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From protector to predator (Pioneer – January 14, 2005)
The Kanchi Seers - Jayendra Saraswati and Vijayendra Sarswati - seem to be in the firing line if one looks beyond the religious and legal aspects. It is really a bad time for the Kanchi mutt in its 2500 years of history and tradition that its heads are facing murder trial. Although Tamil Nadu Chief Minister Jayalalithaa Jayaram told the Assembly earlier that the State Government will not take over the mutt, one has to wait and see. Even if the Government appoints an administrator, it is for the current head of the mutt to appoint his successor. It is the mutt which is in a shambles more that the seers.

The two seers are back as front-page news once again, leaving behind even the killer tsunami relief and rehabilitation stories. They also face the media trial, besides the legal battle. Is it politics or personal vendetta which is behind the arrest of the seers, if they are really innocent? Politically, it does not make sense because the Kanchi seers are seen as spiritual leaders of the Brahmin community, which is a bare two to three per cent of the voter base in Tamil Nadu. Hence, one cannot argue that Ms Jayalalithaa has targeted the Kanchi mutt purely for political reasons. The issues on which both the AIDMK and the DMK fight in the State pertain to personalities and governance. So, the question becomes curioser: Why Ms Jayalalithaa has targeted the Kanchi seers?

Insiders point out that things have soured between the seer and Ms Jayalalithaa in recent times. During her second term, the Chief Minister has helped many temples and also visited the Kanchi mutt. She even banned conversion to the delight of the Kanchi seer. But Ms Jayalalithaa quickly reversed her order when she lost the Lok Sabha elections last year.

While Ms Jayalalithaa's anger is seen through the arrests, a shocked Kanchi seer is at the receiving end. All his political clout could not help him in dealing with Ms Jayalalithaa. All the former presidents and former prime ministers or who were at his feet too could do nothing. He had to cool his heels inside the prison for more than two months. And now the seer is in danger of facing a third case soon. The AIDMK boss has a long history of putting her detractors behind bars. Witness the cases of MDMK leader Vaiko on a POTA case for 17 months, as well as arresting the then central ministers, Murasoli Maran and TR Balu, as also the DMK chief, M Karunanidhi.

The tide appears to have now turned in favour of the Kanchi seers since the court granted bail and they are gaining public sympathy. When Jayendra Saraswati was arrested on Diwali in a dramatic manner, there was shock and disbelief that such a tall religious leader could be involved in a murder case. However, since the High Court did not give bail and the Tamil Nadu police claimed strong evidence against him, there was some confusion about it.

However, according to Tamil Nadu watchers, the situation is different now after the police arrested the junior Shankaracharya on the same day when the senior pontiff got bail from the Supreme Court. They think there is more to it than meets the eye. The Supreme Court bench which asked whether there was any prima-facie case against the seer, had no convincing answer from the prosecution. Even on the bank transactions, the prosecution had no convincing arguments. Obviously, the Tamil Nadu Police did not do its home work.

The efforts to humiliate the seer continues. Despite the conditional bail, the Tamil Nadu Government has gone on appeal that Jayendra Saraswati should be banished to a North Indian State for sometime and he should not be allowed to meet the media. The TV channels received video coverage of Jayendra Saraswati's interrogation and his breaking down on camera and also how the junior seer was arrested. There may be more to follow and all this shows that the drama hasn't ended.

At the political level, Ms Jayalalithaa is trying to project herself as a fair leader who would not hesitate to take on the powerful Kanchi mutt in order to protect the interests of the people. She has said that all are equal before the law. But there is a point which is beyond anyone's comprehension: How did the seer keep his alleged criminal activities hidden all these 50 years of his public life? Overnight, the Kanchi seer is shown as a womaniser, embezzler and a murderer with links to the mafia. To add to the drama, now the junior pontiff is also arrested on same charges.

The political fallout has provided the BJP with an issue to galvanise the Hindu population. The Congress is keeping quiet while the DMK is waiting for an opportunity to pounce on Ms Jayalalithaa's actions. The other smaller parties like the PMK, the MDMK and the Left are also quiet. The total rout of the AIDMK in the 2004 parliamentary elections showed that she had a major problem in Tamil Nadu. She has a committed 30 per cent vote share, but needs to keep her flock together. The Assembly elections loom large in 2006, and Mr Karunanidhi's DMK front looks formidable. She also has to ensure that the DMK front breaks up. While the Shankaracharya, who is seen as the leader of Brahmins, may have support in other parts of India, he only has upper caste following in Tamil Nadu which is minuscule. Ironically, the situation is reversed in the rest of the country. At the national level, the Shankaracharya is seen as a revered Hindu leader, not just a Brahmin one. Hence the BJP and the RSS have begun painting the issue as another instance of the Government adopting an anti-Hindu stance.

The BJP, which has been struggling for years to find a foothold in Tamil Nadu, is trying to take political advantage out of the Kanchi seer case and depict Jayalalithaa as anti-Hindu and anti-Brahmin. In a frantic bid to find a new electoral issue, the BJP and the RSS have zeroed in on the Kanchi drama to galvanise the Hindu population. The BJP leaders have also joined the fray and made trips to meet Prime Minister to restrain the Tamil Nadu Chief Minister. The BJP, which is bereft of any other emotive issue, now plans to attack Ms Sonia Gandhi and her Christian origin for the Kanchi case. It wil suit the BJP to keep the issue alive for as long as possible.

The Kanchi seer is now out on bail, but it is only an interim relief. Although the onus is now on the Jayalalithaa Government to prove the murder charges, there could be more cases against the two seers which will keep them busy for years. Meanwhile, hundreds of devotees who thronged the historic Kanchi mutt are now rudderless.




