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Abstract 

God Hanuman is a Hindu God who has sacred meaning. This paper documents how the sacred 
meaning of Hanuman is challenged to give multiple social, political and economic meanings 
during an election campaign in India. Such meanings are given for utility. Such practice, the paper 
argues, is in tune with the tenor of our secularized and post-truth era.  
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Introduction 

Gods like Hanuman are symbols in their own right which have a meaning, like sacredness. Chief 
Minister of Uttar Pradesh and Chief Priest of the Gorakhnath Math Yogi. Adityanath recently said 
that Hanuman was a Dalit, a member of the ‘lower caste’. A lot of other important commentators 
also made references to Hanuman’s caste in response to Yogi’s comments. This paper argues that 
Yogi’s comment and the ensuing commentary indicates that the meaning of Hanuman’s symbol is 
changing from religious to political, social and economic. This paper attempts a semiotic analysis 
of this phenomenon. Herein, Hanuman is a signifier which has a signified (meaning, including 
sacredness). The signifier is acquiring political, social, economic signified. Such change in the 
meaning of the sacred symbol of Hanuman is a ‘rupture’ in the meaning of symbol, which is not 
happening just by accident. Such political, social, economic meanings are given according to the 
utility of the meaning to the person who is giving meanings to a particular symbol. This may be 
the case because our era is one of -secularization and post-truth, as reflected in the activity in social 
media, which leaves almost everything that may be sacred into tatters. Spectacle is one way in 
which sacred Gods may survive in our times.    

Theoretical perspectives 

The history of semiotics, which is the study of symbols, espouses Saussure as the father of the 
discipline of semiotics. Since Saussure, a certain view of symbols has been taken, which is a 
collective view of symbols. Semiotics is the study of signs. Sign has been defined as the following 
by Oxford Dictionary: ‘An object, quality, or event whose presence or occurrence indicates the 
probable presence or occurrence of something else.’ For instance, the zebra crosses painted on the 
zebra crossing on the road are a sign. The zebra crosses on the zebra crossing mean that the zebra 
crossing is an area to be used to cross the road on which the zebra cross are placed.  

Sign relation is a concept a step ahead of sign. Sign relation can be seen as a relation between the 
signifier (the symbol) and the signified (the meaning of a particular symbol). Taking the above 
example, the zebra crossing is a sign. The zebra crosses on the zebra crossing are the ‘form of the 
sign (the signifier)’ and that zebra crossing is a place to cross the road is ‘its meaning (the 
signified)’.    

Semiotic code is another concept relevant to the present research. A Code is a rule for the selection 
and combination of various elements of a symbol, with elements having pre-defined properties. 
Johansen and Larsen (2002) define a code as following: ‘A general code is a rule for the selection 

Suraj Punj Journal For Multidisciplinary Research

Volume 9, Issue 6, 2019

ISSN NO: 2394-2886

Page No: 142

Dell
Textbox



2 
 

and combination of relevant properties belonging to elements with predefined properties’. The 
zebra crossing, for instance, has a code. The crossed lines of zebra crossing, when arranged 
according to the rule that they have to come one after the other, constitute a code. The code is the 
rule that the lines must be painted equidistantly from each other, should be painted on the road, 
and should be painted in a certain size.  

In the present research, the sign under study is God Hanuman whose existence signifies something 
else, which is say, sacredness. The sign relation is between God Hanuman (the signifier) and its 
meaning (the signified). We are looking at the semiotic strategies, through which an interpretant 
gives new meanings to the signified. In the process a new semiotic code comes into being as 
properties of elements are selectively chosen and new combinations are made.  

What follows is the making of a semiotic pyramid where the sign, its meaning and the interpretant 
as three points each denoting a peculiar quality of the sign. See Johansen and Larsen (2002).   

Why do a semiotic analysis? 

Semiotic analysis tells us how a symbol comes to mean what it comes to mean. The interpreters 
give meanings, wherein they tend to acquire a collective meaning or differ from a collective 
interpretation. In simple words, semiotics is not as much about what is but about what is meant.  

The Context: Yogi Adityanath, The Mathadheesh of Gorakhnath Temple and Hanuman 

Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath called God Hanuman a Dalit, giving a new meaning 
to the symbol of Hanuman. In response, others gave further new meanings indicating that the 
sacred meaning of Hanuman’s symbol is giving way to political, social and economic meanings 
of Hanuman’s symbol. This may be because the sacred meaning is losing its utility in the present 
times; times dictate what meaning must be ascribed. Seemingly, against sacred meaning, quirky 
meanings are all that matter in our age of secularization and post-truth, televised in news channels 
and circulated on the internet. In this paper, we attempt a preliminary analysis of how sacred 
meaning is yielding to changing social milieu, applying semiotic theory.  

In the Hindu way of life, God can either not have a form (Niraakaar) or have a form (Saakaar). 
Adityanath, a Kshatriya by birth, is the Mahant of the Gorakhnath Math. Gorakhnath (2004) was 
a believer in Niraakaar. Gorakhnath (2004) said in a couplet ‘Hindu worships in the Temple/ 
Muslim in the Mosque/ Yogi worships the ultimate word/ Where there is no Temple or Mosque/ 
Hindu worships Ram/ Muslim worships Khuda/ Yogi worships the invisible, where there is neither 
Ram nor Khuda’. Gorakhnath also spoke against the manifest forms of Hindu religion: Varna 
System, Idol Worship, Caste System and Superstition. Gorakhnath, in all probability, would not 
have visited Hanuman temples.  

Others would, those who believe in ‘Saakaar’. Adityanath lays claim to Gorakhnath’s tradition. 
Adityanath, un-like Gorakhnath, does not oppose idol worship. He remains one of the leaders of 
the movement to build the Ram Temple in Ayodhya, perhaps because it has utility. In India, idols 
of Hanuman adorn towns, villages and fields, usually covered with Sindur (an auspicious red 
powder) with Hanuman holding a mace with one hand and a mountain with the other, appeal the 
youth. Hanuman is also the god of bachelors who could be found saying: ‘Jai Hanuman Gyan Gun 
Sagar’ (Hail Hanuman, the ocean of knowledge and virtue). The Saakaar believer Tulsidas is said 
to have told a Gorakhpanthi: ‘Why should a Tulsi worship the invisible; worship Ram, you fool’.    
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In Tulsidas (2015) Ramayana, Hanuman meets with God Ram and mobilizes an army for Ram’s 
cause of fighting with Lanka King Ravana. Hanuman’s devotion is depicted in his sitting at the 
feet of Sita-Ram in temples and posters. Tulsidas’s Hanuman says: ‘To me, all the world is Siya-
Ram. I bow to them with folded hands’. The world today is not simply about ‘Niraakaar God’ or 
‘Saakaar Hanuman’, not any longer. 

Hanuman is lived and true, a symbol whose meanings come from collective tradition.  Meanings 
include devotion for Siya-Ram, valor in organizing armies and humility before Ram. Hanuman’s 
symbol is the signifier and symbols meaning, which is sacred, is the signified. Signifier and 
signified put together constitute the sign. The real Hanuman is the thing signified. The story of the 
sign is what will concern us now.     

Yogi Adityanath, the Interpreter 

‘Our age prefers the sign to the thing signified’ says the German philosopher Feuerbach (2018). 
In the same vein, we are more interested in the meaning and symbol of Hanuman rather than 
Hanuman himself. Feuerbach’s warning could not have been more prescient than in the 
controversy that has broken up over Adityanath’s comments on Hanuman. In fact, our age, as 
opposed to Feuerbach’s, does not even prefer the sign, our age is interested in useful, contemporary 
and ephemeral multiple meanings of the sign. Meanings of the sign of Hanuman are given for 
utility, sacred meaning being set aside. Utility determines meaning. Such caricature of sign was 
carried out by Adityanath.   

Adityanath (2018) tried to give a politically useful meaning to the symbol of Hanuman when he 
said in an election rally in Malakheda, Alwar, Rajasthan, to an audience which largely comprised 
of the marginalized, that ‘Hanuman was a forest dweller, deprived and a Dalit. Bajrang Bali 
worked to connect all Indian communities together, (by mobilizing an army to fight for God Ram). 
This was his resolve as it was Lord Ram’s wish, (to defeat Ravana). Just like him, we should also 
not rest till we fulfill that wish.’ Coming from the Mahant of Gorakhnath Math, these words 
assume symbolic significance. Adityanath did not stop at this.  

In Adityanath’s phrase, while Hanuman did ‘Ram Kaaj’ (Ram’s Work), his audience can do 
‘Rashtra Kaaj’ (Nation’s Work). To his audience, nation’s work meant voting for Adityanath’s 
Bharatiya Janta Party. This Adityanath’s meaning of Hanuman symbol can at best be called 
sacrilegious. It may have political use but is irrelevant to the sacred meaning of Hanuman. The 
statement only gives a new spin to a possible politically useful meaning of the symbol of Hanuman, 
the Dalit Hanuman. Now, it was other people’s turn to join the meaning fest.   

Curiously, meanings are being ascribed to Adityanath’s meaning of the symbol of Hanuman, 
which is that Hanuman was tribal, deprived and Dalit. Ascribing such meanings suggests that we 
are increasingly unconcerned with the sacred meaning of Hanuman. We are more interested in 
giving new appearance, new show, new meaning to Hanuman, which is useful for us. ‘Everything 
that was directly lived has moved into a representation’ says French philosopher Debord (2005). 
As seen below, the responses to Mr. Adityanath suggest that the fight is to give one’s own 
representation, one’s own political meaning of Hanuman. Such meanings have a utility for all those 
who want to gain utility from ascribing meanings to symbols. The marginalized were among the 
first to cash into Adityanath’s meaning.   
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Meaning by Other Interpreters 

A group of Dalits in Uttar Pradesh (News 18, 2018), perhaps to give their own meaning to the 
meaning of Adityanath, chanted the slogan ‘Dalit Devata Hanuman Ki Jai’ (Hail Dalit God 
Hanuman) and said ‘All Hanuman Temples should be handed over to us’. This meaning plays 
upon Adityanath’s meaning and uses it in the favor of the Dalit group. This group of Dalits was 
using Mr. Adityanath’s meaning to gain status. This, however, was not all.   

Other meanings being played upon Adityanath’s meaning were not as kind (PTI, 2018). 
Adityanath’s meaning was seen as insulting by the ‘guardians of meaning’. Rajasthan Sarv 
Brahmin Mahasabha said ‘I am saddened that U.P. Chief Minister called Lord Hanuman deprived. 
His statement has hurt religious sentiments of several devotees.’ This interpretation says that the 
meaning of the God’s symbol is not what Adityanath says it is. In the Mahasbha’s symbolism, a 
God cannot mean a marginalized or deprived person.   

This questioning of symbolic meaning suggests that God cannot signify poverty; to call God 
deprived is blasphemy. This objection assumes that only the rich can be objects of worship, a 
comment unsurprising in our era of capitalism. In a way, Hanuman’s symbol does not mean riches; 
or poverty for that matter; as far as his sacred status as ‘Pavan-Sut’ or ‘Son of Air’ is concerned. 
Hanuman stands for the sacred, courage and devotion.   

Hanuman means Shakti (or strength); he can fly all the way from India to Lanka to mediate to 
bring goddess Sita home. Hanuman means Bhakti (or devotion). He can also put his life at stake 
for the love of Sita-Ram, his heroes. Hanuman’s economic status, in sacred texts, is relatively un-
important. Truly speaking, Hanuman could have belonged to any caste. Raking up the caste of 
Hanuman, rather than his sacred meaning, is a handiwork of politicians who seek to give symbolic 
meaning to Hanuman to suit political ends. Hanuman’s caste was discussed by others too.   

Equally remarkable was the comment (ABP News, 2018) by the Shankaracharya of ‘Sharda 
Dwarka Pith’, ‘Swami Swarupananda Saraswati’: ‘Look, calling God a Dalit is in it-self a crime’. 
While affirming the caste of gods is Adityanath’s doing; saying that Hanuman cannot be a Dalit is 
equally politically meaningful. We do not know if the Shankaracharya wanted to suggest that 
Gods of the Hindu canon cannot belong to lower castes. If gods have a caste, they have to have 
the ‘right’ caste. Adityanath said that Gods should have the ‘right’ religion too.   

Adityanath (Hindustan Times, 2018) made another statement ‘Keep your Ali, Bajrang Bali is 
enough for us’. Bajrang Bali is a God in the Hindu canon. Again, the sacred meaning of Hanuman 
is not one whose divinity is exclusive for the Hindus. People from other religions may also partake 
of the divinity of Hanuman. That is not prohibited. In fact, Hanuman is a cosmopolitan God, with 
international presence in various guises. Such cosmopolitan meaning of Hanuman is overlooked 
by comments which have to pigeon hole Hanuman’s symbolic meaning for utility. But are multiple 
meanings a problem? 

Conclusion 

One can object to various meanings of a god. It is the tenor of times, both academic and non-
academic, that anything goes. The meanings contained in sacred texts and their roots in collective 
culture can be interpreted, challenged and extended upon. The sacred meaning of texts may get 
hidden by social, political and economic meanings, given according to the utility of the meaning. 
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Whether, because of new meanings, the collective meaning of the symbol of Hanuman has changed 
or shall change is a question that begs further enquiry. In a limited sense, Hanuman’s symbolic 
meaning has changed.    

In the meaning given by Adityanath and meanings of Adityanath’s meaning of Hanuman’s symbol, 
there is a ‘political code’, a selective process of selecting and combining properties of an object. 
The inclusive, sacred, liberal code is being replaced by a political code which picks up the 
properties of Hanuman’s possible caste, class and religion. Many symbolic meanings are using the 
mace in Hanuman’s hands to beat up their opponents and show their power. Curiously, such 
meanings abound in comments. As Feuerbach (2018) says of our times ‘Illusion only is sacred, 
Truth Profane’.  Today’s India, in general, can boast of illusory symbol play. 

As Badri Narayan (2009) describes in ‘Fascinating Hindutva: Saffron Politics and Dalit 
Mobilization’, such political coding of religious people is a quality of Hindutva politics in India. 
He documents a process by which the myths of Dalits are ‘re-interpreted in a Hinduized way’ to 
unify them into a ‘Unified Hindu Meta-Narrative’. Adityanath’s meaning is novel in that it takes 
a God of Hindu canon and likens him to the Dalit and marginalized who must follow in the God’s 
path and serve their masters. Socio-political meaning, given for utility, trumps the sacred meaning 
of Hanuman. Sacredness, both ‘Niraakaar’ and ‘Saakaar’, is waning away.        

Adityanath parts ways with his ‘Gorakhnath Niraakaar’ tradition when he asks his audience to 
emulate Hanuman. Adityanath and others decry the ‘Saakaar’ tradition too, insofar as ‘Saakaar’ 
tradition emphasizes the sacred, when they eclipse the sacred meaning of Hanuman’s symbol and 
give multiple meanings to Hanuman’s symbol for utility. Caste, class and religion are selected and 
combined in a code to give multiple meanings to Hanuman’s symbol. As sacredness loses its sway 
in an increasingly secularized India, sacred symbols like Hanuman become ploys in political 
games. Spectacle, however, is one way in which Gods may continue to live amongst us. 

 

Postal Address: B-50, Path 7, Jamna Nagar, Ajmer Road, Jaipur, Rajasthan, 302006, India  

Phone: 7974644298 

Email: anandraja89@rediffmail.com, anandraja19890@gmail.com  

References 

ABP, News. 2018. Yogi Adityanath gets legal notice For Calling hanuman Dalit/ Namaste Bharat/ 
ABP News. Retrieved from Youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TKccLa6d_Mo 

Adityanath, Y. 2018. Watch: Hanuman himself was a Dalit and Forest Dweller, says CM 
Adityanath. Retrieved from https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/watch-hanuman-himself-is-
a-dalit-and-forest-dweller-says-yogi-adityanath/article25621506.ece 

Debord, G. 2005. Society of the Spectacle. DK Pr Distribution. 

Fuerebach, Ludwig . 2018. The Essence of Christianity. Franklin Classics. 

Suraj Punj Journal For Multidisciplinary Research

Volume 9, Issue 6, 2019

ISSN NO: 2394-2886

Page No: 146

Dell
Textbox



6 
 

Gorakhnath. (2004). Gorakhbani (Vol. 1). (P. Badathwal, Ed.) Prayag, Uttar Pradesh, India: Hindi 
Sahitya Sammelan. 

Hindustan, T. 2018. Keep Your Ali, Bajrang Bali is enough for us: Yogi Adityanath to Congress. 
Hindustan Times. 

Narayan, Badri. 2009. Fascinating Hindutva: Saffron Politics and Dalit Mobilization. Sage. 

News 18. 2018. Encouraged by CM Yogi's Remark, Dalits want to take over Management of All 
Hanuman Temples. Retrieved from https://www.news18.com/news/india/encouraged-by-cm-
yogis-remark-dalits-want-to-take-over-management-of-all-hanuman-temples-1956525.html 

Press Trust of India. 2018. Legal Notice Sent to Yogi for 'Calling Hanuman a Dalit'. Hindustan 
Times. 

Tulsidas, G. 2015. ShriRamcharitmamas. Gorakhpur: Gitapress. 

 

Suraj Punj Journal For Multidisciplinary Research

Volume 9, Issue 6, 2019

ISSN NO: 2394-2886

Page No: 147

Dell
Textbox




