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From time immemorial, the 
sight of an older man with a 
much younger female spouse 
or partner hasn’t bothered 
most people. If anything, 
they congratulate the lucky 
chap. If the man is married, 
the spurned wife either sucks 
it up and stays on in the mari-
tal home or is cast out, with 
or without children in tow. 
In either case, she’s expected 
to be a saintly homemaker 
and self-sacrificing mother. 
Two recent instances when 
women eloped with younger 
men have sent this narrative 
into a tailspin. These were not 
cougars cruising urban clubs. 
One woman eloped with her 
daughter’s fiancé and the oth-
er left her husband, three kids 
and religion for another man. 
Also noteworthy is that both 
happened in Uttar Pradesh, a 
traditionally patriarchal state. 

   Anita, a forty-something 
resident of Aligarh, eloped 
with Rahul who was engaged 
to be married to her daughter, 
Shivani. For the bride-to-be 
the unkindest cut was that 
the duo had made away with 
cash and jewellery set aside 
for the wedding. The forlorn 
fiancée longed not for the re-
turn of the runaway mother 
or fiancé but the money and 
gold! Anita’s shell-shocked 
husband Jitendra Kumar told 
reporters that he had heard 
that during the last three 
months Rahul would speak 
to the to-be mother-in-law for 
long hours instead of with his 
fiancée. Though suspicious, 
he didn’t voice his objection 
as he didn’t want to spoil the 
wedding plans. 
   In the other incident Shab-
nam, about 28, a twice-
married mother of three in 

Amroha, walked out of her 
home to live with Shiva, a 
17 year old 12th class. News 
agencies reported  excitedly 
that Shabnam had divorced 
her first husband before mar-
rying the second one. They 
had three kids that she left 
behind. The cliff-hanger - she 
was a Muslim while her lover 
was a Hindu in a state that 
had a strict anti-conversion 
law. While the lovestruck 
couple expressed their intent 
to get married, the families 
were at loggerheads. The 
matter was brought before 
the Panchayat which in an 

incredibly welcome decision 
declared that the two could 
do as they wished. Shiva’s 
father supported his son’s 
decision. This allowed  Shab-
nam to divorce her husband 
(who had been rendered an 
invalid by an accident) and 
marry Shiva. Shabnam also 
converted to Hinduism and 
became Shivani (meaning 
follower of Shiva). What an 
unexpected turn of events!
   I couldn’t help contrast these 
cases with the southern film 
star who chose to stay single 
and devote her life to her chil-
dren while the ex, a big movie 

star and politician, remarried 
and had another kid. She’s 
quoted as saying, ‘As an indi-
vidual, I think I should have 
a lover, a marriage, and a life. 
But when I consider it from 
the children’s perspective, I 
can’t.’ It made me wonder 
about the choices we make. 
Do women (and men) owe it 
ourselves to lead a full life or 
do we continue to lead lives 
of self-sacrifice for the sake of 
others? Can we claim agency 
without guilt? In the end, 
these are individual choices.
   The morality police had a 
field day about the choices 

of the two women in Uttar 
Pradesh, upbraiding them for 
being selfish and abandoning 
their children for a lover. That 
made me think how old those 
two women would have been 
when they got married – con-
sidering their current young 
age, they were very likely 
child brides without any 
say over the choice of their 
grooms. They probably found 
no pleasure in the marriage 
or the forced sex that led to 
the birth of their children. I     
would assign them no blame 
at all for seizing the chance to 
experience pleasure, love and 

happiness when it unexpect-
edly came their way; society 
and duty be damned. I was 
glad to see other people on X 
(Twitter) noting the women’s 
right to make their choices 
without judgement.
   Anita’s husband had been 
living in Bengaluru for 
business for a long time and 
it makes me think that she 
was a neglected wife in the 
prime of her life. After they 
eloped, Jitendra reportedly 
spoke to Rahul who told him 
‘You have troubled your wife 
for twenty years, now forget 
her.’ I hope she fares well 

with Rahul. Shabnam’s and 
Shiva’s relationship might 
have taken a different turn 
had their religions been 
flipped but let’s set that aside. 
For the time being, let’s heed 
the Bard and say, “Let me not 
to the marriage of true minds 
admit impediments.” - Sand-
hya Mendonca, author, biog-
rapher, and publisher, casts 
a female gaze at the world in 
this column.
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Love’s labour not lost: Women choose desire over duty

Cleanliness has tradi-
tionally been tied to 
order and discipline, 

usually showing up in the 
most obvious ways: a tidy 
home, a spotless office, or 
a neatly kept public space. 
We’ve come to associate 
these things with civility and 
a sense of social responsibil-
ity. But what if we’ve been 
thinking about cleanliness 
in too limited a way? We 
generally tend to equate 
cleanliness with a physical 
appearance—something 
we can see and touch—but 
in doing so, we may be over-
looking something much 
more fundamental.

People often ask, “Why 
do individuals from India 
seem more conscious about 
cleanliness when they live 
abroad?” The question is 
not about nationality; it’s 
about the human tendency 
to act based on environment 
rather than inner clarity. 
There is a tendency in all of 
us to change our behavior 
depending on the external 
conditions we face. The 
way we adhere to cleanliness 
standards, or fail to, is often 
a reflection of what we per-
ceive as socially acceptable, 
not what we understand to 
be necessary.

When someone’sconduct 
changes depending on 

where they are, it reveals 
that the change is not aris-
ing from inner under-
standing but from external 
compulsion. In India, one 
may litter without a second 
thought. The same person, 
while living abroad, may fol-
low rules meticulously—not 
because of a deep sense of re-
sponsibility, but due to fear 
of penalties, surveillance, 
and social pressure. This 
kind of behavior is reactive, 
not conscious. And once the 
external pressure is lifted, 
the old patterns return. The 
issue, then, is not cultural or 
geographic—it is of the hu-
man mind. 

Cleanliness and 
Economic  
Priorities
To understand cleanliness 
more deeply, one must con-
sider economic context. 
When people are strug-
gling to meet fundamen-
tal needs—food, shelter, 
safety—it’s unreasonable 
to expect them to focus on 
public hygiene or aesthetics. 
Cleanliness is not a priority 
when survival is at stake. In 
a world where many are fo-
cused on securing their next 
meal or a safe place to sleep, 
the concept of environmen-
tal cleanliness becomes sec-
ondary.

There are very few wealthy 
nations that are visibly un-
clean, and very few poor na-
tions that appear clean. This 
is not a coincidence—it is a 
reflection of priorities. When 
survival takes precedence, 
cleanliness becomes a luxu-
ry. Economic freedom grants 
people the space to think 
beyond immediate necessi-
ties. It allows for the mental 

and physical bandwidth to 
consider the health of the 
communities around them.

Even within India, affluent 
communities often maintain 
standards of cleanliness on 
par with the developed 
world. Therefore, the issue 
is circumstantial, not cul-
tural. What drives devel-
opment in one part of the 
world does not necessarily 
apply elsewhere. The roots 
of prosperity vary—from 
governance to history, from 
geography to geopolitics. 
Economic wealth allows for 
cleaner environments; pov-
erty often makes it harder to 
prioritize anything beyond 
survival. To reduce the ques-
tion of cleanliness to race or 

nationality is unjust. It dis-
misses the complex web of 
factors that contribute to a 
society’s ability to maintain 
cleanliness. It ignores the 
deeper, more structural is-
sues at play.

Disguised Violence 
in Modern Society
Visual tidiness is often mis-
taken for purity. A modern, 
state-of-the-art slaughter-
house may appear spot-
less—sterile floors, gleam-
ing equipment, no blood in 
sight. And yet, the violence 
is undeniable. Contrast this 
with a modest hospital in 
rural India, where care and 
healing continue despite 
peeling paint and cracked 

tiles. Cleanliness, in this 
context, is not merely based 
on the  absence of visible dirt 
but on the consequence of 
the action.

Cleanliness must be as-
sessed not by what pleases 
the eye, but by what causes 
the least harm. An electric 
SUV may appear clean, even 
progressive. But if it is pow-
ered by fossil-fuel electricity, 
transporting just one person 
while consuming dispropor-
tionate resources, can it still 
be called clean? On the other 
hand, a smoky old bus carry-
ing eighty passengers might, 
on a per-person basis, con-
tribute far less harm. Clean-
liness is not about sparkle; 
it is about a holistic under-

standing of our impact on 
everybody and everything 
around us. The real cost of 
our actions must include 
their environmental, social 
and mental impacts.

Environmental 
Hypocrisy of the 
Developed World
When societies chase a su-
perficial version of clean-
liness—glossy towers, 
manicured neighborhoods, 
gleaming cars—while ignor-
ing carbon footprints, water 
misuse, and exploitation of 
resources, they are par-
ticipating in a deeper filth. 
Imagine a person bathing 
four times a day in a desert 
country with limited water, 
or  picture a pristine lawn, 
its lush green grass nur-
tured with gallons of pre-
cious water while millions 
around the world struggle 
to find clean drinking wa-
ter.  That is not cleanliness. 
That is violence—against 
nature, against others, and 
ultimately, against the self. 
Every time we indulge in 
overconsumption or disre-
gard sustainability for the 
sake of convenience or ap-
pearance, we contribute to 
a much deeper form of dirt. 
According to a report from 
the World Resources Insti-
tute (WRI), if every country 
consumed resources at the 
rate of the United States, 
the planet would require 5 
Earths to sustain such life-
styles. 

Beyond the Visible 
Sheen
It is time to reflect on what 
we mean by cleanliness. Is 
it simply the absence of vis-
ible dirt? Is a sparkling bou-

levard in a fuel-guzzling city 
cleaner than a dusty road in 
a carbon-neutral village? 
These questions push us to 
think about cleanliness in 
broader terms. It’s not just 
about what’s visible. 

If a society consumes im-
mense amounts of fossil fuel 
and leaves behind a towering 
carbon footprint, can it still 
claim to be clean? Here lies 
the contradiction: countries 
praised for cleanliness are 
often the ones contributing 
most to global environmen-
tal degradation. Accord-
ing to the Global Carbon 
Project, the United States, 
despite its high cleanliness 
standards, contributes 
nearly 15% of global carbon 
dioxide emissions, a signifi-
cant environmental burden. 
Meanwhile, a humble village 
that appears disorderly may 
have a negligible ecological 
impact. Cleanliness, in this 
sense, should be judged 
not by the absence of dirt, 
but by the broader ecologi-
cal and ethical footprint we 
leave behind. Which kind of 
filth is more dangerous—vis-
ible litter or invisible emis-
sions? The visible litter may 
be unpleasant, but it is the 
invisible emissions that are 
slowly suffocating the plan-
et. If only carbon dioxide had 
a color, it would be visible ev-
erywhere, reminding us of 
the invisible damage we do 
to the planet every day. 

True cleanliness can-
not be measured only 
by sight. It must also 
include sustainability.  

Cleanliness as 
Inner Clarity

Outer behavior that is 
motivated purely by fear, 

reward, or compulsion 
lacks real integrity. Cleanli-
ness, in its truest form, must 
arise from inner clarity. Real 
cleanliness is possible only 
when you are clean within. 
When you are free from that 
which is not truly you—
whether it’s conditioning 
from the body, society, or 
the marketplace. Spiritu-
ality, when rightly under-
stood, is the pursuit of this 
inner cleanliness—not to 
gain divine favor, but to live 
authentically, with integrity 
and compassion. When one 
is clean within, they leave 
every space and every be-
ing just a little better. They 
do not pollute—not the air, 
not the water, not the mind. 
There is no violence in their 
presence. That is cleanliness. 

Cleanliness must evolve 
from a shallow obsession 
with shine to a deeper com-
mitment to truth and non-
violence. It must become a 
principle that governs how 
we live, how we relate to oth-
ers, and how we treat this 
planet. With this in mind, 
it’s alright to remain a little 
unclean on the outside than 
to be polished on the surface 
while carrying inner filth.

(Acharya Prashant, a mod-
ern Vedanta exegete and 
philosopher, is an author, 
columnist and founder of the 
PrashantAdvait Foundation. 
An IIT-IIM alumnus, he has 
several national bestsellers 
to his name.)
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