heritage, such as the international outreach of Yoga, the
development of spiritual infrastructure like the Kashi Vishwanath Corridor intended to revitalize
sacred spaces, and the emphasis on Indian knowledge systems in the NEP 2020, can be seen as
an assertion of its civilizational identity on the global stage (Kumar 1990; Vladev and Vladeva
n.d.). These developments, while fostering a sense of cultural pride and unity among many
Hindus (Sen 2001), may be viewed with apprehension by those operating within different

normative frameworks, potentially leading to critiques framed around concerns for secularism



and minority rights. This reflects the complexities of intercultural understanding and the
potential for what Piotr Sztompka (1993) terms “civilizational incompetence” in fully grasping

non-Western paradigms.

The interpretations offered by some academics, such as Wendy Doniger, have significantly
influenced Western understandings of Hinduism. For example, the characterization of the Shiva
Linga primarily as phallic imagery, without sufficient engagement with its complex theological
and symbolic meanings elaborated in texts like the Linga Purana (Fuller 2009), can lead to a
reductionist and potentially disrespectful understanding of a central religious symbol. Similarly,
her analysis of mythological narratives, such as the Mohini avatar of Vishnu, has been seen by
some as imposing modern Western concepts of gender and sexuality onto ancient texts without
sufficient grounding in traditional Vedic hermeneutics (Jalaldeen 2016). These interpretations,
while influential in some academic circles, have been accused of contributing to a superficial and
sometimes distorted understanding of Hindu traditions among Western audiences. Engaging
critically with such interpretations is crucial for fostering a more informed and respectful

dialogue about Hinduism.

Why This Concept Is Novel:

Unlike previous studies that might focus narrowly on political or economic dimensions of India's
rise, this paper integrates cultural, historical, and philosophical perspectives to offer a more
holistic understanding of India’s current trajectory (Xavier 2014; Arnason 2010). Its specific
emphasis on dissecting the narratives surrounding the USCIRF report in relation to Hindu
revivalism and the role of academic bias, aiming to highlight the importance of reclaiming

agency over cultural narratives, makes it uniquely relevant in today’s global context.



Expected Results:

This research anticipates revealing that the USCIRF report's assessment of religious freedom in
India is intertwined with broader geopolitical considerations and may reflect a specific
ideological lens that is critical of Hindu revivalism and its perceived impact on secularism. The
study expects to demonstrate how certain Western narratives draw upon outdated colonial tropes
and potentially biased academic interpretations, such as those found in the works of Wendy
Doniger, to frame their critiques. Furthermore, the findings are expected to underscore the
importance of decolonizing academic discourse on India and promoting more nuanced and
contextually grounded representations of its religious and cultural traditions. The analysis of
India’s initiatives aimed at strengthening cultural sovereignty is expected to highlight the
tensions that can arise when non-Western nations assert their civilizational identities within a

global order shaped by Western norms.

Conclusion:

India's transformation from a post-colonial nation-state to a globally significant civilizational
power presents a complex dynamic in international relations (Saha 1995; Eisenstadt 2000).
While reports like those from the USCIRF raise important questions about religious freedom,
their analysis must be considered within the larger context of competing global narratives and the
resurgence of non-Western cultural identities. By critically examining the underlying
assumptions and potential biases in these reports and addressing misrepresentations perpetuated
through certain academic channels, India can foster a more accurate understanding of its cultural
and religious landscape on the global stage and continue to offer alternative models of

development and cultural expression.



Potential Areas of Continued Focus in Critical Discourse:
Based on current trends, future critical discourse from certain Western lobbies and media outlets

may continue to focus on issues such as:
o Potential implications of legislative changes related to religious institutions.
« Social narratives surrounding caste and religious identity.
e The impact of government policies on minority communities.

It is crucial to analyze such discussions with a critical understanding of the frameworks and

potential biases that may inform them.

Special Section: Examining Interpretations of Wendy Doniger

Wendy Doniger's work as an Indologist has generated considerable debate, particularly regarding
her interpretations of Hindu texts and symbols. Critics argue that her approach often employs
psychoanalytic frameworks and emphasizes erotic or provocative readings, sometimes at the
expense of understanding the broader theological, philosophical, and cultural contexts. For
instance, her interpretation of the Shiva Linga has been criticized for focusing primarily on its
phallic representation, potentially overlooking its significance as a symbol of cosmic energy,
creation, and destruction within Shaivism (Fuller 2009). Similarly, her analysis of mythological
narratives, such as the Mohini avatar of Vishnu, has been seen by some as imposing modern
Western concepts of gender and sexuality onto ancient texts without sufficient grounding in
traditional Vedic hermeneutics (Jalaldeen 2016). These interpretations, while influential in some
academic circles, have been accused of contributing to a superficial and sometimes distorted
understanding of Hindu traditions among Western audiences. Engaging critically with such

interpretations is crucial for fostering a more informed and respectful dialogue about Hinduism.
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