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present book, the very beginning of which is on
a discordant note. The author contemplated this
work as a rebuttal to the objection she faced at a
conference where she said ‘that the theories of
Karman and rebirth were two of the most vicious
ever invented by man’ (v).
The blind surrender to fate and fortune is indeed bad, but that comes largely due to a wrong
understanding of the scriptures. The author laboriously goes through numerous texts and selects
cautiously, passages that support her arguments.
However, she could have shown the other perspective also where fate or fortune is proclaimed
to be in the hands of a person. It is notable that
almost all of the translations and works she cites
are by authors from outside the Indian tradition,
with a Semitic bearing on their thought. The
author comes a bit too strongly and without sufficient background material, in brushing aside as
inconsequential, years of thought and philosophising in the Indian tradition. Particularly the
Mimamsa tradition and the concept of apurva
is criticised: ‘Meditation is treated like currency
notes which can be encashed at will, deposited
in safe custody for any length of time without increasing or diminishing; it can be lent or donated.
But like money it is power and as power it can be
used in an invisible spiritual bargaining with fate’
(211). When meditation is being increasingly seen
as a great solution to present-day problems, and
when scientific studies are being conducted on
this phenomenon, such a statement could have
best been avoided.
The difference between Shruti, eternal wisdom,
and Smriti, social codes relevant for a particular time, is not highlighted in this volume. The
author quotes more from the Puranas, which are
not authoritative texts. Using texts of different
paradigms, the author considers it her mission to
make the common person recognise ‘the vested
interests of the guardians of society in maintaining the socio-political and economic status quo,
with threats of hell and baits of heaven’ (244).
However, no Eastern tradition gives a concrete
validity to the existence of heaven and hell,
and they are just some flavours in the religious
stories and anecdotes, of which Puranas form a
major part. Heaven, hell, fate, and fatalism are
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pronouncedly Semitic concepts. Had the author
presented a balanced view, this book had the potential to become a remarkable work.
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eligion has many a times been perceived as a
sombre affair. Many traditions advocate donning a serious face during religious observances.
What is the relation between humour and religion? This book makes an attempt to answer this
question through a careful study of various religious traditions like Judaism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and even some religious literature
and plays. This anthology is divided into two
parts: religious laughter and laughing at religion.
Caricature of religion through cartoons and the
consequent politics is also examined through an
analysis of Greek history. That guilelessness and
simplicity are core spiritual values and spirituality
has a close connection with humour is well established through this work.
PB

Sir John Woodroffe, Tantra
and Bengal: An Indian Soul in
a European Body?
Kathleen Taylor

T

Routledge, 2 Park Square, Milton
Park, Abingdon, Oxfordshire OX14
4RN. Website: www.routledge.com.
2013. xvi + 319 pp. $ 54.95. pb. isbn
9780415749367.

antra is probably the most misunderstood
spiritual discipline in the world. The principal
reason for this is that the source texts are mostly
inaccessible and the channelising of basic human
desires almost always gives way to taking licence
in the name of some spiritual or religious practice. This sublime spiritual discipline would have
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