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Introduction

Hindu Nationalism and Democracy in India

WITHIN THE PAST DECADE, the Hindu nationalist movement in India,
led by the militant organization Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS),
with branches and subsidiaries in many fields of life in contemporary
India, has grown into the most powerful cluster of political and cultural
organizations in the country. Hindu nationalist agendas, discourses,
and institutions have gradually penetrated everyday life and have ac-
quired a growing, if not uncontested, social respectability in contempo-
rary Indian society.

In the general elections in February 1998, the political wing of the
Hindu nationalist movement, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), polled
more than a quarter of the popular vote in India and emerged as the
largest party in the Lok Sabha in Delhi. In late March 1998, the BJP’s
leader, Atal Behari Vajpayee, became India’s prime minister, in charge
of a fragile coalition government formed by the BJP and twelve smaller
regional parties. Less than two months later, on the 11th and 13th of
May, in Pokhran in the Rajasthan desert, five nuclear bombs were
tested. This instantaneously put India on the global map as a nuclear
power and initiated a new phase in the decade-old arms race between
India and Pakistan, and it generated deep worries in western govern-
ments and publics. The decision to assert India’s place in the world by
acquiring nuclear capabilities was met with general approval among
political parties in India from left to right. The response from news-
papers seemed even more positive, opinion polls indicated over-
whelming support to the decision, and the BJP could now appear on
the domestic scene in its much-desired role as the most resolute de-
fender of India’s national pride and its national interest. When a local
RSS organizer in the western state of Gujarat told a journalist, “after the
nuclear tests, many other nations have realized that India is not merely
a developing nation, but a superpower,” he was not merely articulating
a Hindu nationalist sentiment.1 His and the RSS’s exhilaration at a new-
found national self-respect seemed to resonate with widely held per-
ceptions of nation, cultural pride, and India’s place in global hierar-
chies. Complex questions of how, and why, India’s Hindu nationalists
could acquire the authority to enunciate this broader quest for recogni-
tion and national identity—of how and why they could ensure their
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popular mandate to govern—arise out of these recent events. One
strand of academic work explains the current dominant position of the
Hindu nationalists as the result of decades of systematic, painstaking
organizational work and imaginative political strategies (Jaffrelot 1996;
Basu et al. 1993). Another strand interprets Hindu nationalism in more
cultural and historical terms, and argues that the Hindu nationalists
could be successful because they were drawing on older reserves of
“religious nationalism” that always were central to most forms of In-
dian nationalism (see for example, van der Veer 1994).

This book is about the processes that moved Hindu nationalism from
the margins of Indian society to its center stage. It tries to incorporate
both these strands of academic work on Hindu nationalism, and in
some ways to go a step further. The book explores some of the broader
conditions of possibility in terms of political discourse—forms of gov-
ernance and political strategies—that made it possible both to enunci-
ate the notion of a “Hindu nation,” and to organize it in changing
forms up to the present day. I try to understand the history and con-
temporary articulations of the Hindu nationalist movement in terms
of how, in various periods, it was made possible (and impossible) by
broader discursive formations of nationalisms; by broader issues of
identity, particularly in contemporary urban India; and by continuities
and discontinuities between colonial and postcolonial governmentali-
ties, regimes, and genres of political representation.

My main argument is that Hindu nationalism has emerged and
taken shape neither in the political system as such nor in the religious
field, but in the broader realm of what we may call public culture—the
public space in which a society and its constituent individuals and
communities imagine, represent, and recognize themselves through
political discourse, commercial and cultural expressions, and represen-
tations of state and civic organizations. The Hindu nationalists desire
to transform Indian public culture into a sovereign, disciplined na-
tional culture rooted in what is claimed to be a superior ancient Hindu
past, and to impose a corporatist and disciplined social and political
organization upon society. According to the movement, the Indian na-
tion can only be reinvigorated when its rightful proprietors, the Hindu
majority, resurrect a strong sense of Hindutva (Hinduness). This ma-
joritarian call for Hindutva combines well-established paternalist and
xenophobic discourses with democratic and universalist discourses on
rights and entitlements, and has successfully articulated desires, anxie-
ties, and fractured subjectivities in both urban and rural India. I argue
that Hindu nationalism represents a “conservative revolution,” prem-
ised upon and yet reacting against a broader democratic transforma-
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tion of both the political field and the public culture in postcolonial
India. The intensification of political mobilization among the lower
castes and the minorities has, along with the rise of ambiguous desires
of consumerism in everyday life, exposure to global cultural and eco-
nomic flows, and so on, fractured social imaginings and notions of
order and hierarchy, not least within the large middle class and domi-
nant communities in contemporary India. I argue that it was the desire
for recognition within an increasingly global horizon, and the simulta-
neous anxieties of being encroached upon by the Muslims, the plebe-
ians, and the poor that over the last decade have prompted millions of
Hindus to respond to the call for Hindutva at the polls and in the
streets, and to embrace Hindu nationalist promises of order, discipline,
and collective strength.

Hindu Nationalism and Postcolonial Trajectories
of Democracy

One of the most remarkable features of the entire phenomenon of
Hindu nationalism is the relative ease with which it has fitted into most
of the authorized discourses on India and more generally on politics
and culture in the postcolonial world, as they circulate inside as well as
outside India. The advent of Hindu nationalism, the images of Hindu
zealots razing the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya in 1992, and of firebrand
orators in front of massive crowds, seem to resonate all to well with
dominant perceptions of Indian democracy as somehow incomplete
and immature: full of corruption, vulgar manipulators, campaigning
film stars, colorful imagery presented to impressionable illiterates not
capable of making qualified choices.

We should, however, remind ourselves that Hindu nationalism has
emerged out of the longest, most sustained, and most successful trajec-
tory of democracy anywhere in the postcolonial world, at the moment
of its most decisive turn toward an unprecedented degree of pluralism,
in the wake of the disintegration of Congress’s sway over the Indian
state and polity. Hindu nationalism’s political success does not, in
other words, grow out of the deficiencies of democracy but is the prod-
uct of a series of intensely fought elections over the last decade, and of
equally intense battles over religious sites, rituals, and spaces; over the
meanings of shared symbols of Indian culture; over the meaning of
secularism, history, and so on. However much we may disagree with
the objectives and with the pompous and xenophobic style of the
Hindu nationalist movement, and without exonerating its frequent
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reliance on violence and hate speech, we have to admit that the move-
ment has grown and come to power largely by obeying the procedures
of parliamentary democracy. The authoritarian organization of the
movement and much Hindu nationalist rhetoric leave no doubt that
many Hindu nationalists have only a skin-deep commitment to demo-
cratic procedures. Nonetheless, the very fact that this movement has
had to respect the judiciary, the electoral process, and the “rules of the
game” in the political field testifies to how well-entrenched democratic
procedures are in India. At the same time, the success of Hindu nation-
alism has also revealed how feeble the notions of tolerance, equality,
and rights have become within large groups of the relatively privileged
Indians who form the core of the BJP’s constituency.

This opens the larger question of the forms that democratic discourse
and practices have historically taken in India. Was the political culture
of the so-called liberal middle class, which provided the backbone of
the nationalist movement and later the independent nation-state, ever
liberal and democratic? Or was it rather dominated by a paternalist
nationalist discourse within which ordinary Indians merely provided
the necessary but uncomfortable numerical strength? Is Hindu nation-
alism really revealing the dark side of the middle-class culture and so-
cial world of the “educated sections” who have dominated Indian pub-
lic culture and the Indian state for so long—the authoritarian longings,
the complacency, and the fear of the “underdog,” the “masses,” and
the Muslims?

The Indian experience of democracy thus challenges several of the
widely held assumptions about the universality of the western trajec-
tory of liberal democracy. It points to the pertinence of Mamdani’s ob-
servation that the histories of the postcolonial world cannot be written
through simple analogies, as distorted or “incomplete” rehearsals of
the “western” story line (Mamdani 1996, 9)—in itself, one should add,
a major object of historical fictionalization. One of the tenets of the ideal
“western” story line is that democratic governance, once established
and consolidated, is self-sustaining because it produces a more rational
form of organization of interests, checks the executive agencies of the
state, and produces a democratic culture that provides more tolerance
and more pluralism. The recent Indian experience of Hindu national-
ism should remind us that democracy also very often gives birth to
forces, desires, and imaginings of an authoritarian and anti-democratic
nature, or “majoritarian” and moral backlashes against what is seen as
“excessive liberalism” in the public culture.

This is certainly true of both European and North American history
in this century. These same historical experiences, and more recent de-
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velopments in the western world, should also remind us that edu-
cation, literacy, and economic prosperity by no means diminish or
counteract the recurrent constructions of ethnic majoritarianism, intol-
erance, and desires for strong governance that also develop and prolif-
erate in the heart of developed democracies. On the contrary, historical
experience from most parts of the world points to the fact that educa-
tional institutions, literate public spheres, and the social world of the
upward mobile classes, anxious to consolidate their status and gain
recognition from their surroundings, are rather the sites of the produc-
tion of ethnic intolerance and xenophobias.

Hindu nationalism could not consolidate any major constituency
among the millions of marginalized poor and illiterate Indians. In-
stead, the xenophobic discourses of Hindu nationalism developed in
the heart of the large and expanding middle class, which political com-
mon sense today holds to be the very prerequisite for creation of stable
democracies in the postcolonial world. It was in these mainly urban
environments, rich in education, associational life, and what Putnam
would characterize as “civic engagement” and “social capital” (Put-
nam 1993, 163–70), that the Hindu nationalist movement has found its
most receptive audiences. To understand and interpret contemporary
Hindu nationalism in India we need, in other words, to map how the
specific trajectory of Indian democracy and the historically changing
governmentalities of the modern Indian state have shaped political
imaginaries and public practices of the Indian middle class.

Political institutions and competitive political mobilization have his-
torically been pivotal in the Indian experience of modernity. The na-
tionalist elite in India was a political elite that developed a rather con-
descending vision of social uplift of the masses through education and
enfranchisement. They created a form of public culture marked by rad-
ical rhetoric and high idealism, but more enduring social structures
such as caste hierarchies, family structures, upper-caste norms of pub-
lic behavior, and so on, were rarely challenged. In the nationalist move-
ment and in the first decades after independence a peculiar cultural
construction of politics as a “virtuous vocation” emerged. Here upper-
caste notions of selfless duty and purity were inscribed into the con-
struction of the ideal national citizen. Politics and the affairs of state
were constructed as the realm of enlightened men of superior moral
fiber. The process of democratic participation in the postcolonial de-
mocracy was seen as a central tool in this civilizing, and essentially
pedagogical, mission, in which the masses under prudent guidance
were to learn how to appreciate their new role as secular citizens of the
nation. This elitist political culture, seeking to mass-produce national
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citizens in its own image, could be sustained as long as one dominant
party, embodying the nation, could control and envelop both the polit-
ical processes and the administrative machinery of the state.

Interpreting de Tocqueville’s notion of the democratic revolution
within a wider field of social practices, Claude Lefort has suggested
that one of the most characteristic features of processes of democratiza-
tion is the often tacit and gradual “dissolution of markers of certainty”
pertaining to the solidity of institutions, the credibility of dogmas, and
the assumed “naturalness” of a hierarchical social order. Historically,
powerful forces have attempted to restrict democracy to a set of strictly
procedural routines for governance and legislation, but once in motion,
democratic procedures have over time tended to remold the very form
in which a society represents and imagines itself, its institutions and its
history.

It is my contention that the history of Indian democracy may be fruit-
fully interpreted in these terms as a gradual and circumscribed ques-
tioning of hierarchies and authority, spreading from the political field
to other realms in society. As the political field acquired even more
prominence due to the weight of the developmental state in all spheres
of society in the 1970s, a new political culture marked by “political
entrepreneurship” emerged. This gave rise to a new construction of
politics as an “amoral vocation,” a construction that reflected a wide-
spread discomfort with the proliferating populist techniques of politi-
cal mobilization and governance, and a disapproval of the new breed
of public figures from modest social backgrounds who used their lan-
guage, manners, and social background to consolidate mass follow-
ings. In the face of this “plebeianization” of the political field, sections
of the educated urban middle classes and upper-caste groups began to
denounce the political vocation, question the legitimacy of the state,
and discard the principles of democracy and secularism.

For decades democracy and secularism meant protection and exten-
sion of social privileges to the educated Hindu middle classes, and
condescending paternalism vis-à-vis lower-caste groups and minori-
ties. However, as it became clear that political democracy was slowly
giving birth to this new and unfamiliar form of society, the “softness”
of the secular state became the target of the Hindu nationalist critique
of a “pseudo secularism” that was “pampering minorities.” Anti-
democratic attitudes are today widespread in the same urban middle
class in India that for years was regarded as the bedrock of political
democracy in the country, and the backbone of the nation. Hindu na-
tionalism emerged successfully in the political field in the 1980s as a
kind of “conservative populism” that mainly attracted more privileged
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groups who feared encroachment on their dominant positions, but also
“plebeian” and impoverished groups seeking recognition around a
majoritarian rhetoric of cultural pride, order, and national strength.

The trajectory of the “saffron wave” in India has, as I have suggested,
broader implications for the understanding of democracy in the non-
western and postcolonial world. The immense scale, duration, and
richness of the experience of democracy in India, a society pervaded by
a multitude of hierarchical social forms, allows us to see, first, that the
procedures and discourses associated with democracy profoundly
modify and transform a society’s imagination of itself. Democracy does
not merely provide a form of governance but modifies social practices,
institutions, and social imaginaries. We must acknowledge that democ-
racy gives rise to a new imagination of society that makes new identi-
ties and claims possible, but also makes possible new forms of violent
conflict and new fantasies of power and xenophobias. Many of these
claims today take a specific cultural form because the objectification
and codification of cultural differences and boundaries was one of the
paramount governmentalities of the colonial states, to which the post-
colonial state in India, like other postcolonial states, are the heirs. The
fact that claims of cultural collectivities and identities are dominant
forms of political identity in India and in other postcolonial societies
does not make them “deformities” in relation to the liberal western
political trajectories, but rather results of the specific historiocities and
“vernacularization” of democratic discourses and procedures in the
postcolonial world.

In the light of this, the success of the Hindu nationalist movement is,
second, not the “revenge” of a society where western forms of gover-
nance and political discourse—such as democracy—remain unintelli-
gible and alien due to a deep and enduring civilizational incommen-
surability. Practices of democratic politics are never “the same” all over
the world, but are always embedded in historically specific but also
changing “cultural constructions of politics” and public culture. De-
mocracy always tends to produce an ever more politicized society in
which “undecidability” reigns and expands, that is, where institutions,
identities, and social horizons are unstable and always contested. The
Hindu nationalist movement is both an expression of this politicization
of Indian public culture and a reaction against it. It is, if anything, a
“revenge” of colonial governmentality more than any representation of
Hindu culture as such.

Third, the democratic experience in India also shows us that al-
though the notion of equality that lies at the heart of democracy has not
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produced social equality, it has made a certain representation of “the
ordinary” of paramount importance in politics. Charles Taylor has ar-
gued that the celebration of “ordinary life”—hard work, family life,
simple virtues—were central to the construction of modern identity
(Taylor 1992, 211–305). The “ordinary” was in the European and Amer-
ican experiences shaped by religious sects and capitalist transforma-
tions, whereas democratic politics seems to have been its primary mid-
wife in India. Although the elitist democracy of the first decades after
1947 governed “the masses” as subject of a benevolent state, these
“masses” have, through populist leaders, acquired a new assertive vis-
ibility in the political field. The Hindu nationalist movement reacts
against this perceived encroachment on middle-class society, but it
needs, at the same time, to project “the ordinary” onto the ideal na-
tional Hindu citizens it seeks to produce.

Hindu Nationalism and the Imaginings of India

The authorized colonial and orientalist knowledge of India as a deeply
religious society with self-born, resilient social and cultural institutions
is still crucial in academic and political understanding of India. In the
western world this form of knowledge could explain recurrent epi-
sodes of riots and killings in South Asia as effects of the persistence of
premodern religious passions and fanaticism. In India, knowledge of
the deeply religious ordinary Indian did for decades imbue many edu-
cated Indians with a paternalist sense of being part of a “civilizational
mission” of modernity vis-à-vis “the masses.” In the hands of the
Hindu nationalists, the same knowledge could promote a single reified
“Hinduism” as the natural matrix of the true Indian nation. Without
transgressing these established tenets of what India “really is” to mil-
lions of Indians, the Hindu nationalist movement could stage its bid for
remolding the public culture of India and for winning political power
in the Indian state as the natural, inevitable, completely unpolitical re-
action of ordinary, pious Hindus against a culturally insensitive, west-
ernized, and corrupted state.

Hindu nationalism has indeed successfully recruited and subsumed
religious sentiments and public rituals into a larger discourse of na-
tional culture (Bharatiya culture) and the Hindu nation, Hindu rashtra.
There is little doubt that new social or religious practices, especially in
urban India, have made this specific political “packaging” of Hindu
symbols intelligible to larger audiences; but the objectives and practices
of the Hindu nationalist movement go far beyond religion and ritual-
ized practices. As I hope to show, Hindu nationalist discourse and
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practices are centrally concerned with notions of national honor and
how a vibrant sense of national community can stabilize social identi-
ties, governance, and the larger social order, and ultimately extract a
much-desired global recognition of India’s place among the leading
nations in the world. The notion of Hindutva makes sense not primar-
ily because of any religious subtext but because it is made to connect
meaningfully with everyday anxieties of security, a sense of disorder,
and more generally the ambivalence of modern life.

The emergence of Hindu nationalism in India also seems to fit all too
well into the system of essentialized cultural stereotypes and differ-
ences of “civilization,” the common-sense ordering of the globe to
which Samuel Huntington lends some scientific authority. Like Hunt-
ington, foreign policy analysts, and most of the religious nationalists
across the globe analyzed by Juergensmeyer (1993), Hindu national-
ists also understand and order the world through “cultural essentials”
of religion, blood, and other practices related to the body—food, mar-
riage, death. According to this view, India was always and will remain
fundamentally Hindu in a civilizational sense, just as (it implies) Mus-
lims and other non-Hindus always were alien to India and will remain
so forever. The secular Indian nation state is in the Hindu nationalists’
view a political fiction that conceals real cultural incommensurabilities,
or in their words, a “culturally alien” construction imposed on India by
anglicized intellectuals.

My argument is that the notion of a single Hindu culture, incommen-
surable with Islamic or western epistemes and forms of organization, is
the real fiction at work here, imposed by orientalism and painstakingly
promulgated, organized, and reformulated by generations of Hindu
nationalists and other Indian nationalists for more than a century. I also
argue that in order to understand Hindu nationalism we need to ana-
lyze carefully the official secularism it opposed. Textbook versions of
secularism as the absence of religion from the public sphere, or a more
fashionable understanding of secularism as a metonym of scientific ra-
tionalism, will not suffice. We need to take a closer and more informed
look at the practices and meanings of secularism in the public culture
of independent India.

The dominant interpretation of secularism in India did not entail the
removal of religion from the political sphere, but rather the belief that
religion and culture were elevated to an ostensibly apolitical level,
above the profanities of the political. This institutionalized notion of
culture and religion as apolitical, and the derived notion of selfless “so-
cial work” as ennobling and purifying by virtue of its elevation above
politics and money, provided an unassailable moral high ground to a
certain genre of “antipolitical activism,” conspicuous among social and
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cultural organizations but also often invoked in agitations and in elec-
toral politics in India. I submit that it was from this discursive field
of “antipolitics” and “religious activism” that the Hindu nationalist
movement, with great ingenuity, built its campaigns and organiza-
tional networks for decades. Like other forms of cultural nationalism,
the Hindu nationalist movement always entertained a complex am-
bivalence vis-à-vis democracy and apprehension toward the “political
vocation.” The evolution of the movement, its organization, and its po-
litical strategies must be understood in the context of a constant negoti-
ation and oscillation across the deep bifurcation in modern Indian po-
litical culture between a realm of “sublime” culture and a realm of
“profane” competitive politics.

Historically, the contestation of symbols, space, and numbers be-
tween Muslim and Hindu organizations was admittedly central to the
broader evolution of nationalism and nation-states in the subcontinent.
In India, sedimented fears of the abstract and generalized “Muslim”
remain today the decisive ideological bedrock of the Hindu nationalist
movement, and the most persistent source of its popular and electoral
success. There is little doubt that communal subjectivities, especially
the fear of Muslims among Hindus, have acquired a certain solidity
and “truth” that is independent of social experiences or physical prox-
imities. These subjectivities exists as what Slavoj tižek calls “ideologi-
cal fantasies,” that is, a kind of knowledge of the other that appears as
more true than any appearance or concrete representation, and is thus
a construction beyond argument or falsification.

Hindu nationalism is not an antiwestern religious “fundamental-
ism.” What Hindu nationalists desire is recognition of themselves
and India by the western powers, but a recognition through assertion
of cultural difference and assertion of India’s sovereignty and self-
determination. The so-called “consumer goods revolution” in India in
the 1980s, the spread of satellite TV, and India’s entanglement in global
economic and cultural flows made the question of India’s place in the
global order one of crucial importance. Within a decade, these changes
transformed the face of many Indian cities, as advertising, fancy shops,
new cars, televised soap operas, luxury goods, and a still more visible
youth culture proliferated. To sections of the Hindu nationalist move-
ment this “invasion” signifies a national crisis and a surrender of the
national pride or, in the suggestive language of a Hindu nationalist
activist, “our motherland, bereft of moral fibre and vulnerable to the
rape of western capital and consumerism.”2 Other sections of the
movement acknowledge the powerful attractions of “western consum-
erism” and modern technology, and emphasize that India has to de-
velop a strong public morality that could contain hedonistic excesses.
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They argue that the prerequisite for developing such a sovereign na-
tional modernity is the cultural unity and purity of the Hindu nation.
In these ideological fantasies at the heart of the Hindu nationalist
movement, the Indian Muslims represent a constitutive defect, an im-
purity that has to be “cleansed” before India can emerge as a modern
self-conscious nation.

I hope to show that the emergence of a mass movement of this mag-
nitude is probably one of the least “natural” processes one can imagine.
The Hindu nationalist movement neither expresses essential cultural
differences nor merely reflects new social and religious practices in
India. It has emerged out of a conjunction of massive and protracted
labor of organization and ideological promulgation, the existence of a
certain receptivity and disgruntlement in broad social milieus, and the
presence of certain strategic conditions of possibility in the political
field. I will, in other words, try to understand the precarious and con-
tingent processes through which the dispersed grievances and senti-
ments in various parts of Indian society were reframed by the Hindu
nationalist discourse, organized by its movements and party, and
hence aggregated into what appeared to be, and indeed was staged as,
a spontaneous surge of social or cultural identity in public arenas.

In this book I try to avoid the language of “cultural aggregation” that
dominates much of the discussion of politics and identity in contempo-
rary India. Journalists, social scientists, and political strategists and ac-
tivists alike seem to buy into a shared paradigm of the primacy of caste
in formation of political loyalties, and unreflected assumptions about
caste and religion as originary identities prevail. The extensive use of
mythico-historical inventories of symbols and narratives in politics and
the public culture of India is routinely taken as an index of the existence
of the subjectivities and memories they in fact seek to shape.

We need to question such assumptions as, for instance, that public
manifestations of the “Hindu community” by the Hindu nationalist
movement, or votes cast for the BJP, necessarily reflect deep cultural
logics and continuities; or that the language of caste and community
always strikes a receptive chord among the Indians, supposedly deeply
immersed in their cultural ontology. These phenomena must instead be
studied in the context of the specific “economy of stances” in the public
arenas in which they seek to intervene. We need to recognize that the
field of politics always produces and modifies social or cultural dy-
namics and identifications in a specific form, that is, in specific discur-
sive modalities and within specific stratagems of the field. To under-
stand the broader “culturalization” of the political field in India, and
the surge of Hindu nationalism more specifically, we need to frame it
within an anthropology of the political field. We need to analyze the
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idioms, practices, and stakes that define political practices in their
everyday localized forms in mohallas (neighborhoods) and villages, in
the constant disjunctures between fractured subjectivities and the prag-
matism that political discourse engenders among so-called ordinary
people, as well as the ideological fantasies and rationalities at play
among the accomplished specialists in political strategy and practice.

In this book, I try to carry out at least parts of this research program,
although I probably lapse back into more conventional modes of think-
ing about, and knowing about, both politics and culture. I hope, none-
theless, to be able to suggest a few modes of inquiry that could contrib-
ute to a more differentiated anthropology of the political field in India.

About This Book

This book grows out of an engagement with the phenomenon of Hindu
nationalism since 1990. Throughout this period I have tried to make the
“saffron wave” in India intelligible within a broader theoretical and
historical perspective. But I have also, during longer periods of field-
work in the state of Maharashtra, tried to understand the specific ways
in which Hindu nationalism has been represented and received in the
context of social conditions and public contestations in both rural and
urban localities in that state. I wanted to know to which extent Hindu
nationalist discourse and organizations had been able to reshape and
homogenize local grievances into communal subjectivities underpin-
ning the overall Hindu nationalist project. The enormous diversity of
India obviously makes it impossible to generalize too heavily from this
material. Throughout the following text I only offer a number of brief
vignettes presenting ethnographic material collected in Maharashtra
between 1991 and 1997, in order to illustrate how existing complexities
of power and contestations in neighborhoods and villages decisively
shaped the receptivity toward the discourse of Hindu nationalism.

These periods of fieldwork were made possible by a generous grant
from the Council for Development Research in Denmark, and I remain
grateful to the people who assisted me in various ways during these
periods, particularly Professor R. K. Hebsur from the Tata Institute of
Social Science in Bombay, Professor Ramesh Babu from Bombay Uni-
versity, Mahesh Gavaskar, Urmila Budhkar, and Prasad Srinivasan.

Over the years I have benefited immensely from comments and sug-
gestions from many scholars of Indian politics and society. Sudipta
Kaviraj, Partha Chatterjee, Peter van der Veer, Christophe Jaffrelot,
Chris Fuller, Richard Fox, John Martinussen, Bruce Graham, Dipankar
Gupta, Zoya Hasan, Bipan Chandra, Paul Brass, Gérard Heuzé, Amiya
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Kumar Bagchi, Jonathan Spencer, David Ludden, Jørgen Dige Petersen,
Neil Webster, Stig Toft Madsen, and Olle Törnquist have provided in-
sightful comments and criticism of various parts of the material and
arguments that went into this book. Without this inspiration, this text
could never have been written. Needless to say, the responsibility for
flaws and shortcomings in the text remains solely mine.

I also wish to thank my colleagues and friends at International De-
velopment Studies, Roskilde University, at the Centre for Development
Research in Copenhagen, and in the editorial committee of the Danish
journal GRUS for their support and encouragement over the years. The
valuable suggestions, the encouragement and the professionalism of
Mary Murrell, Margaret Case, Deirdre Mullervy, and anonymous re-
viewers from Princeton University Press, and of Bela Malik and anony-
mous reviewers from Oxford University Press, India were indispens-
able in the final production of this book.

The most important and unfailing support has, however, come from
my wife Kirsten, and my children Lærke and Malte, who with under-
standing and love have tolerated my long periods of physical absence
and absentmindedness.



1
Modernity, Nation, and Democracy in India

THROUGH ALL the richness and diversity of public life in contemporary
India there traverses one remarkably coherent narrative: declining
standards in the realm of politics and public administration. Corrup-
tion, declining quality of leadership, shameless display of self-interest
by groups and individuals, violence, and lethargy in administration
and the judiciary are phenomena routinely explained by the inva-
sion of politics into all spheres of life. The national press debates how
the independence of the judiciary and the administrative capacity of
the state are threatened by “political interference” in court cases and
in administrative routines. In urban neighborhoods, mob violence or
demands for ever new “donations” to school boards and building so-
cieties are explained as the effect of “someone playing politics.” In vil-
lages, the routine selection of some farmers rather than others as eligi-
ble for new credits, or the stalled construction of an irrigation scheme,
is attributed to the machinations of local political entrepreneurs.

Bemoaning the “signs of the times” has probably always been a way
of coping with a changing world, just as blaming politicians for virtu-
ally any social problem seems to be a regular feature of the very form
of democratic representation. Yet we need to note that this critique of
“politics” and “the political” in contemporary Indian public life hardly
means that political life is ignored. On the contrary, political scandals,
conspiracy theories, rumors, and gossip about political leaders consti-
tute an inexhaustible reservoir of fascination and discussion. More im-
portantly, notions of rights and entitlements of groups and individuals
vis-à-vis the state proliferate in ever more assertive forms. This is true
of the fuzzy zone of clientelist practices and informal organizations
through which large numbers of rural poor and slum dwellers are
linked with formal institutions of the state, as well as in the realm of
more organized “civic,” cultural, and political activism. Older notions
of “civility,” of adherence to procedures and “proper conduct” in elec-
toral politics and in everyday routines of institutions and associations
seem to have given way to what appears as a cruder, more direct, and
often embarrassingly shameless desire for power, office, money, and
recognition.
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Within the social worlds of the urban middle classes in India, this
apparent erosion of the civility of public culture is routinely attributed
to the rise of “unworthy” (read: plebeian) leaders, to contamination of
cultural values, to the free reign of material desires in modern urban
life, and so on. However, the more brutal languages of politics also
flourish at the heart of the middle-class world, for instance when
broader anxieties regarding the encroachment of the poor and the ple-
beians upon so-called “respectable” society are translated into dis-
courses on the “right of the majority,” antiminority xenophobia, and
fantasies of an authoritarian state and strong leadership. Since the early
1990s, the telephone surveys frequently carried out by various English-
language weeklies in India regarding political preferences and atti-
tudes to political issues have shown that the predominantly middle-
class respondents (that is, those who own a telephone) have grown
increasingly skeptical toward the viability of democracy and more in-
clined toward stronger and more authoritarian forms of governance.

It is the basic contention of this book that the phenomenal growth
and political success of Hindu nationalism in India in the last decade
must be understood in the context of this larger disjuncture between
democratic mobilization and democratic governance. This is a disjunc-
ture that, needless to say, has deep roots in the structure of colonial and
postcolonial governance and in the specific “production of the Indian
people,” that is, the production of political identities and collectivities
in both colonial and independent India. In the following chapters I ana-
lyze how Hindu nationalist discourses and organizations emerged in
the late colonial period; how they were transformed by new institu-
tional structures and new political imaginaries in independent India;
and what conditions of possibilities enabled the Hindu nationalist
movement to grow rapidly from the late 1980s. However, such a his-
tory of the evolution of political imaginaries in modern India does not
offer itself to us in a single line of development, or in its own terms. To
write such a history requires a certain theoretical vocabulary and a cer-
tain interpretative grid.

The most difficult question is how we can develop an understanding
of the social and cultural construction of politics in India that does not
reduce it to something else. How can we avoid reducing politics to a
mere reflection of the dynamics of the caste system, as much political
analysis in India today seems to be doing—assuming, just like earlier
forms of class analysis, that the political field is simply a mirror of so-
ciety, a screen from which the intentions and strategies of elusive
“social forces” can be read? How can we avoid the other extreme, the
conventional political science interpretation of electoral processes,
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institutional dynamics of bureaucracy, and strategies of aggregated po-
litical actors as if they constituted a world of their own, disentangled
from the complex embedding of politics in a wider field of social and
cultural practices?

To my mind a promising starting point is a radical reading of de
Tocqueville’s basic idea that democracy is not merely a set of institu-
tions and procedures for governance but must be understood as the
political institution of a process of questioning and subversion of social
hierarchies and certitudes that over time produces an altogether differ-
ent society. Such an interpretation of de Tocqueville entails the view
that circulation of democratic discourses, and expansion of practices of
democracy, first and foremost reveal the constructed and provisional
character of the social world. In this reading, “the political” denotes a
generative and destructive process, questioning hierarchies and certi-
tudes, while producing undecidability, as it reveals that every institu-
tionalized and ostensibly naturalized practice is founded on acts of
power and decision.1 To study politics is, in my view, to study how
“the political”—the irreducible conflicts and undecidability lying at
the heart of the social world—is brought under control and temporar-
ily institutionalized within institutions, procedures, legislation, and
so on.

This perspective endorses Foucauldian insights regarding govern-
ance as a set of practices of classification and ordering of social prac-
tices wider than those directives that flow from the state. At the same
time, it tries to combine these insights with a dynamic understanding
of how rights, entitlements, and administrative categories are distrib-
uted and “inhabited” in surprising and not always governable forms.
The problem in a strictly Foucauldian notion of governmentality is, to
my mind, that it tends to reify the pervasiveness of the power it depicts,
blinding itself to internal inconsistencies and contradictions of govern-
ing rationalities and thus relegating resistances and contestations of
technocratic rationalities and forms of governance to the margins of
society, that is, to more inchoate forms of insubordination and defi-
ance. The entire realm of political passions, of ideologies, of the role of
the imaginary elements of politics and the de facto incoherence and
impotence of many forms of governance slips out of the picture if we
do not take “the political” seriously: the fundamentally undecidable,
incomplete, and contested nature of facts and descriptions of society, of
categories, of identities, and so on. We need, in other words, to recog-
nize that the very reason why discourses of order and technologies of
government try to fix and authorize certain forms of knowledge and
certain taxonomies is that these schemes are fundamentally inadequate
and impossible. They can never fully create the effects and the order
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they aim at. Similarly, identity claims and identity strategies have to
be constantly reformulated because they never fully produce the cate-
gories, groups, or individuals they claim to represent.

Ordinary existence in a modern and democratic society in many
ways produces an excess of meaning, a chaotic and amorphous array of
phenomena and discrepant experiences that open a large number of
interpretative possibilities. This larger society is, in crucial ways, expe-
rienced and continuously imagined through its representation in the
field of politics—in utterances of leaders, symbols of state and nation,
political spectacles, and in the microphysics of institutions. Needless to
say, democratic political procedures, constant debates and circulation
of competing truths, and open and formalized contest for office and
authority present deeply polyvalent and partial re-presentations of the
social world. They thus present society to itself in a disenchanted,
changeable, and almost profane fashion. At the same time, projects of
order, promises of stability, narratives of community and identity are
also presented and produced in this world of democratic politics—not
uncommonly by presenting themselves as “beyond politics,” as justi-
fied by technical expert knowledge, “history,” or community, and thus
appearing as “decidable,” fixed, and beyond questioning.

When cultural identities are articulated and mobilized in the realm of
democratic politics, as in the case of Hindu nationalism in India, it does
not happen as a mere transfer and transmutation of already existing
cultural identities into a profane and instrumentalist world of politics.
My argument is that the articulation of Hindutva (Hinduness) in poli-
tics and in public life is primarily a way of making sense of the social
world, a strategy that aims at creating a certain order within the dis-
orderly realm of democratic politics, by imposing a matrix of a natural,
eternal, and essentialized “Hindu culture” upon it.

The main argument of this book is that the success of the Hindu
nationalist movement in Indian society has to do with the specific ways
in which historically produced notions of “Hinduness” were packaged
and recirculated at a particular juncture in the development of democ-
racy and modern governance in India. This juncture was also charac-
terized by an intensified democratic revolution, that is, a process of
intensified politicization of everyday life, where by many Indians expe-
rienced a large gap between a generalized sense of the undecidable
character of the social worlds they lived in and an inadequate and even
threatening representation of this world in an intensely competitive
and pervasive form of mass politics in the country.

In the following, I give a condensed outline of what this “radical”
Tocquevillean thesis of the democratic revolution implies for the study
of identities, discourse, and more institutionalized politics. Second, I
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interpret the political history of India since the end of the nineteenth
century through this theoretical lens. I do so by exploring how colonial
categories of governance shaped cultural-national identities and how
the politics of representation in the political institutions of the colonial
state conditioned the development of ethnoreligious identities. I then
explore the production of national citizens and cultural communities
by the postcolonial state and probe into the effects of universal fran-
chise, secular institutions, and the new developmental governmental-
ity of the Indian state.

The Democratic Revolution

In his work on the democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville de-
fined the democratic revolution as the process through which all the
founding elements of premodern societies—divine legitimization of
power, the naturalness of hierarchy, the fatalism of the masses—gradu-
ally came to be questioned and undermined by the new revolutionary
creed of democracy: the belief in freedom and equality as universal
values (de Tocqueville 1966, 49).

With reference to the possible democratization of European societies,
de Tocqueville asked: what are the effects on politics, morality, govern-
ance, and social cohesion when a society, dominated by multiple rela-
tions of inequality, adopts a democratic system of government and uni-
versal suffrage? What happens when free institutions, public opinion,
and a measure of procedural regularity of decision making develop?

De Tocqueville suggested that democratization produced a society
“without foundations,” that is, without stable legitimacy and knowl-
edge. In the absence of earlier ontological certainties of divinely au-
thorized knowledge and temporal power, democracy created a range
of new ideological forms, such as an abstract civic ethos and national
loyalty, both possible and necessary (ibid., 535–47).

De Tocqueville explored the master-slave dialectic to show the new
instability that was generated by diffusion of the notion of equality and
what we today would call the “nonfoundational” character of demo-
cratic society. In principle, democracy dissolved the difference between
master and servant. They were both citizens of the country and both
human beings. The relation was no longer one of uncontested power
on part of the master and unconditional obedience on part of the ser-
vant. Old obligations and rules were gone or not adhered to, and new
ones had not been fully formed. This undecidable moment, when the
old relation was subverted and the new one not yet established, gen-
erally characterizes democratic societies: “Obedience, then, loses its
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moral basis in the eyes of him who obeys; he no longer considers it as
some sort of divinely appointed duty, and he does not yet see its purely
human aspect; in his eyes it is neither sacred nor just and he submits to
it as a degrading though useful fact. . . . There is an unspoken intestinal
war between permanently suspicious rival powers. . . . The lines be-
tween authority and tyranny, liberty and license and right and might
seem to them so jumbled and confused that no one knows exactly what
he is, what he can do, and what he should do” (ibid., 554).

This may be read as a parable of modern mass politics premised
upon the fundamental split between power and legitimacy. The demo-
cratic revolution irreversibly blocked the possibility of power ever
being legitimate, as in a premodern age, that is, successfully represent-
ing itself as a divinely sanctioned, self-evident general interest em-
bodying the unity of society and defining its boundaries. A new form
of secular power now came into being, derived from “the people”
which, however, remained abstract and unrepresentable, as observed
by Lefort: “The locus of power becomes an empty place. It cannot be
occupied—it is such that no individual and no group can be consub-
stantial with it—and it cannot be represented. Only the mechanisms of
exercise of power are visible, or only the men, the mere mortals, who
hold political authority” (Lefort 1988, 17). This engendered, in turn, a
new imagination of society, no longer based on an uncontested author-
ity but fragmented and traversed by a fundamental undecidability re-
garding the foundations and legitimacy of power. The paradox of de-
mocracy is that although broad legitimacy becomes ever more impossi-
ble to achieve in an ever more differentiated and fragmented society,
strategies of legitimization of power nevertheless attain paramount im-
portance. Modern political strategies and discourses may all be seen as
attempts to bridge this gap between legitimacy and power by invoking
discourses on order, security, justice, freedom, and equality.2

Nineteenth-century modernity and capitalism in Europe trans-
formed social structures and forms of state. Older hierarchies, orders,
and truths collapsed and rendered the domain of “the political”—the
undecidable objects of open contestation between antagonistic groups
and world views—an ever larger and more central field. This gave,
according to Lefort, birth to a distinct “culture of questioning”: “In my
view the important point is that democracy is instituted and sustained
by the dissolution of markers of certainty. . . . [W]ithout the actors
being aware of it a process of questioning is implicit in social practice,
that no one has the answer to the questions that arise, and that the
work of ideology, which is always dedicated to the task of restoring
certainty, cannot put an end to this practice” (Lefort 1988, 19). Out
of this grew all the central ideological configurations of modernity
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circling around, and straddling, narratives of loss (of truth, certainty,
culture, faith, authenticity), and equally persistent quests for recupera-
tion of the lost in new purified forms.

Social Antagonisms and Politics

One of the sometimes overlooked consequences of the birth and dis-
persion of this new and abstract discourse on equality, freedom, and
sovereignty is that it made a more radical and generalized form of so-
cial conflict possible. As Laclau and Mouffe have noted, even the most
exploitative form of inequality does not necessarily carry the seed of
resistance and conflict within its own logic. There might be what I
would call “distributional fights” regarding the relative positions,
duties, and obligations within a system of subordination, but some-
thing more is needed to construct inequality as the result of malign
oppression.3 Historically this “something more” was exactly what
Laclau and Mouffe have termed “the democratic imaginary”: “the dis-
cursive conditions which made it possible to propose the different
forms of inequality as illegitimate and anti-natural, and thus make
them equivalent as forms of oppression. Here lay the profound subver-
sive power of the democratic discourse, which would allow the spread
of equality and liberty into increasingly wider domains and therefore
act as a fermenting agent upon the different forms of struggle against
subordination” (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 155).

The entire modern discourse of abstract individuals endowed with
equal rights and desires, and the universalized notion of “Man,” made
it possible to perceive inequality within a radically new horizon, now
in terms of an antagonism that constructed the superordinates as pre-
venting the subordinated from fully realizing what they actually were,
or ought to become. Social differences, however objectified, cannot in
themselves explain why some rather than other identities/differences
become loci of organization and political identification. In order to rec-
ognize itself, to speak of itself—or to recognize itself when it is spoken
for—a collectivity must be defined by what it is not, and why it is not
what it desires to become. The formation of political identities does not,
in other words, merely take place through the deployment of cate-
gories of governance, registration, and classification, but through the
contingent inhabitation of these “identity slots” by individuals and col-
lectivities. Needless to say, this inhabitation is precarious and unstable,
and always presupposes an active and protracted labor of ideological
articulation.
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Social antagonism may be thought of in a Lacanian sense as a funda-
mental ontological principle of undecidability and contingency, a con-
stitutive negativity that prevents the full ordering of the social fields,
and a kind of intrinsic split which is the resistance and limit that any
structure or institution encounters in the process of its making and re-
production (Laclau 1990, 18). Antagonism is thus not simply the sym-
metrical opposite of order or structure—like, for example, ambiguity or
randomness—but something preventing this order, a constant source
of instability and incompleteness.4

To my mind, the concept of social antagonism marks a significant
advance in a poststructuralist understanding of “the political” com-
pared with Foucault’s more restricted privileging of the epistemologi-
cal production and authorization of the social world and its gover-
nance. To Foucault, “the political” was played out in two ways: either
as intrabureaucratic contestations and strategies involved in selecting
and authorizing certain methods and technologies of government and
production of knowledge; or as dispersed, partial, and uncoordinated
forms of plebeian resistance or defiance on the part of those subjected
to the modern disciplinary regime.5 Because Foucault largely regarded
scientific discourses as effective, expansive, and encompassing technol-
ogies of governance, able to produce a large range of (intended) effects
and capable of technocratic “depoliticizing” of contentious issues, and
because he remained unclear on the issue of strategies (except as an
attribution of “strategies” to certain patterned effects after the fact), he
literally pushed “the political” to the margins of society. Politics be-
came in a sense something external, an outer limit to be overcome, rep-
resented as a residue of the not yet fully governed individual or as
fragments of a residual and heroic self—that undefinable residue evad-
ing epistemic domination and governance.6

The real merit of the notion of social antagonism is that it reintro-
duces “the political” into the heart of social practices, and points to the
ultimate impossibility of fully functional institutions and fully fledged
identities—not because of any external resistance or resentment, but
because of the flaws inherent in the governing discourses: the inherent
contradictions and destructive character of capitalist production, the
flaws and incompleteness of taxonomic schemes of classification in-
capable of comprehending the richness of natural or social life, the in-
capacity of any narration of the self and the collective to disclose fully
the identity it purports to portray.

In this reading of the Tocquevillean perspective, discourses of de-
mocracy and equality and the political imaginaries they historically
gave birth to were crucial in the shaping of modernity. They not only
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shaped the political institutions of modernity and the forms of mod-
ern subjectivity but also introduced a radical undecidability in the on-
tologies of self and society. If this thesis is pushed too far, however, if
the dissemination of equality is made into the primary transforming
force producing modernity, we may indulge in “explanatory extrem-
ism” and obliterate other important forces shaping both western and
colonial modernities.7 We need, in other words, to think about the com-
plex ways in which democracy’s “culture of questioning” was made
possible by the “creative destruction” of earlier forms of production,
social hierarchies, and community formations by capitalism and mod-
ern forms of governance, and the very different trajectories of democra-
tization these larger processes followed in different parts of Europe
and the Americas, and later in the postcolonial world. If we under-
stand democratization as a complex social process that politicizes
widely different societies, we have to abandon teleological ideas of de-
mocracy as mere replicas of the political forms institutionalized in
western Europe or North America. We also have to understand that
democratic political forms are deeply ambiguous, capable of generat-
ing emancipatory desires as well as longings for authoritarian order
and stability.

Discourse and the Analysis of Politics

To introduce “the political” into the heart of every social practice, and
to assert that politics revolves around contestation and hegemonic sta-
bilization of the meaning of certain signifiers, words, gestures, and
practices, makes it necessary to restate the specificity of politics as a
social practice. Moreover, it also makes it necessary to define what dis-
course analysis implies for analysis of political phenomena.

The political field may generally be seen as an historically produced
realm of institutions and hegemonic discourses, where societal con-
flicts and dislocations are selected, translated, and tamed into ritual-
ized procedures and practices of politics. The dynamics of change and
resilience in political life may become somewhat clearer if we regard
the political field as a complex mechanism of three layers of “structur-
ing structures.”

The first and most immediately observable layer of the political field
includes the debates, struggles, and contestations of policies, political
programs, and ideological formations in the public sphere. Such de-
bates are governed by an historically specific “economy of stances,”
that is, a constant positioning between competing and aligned posi-
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tions in the political field that assigns to each discursive alteration a
specific polemical connotation (Bourdieu 1991, 175).8

The field of political discourse is, moreover, governed by antagonis-
tic relations that tend to simplify the discursive space as meanings,
symbols, and gestures are perpetually contested and stabilized in
“chains of equivalencies and difference”—marking signs of common-
ality and otherness, respectively, on either side of political front lines
(Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 136). Any construction of a “we” depends,
therefore, on the coherence of an antagonistic enemy. Identities are
basically negative and “empty,” haunted by their incompleteness and
always dependent upon a joint stabilizing symbol—the nation, the rev-
olution, or the mythical leader—which is what completes and “su-
tures” them. Political struggles tend to be organized around such elu-
sive metasymbols, or “empty signifiers,” which stand in for the absence
of the “fullness” around which processes of identification always re-
volve (Laclau 1996a, 36–46).

This formal understanding of political discourse presupposes, none-
theless, that the precise meaning of discourses only can be found in
their localized economy of stances. That leaves us with the question of
how the spread and ostensible universalization of discursive elements
such as freedom, equality, the people, and the nation can be under-
stood. How do discourses travel in time and space, one may ask.

There is always a tension between localized discursive closures and
the multiplicity of meanings inscribed in most ideological construc-
tions. This tension may be expressed as the tension between the con-
ceptual grammar of a discourse and the connotative domain within
which it is articulated. Or, more technically, as the tension between
metaphorical substitution and metonymic sliding of meaning and
signs within discourses.9 Concepts such as “a nation” or “the people”
have, through their historical trajectory, been endowed with concep-
tual grammars—a certain set of historical referents and infrastructure
that I prefer to call “ideological knots”—a kind of historically accumu-
lated closure that they cannot escape without becoming transformed
into something different. The conceptual grammar provides a measure
of stability, and thus closure, to the range of meanings of a concept and
a discourse. An articulation of, say, nationalism without explicit refer-
ence to territory, people, and history is perfectly possible, but probably
would not have much political mass appeal and thus would be unlikely
to occur within contemporary discursive formations. And if it did, the
internal infrastructure of people and territory would probably be in-
ferred from the mere deployment of the term “nation.”

The connotative domains of a society may, on the other hand, be
understood as the historically produced matrices of meanings of
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words, signs, and symbols—in a local or national political field, for
instance. These matrices may vary in stability and degree of openness.
The more contested and fragmented a political field and its connotative
domain, the more open will discursive elements be to constant “meto-
nymic sliding” and alterations of meaning, whereas a political field
marked by a stable hegemony and stable institutional forms is likely to
constrict and circumscribe the range of possible connotations of politi-
cal discourses, say, of a nationalist variety.

The economy of stances governing the political debate in a society is
always built upon such connotative domains, and upon the complex
transactions through which new discourses and new conceptual gram-
mars are inscribed and domesticated within the political field. This
more or less stable coding that prevails in the political field is inscribed
into what J. F. Bayart has called “discursive genres of politics,” that is,
the style and technique of debate and popular oratory, the styles of
public political spectacles, the interactions with press and public, and
so on.

The second and more durable “structuring structure” in the political
field is its mechanism of representation and the ways in which state
and governance are organized. Political representation is fundamental
to parliamentary democracies, but is also crucial to authoritarian lead-
ers or parties striving to portray themselves as the true representative
of the people, the nation, or the “toiling masses.” Representation and
the institutionalized rituals of representative democracy work as meta-
phorical and highly codified reenactments of social struggles through
which the diversity and opacity of the social world are translated into
an orderly, intelligible, and visible matrix for the imagination of so-
ciety (Bourdieu 1991, 186). Representatives demonstrably embody the
groups they seek to represent. At mass rallies the representatives (par-
ties, organizations, and so on) try to “speak the group into existence,”
and they strive to make the crowd appear to itself as an incarnation of
the larger group or community appealed to. Social groups or collective
interests emerge in their more objectified and self-conscious forms
from such claims to represent a group or community (ibid., 200). Most
organizations and parties seek, in other words, to “produce their own
cause”—they strive to produce the group, the interest, or the culture
for which they claim to be mere vehicles.

In my view, “the state” is a fractured ensemble of institutions whose
relative incoherence makes it impossible to “conquer” or control, as
militant Jacobinism always dreamt of doing. But it is, at the same time,
exactly the dispersion and incoherence of the institutional landscape
we call the state that makes it possible for political forces to weld sec-
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tions of it together in a provisional unity and turn it into a powerful
instrument of domination and societal reform. “The state,” writes Bob
Jessop, “ is a specific institutional ensemble with multiple boundaries,
no institutional fixity and no pregiven or substantive unity” (Jessop
1990, 267). The unity and coherence of the state is not given a priori but
is only provided temporarily by political forces capable of reforming
administrative routines, remolding institutions, and redirecting fiscal
flows in order to create a specific “state project.” Every such project
tends to exclude certain propositions, political interests, and social
groups from influence, while furthering the political interests, the so-
cial vision, and the position of the social groups that the “state project”
seeks to represent and consolidate.10

As Foucault has pointed out, the most fundamental techniques of
governance of the modern state are the knowledge-practices that have
historically enabled the state to produce not only technologies of order
but also technologies of objectification—statistics, budgetary models,
monitoring techniques, registration, models for population and eco-
nomic prognosis—that embody certain rationalities and produce ever-
expanding horizons for regulation. The increasing “governmental-
ization” of the state—the ever more refined tools and knowledges
available for government of health, education, delinquency, entrepre-
neurship, and so on—have historically not been merely constraining
political forces. On the contrary, these techniques of government have
provided vital inputs to the political imaginations of political parties,
pressure groups, and movements concerning possibilities of knowing,
monitoring, and regulating new areas of governmental intervention.
The historical proliferation of rights claims from formal rights toward
social and cultural rights (Bobbio 1996) have been intimately connected
with the technological possibilities of implementation, regulation, and
securing of such rights by ever more “governmentalized” states (Fou-
cault 1991, 87–105).

Third, hegemonic political forces tend over time to produce relatively
durable discourses and forms of state, and durable notions of proper
political practice, of legitimate areas of political intervention or ques-
tioning—in brief, a political culture organized around what Bourdieu
has called “legitimate problematics” (Bourdieu 1991, 72–73). These
problematics may be regarded as symptoms of a political culture, that
is, as products of a cumulated political history whose multiple layers
of references, practices, and meanings provide a sort of structured ar-
chive of possible connotations and reconstructions available to the pro-
duction of political legitimacy. Political cultures are a sort of political
common sense or political doxa: a widely dispersed, fuzzy, and yet
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pervasive and naturalized sense of what politics is about, how it should
be properly performed, what a good leader is, what true justice is, and
so on. Rather than constituting any national consensus, political culture
may be thought of as an “embodied political historicity” that frames
political vocabularies, that is, the agreed-upon archive of references
and political traditions that inform hegemonic as well as oppositional
forms of discourse and organization.

Bayart goes a step further and refers to the “continuity of civiliza-
tions” and the enduring “cultural configurations of politics” derived
from historical legacies of the state in various parts of the world (Bayart
1991, 56–59). Although I find explorations of specific cultural construc-
tions of politics pertinent, I would argue that the historical archive of
courtly rituals and manners, heroic constructions of authority, rela-
tions between spiritual and temporal authority all should be regarded
as merely resources in the ceaseless and never completed construction
of political legitimacy and political culture, rather than as self-evident
sources of legitimacy. Bayart rightly points to the longue durée his-
toricity of political vocabularies, but I argue that the importance, or
lack of importance, of certain traditions and legacies depends almost
entirely on the contingent process of their specific reconstruction in a
given political field. Neither history nor culture ever imposes itself as
an irresistible force structuring political languages.

To summarize: politics is the name we give to the practices that seek to
represent society, to embody and give materiality to a larger political
imaginary through certain rites, spectacles, laws, and institutions.
What I have suggested here is a brief outline of a nonobjectivist per-
spective on politics that gives primacy to “the political” as the funda-
mental undecidability in social life, and that emphasizes the fundamen-
tal contingency that is the cause of politics. It is a perspective that
makes the political field a concrete and specific field of social activity,
and thus available for ethnographic studies of discourse, rituals, and
practices of institutions, groups, and individuals at all the three levels
outlined above. We may study political discourse as performance, that is
speech, utterances, and open debating as we encounter them in quotid-
ian discussions, newspapers, political rallies, and interviews. We may
study political discourse in a more Foucualdian mode as objectification
and authorization, as we encounter it in administrative archives, legisla-
tion, institutional practices, and so on. And we may, finally, study po-
litical discourse in its cultural form, as embodiment of sedimented and
naturalized political practices that have become inscribed in practical
and mundane matrices of good and evil, purity and pollution, of the
appropriate and inappropriate. This “deep” moment of discourse may
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be read out of personal narratives, of political practices, ritualizations,
and so on.

In the remainder of this book, I try to bring this perspective and these
forms of discourse analysis to bear on the broader conditions of possi-
bilities that allowed the Hindu nationalist movement in India to
emerge and grow to its present position of national prominence.

Governance and Nationalism in Colonial India

Colonial governance in Asia and Africa aimed at controlling territories
and populations through a cadre of local administrators trained and
disciplined in the metropoles or in local educational institutions. Anti-
colonial nationalism emerged among these “bilingual intelligentsias”
of the colonial world, as they realized that they were never meant to
have full access to the “ethnicized” universalism of the West (Anderson
1991, 113–40).

Indian nationalist discourse was from the outset marked by an am-
biguous and painful relation with what were seen as the epitomes of
the western world—institutional order, reason, science, and cultural
self-assertion—features that were also to be at the heart of the desired
new imagined national community. The “nation” was that abstract and
highly mobile sign that could enable the emerging native forms of
modernity to become both truly modern and, at the same time, deeply
authentic and unique.

The varied historical trajectories of western societies had endowed
the term “nation” with a complex conceptual grammar and a complex
set of connotations. The nation could be located in the political commu-
nity of national citizens, and thus make the state a supreme national
symbol; or the nation could reside in the allegedly perennial cultural
Volksgemeinschaft prior to, and elevated above, the profanity and con-
tingencies of politics. Nationalism could harbor projects of radical so-
cial transformation as well as those of conservative modernization; the
nation could signify emancipation from colonialism and yet reify and
consolidate existing forms of social domination. The nation could, in
other words, be such an effective “empty signifier” only because it was
“overfilled,” marked by ambiguous and polyvalent closures.

In Europe and the Americas, nationalism was linked to formation of
states striving to produce cultural homogenization, authorized histo-
ries, unified languages and educational systems, and shared symbols
of authority. States attempted to represent the nation as an all-encom-
passing principle of order and governance, and strove systematically to
produce “the people” as an homogenous entity, organizing it around
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what Balibar calls a “fictive ethnicity.” Every nation-state was founded
upon a series of exclusions of the “others,” and was stabilized through
governmentalities inscribing nationality in the most intimate of rela-
tions: family life, child rearing, education, public ethos, fears and racist
stereotypes of the other, management of female sexuality, and so on.
The intention was to install the territorial boundaries of the nation
as inner mental boundaries in the minds of its citizens (Balibar 1991,
93–95).

The processes of “nationalization” of states and people in Europe
and the Americas were, however, uneven and contingent. We must ask
how it was possible for this new nationalist governmentality and this
new imagery of emotional links between (equal) citizens and compa-
triots to replace the constitutive difference between the rulers and sub-
jects. Anderson seems to suggest that if nationalism had not arisen,
another cultural system with the same cohesive functions and poten-
tials would have emerged. But can we assume that a society always
needs a single hegemonic language and referential frame through
which rulers can establish bonds of intelligibility and legitimacy vis-à-
vis their subjects? My contention is here that the attempt to he-
gemonize, to rule through shared values, unification, and consent, was
probably an effect of the nationalization of political authority rather
than its preexisting imperative.

Similarly, instead of accepting nationalism’s claim that it belongs to
the realm of culture, as Anderson does, we must ask how the nation
became “culturalized.” In my view, culture is yesterday’s politics stabi-
lized, depoliticized, and authorized as “truth” and “history,” and we
must scrutinize how governments, intellectuals, and movements made
culture and nation coincide, and subsequently made this pair a compel-
ling element of popular identities. In my view the emergence of popu-
lar national identities in nineteenth-century Europe was intimately
linked to the specific political spaces created by the new forms of gov-
ernance and the democratic revolutions unfolding in European socie-
ties. Hobsbawm observed that ‘‘the major political changes which
turned a potential receptivity to national appeals into actual reception,
were the democratization of politics in a growing number of states, and
the creation of modern administrative, citizen-mobilizing and citizen-
influencing states” (Hobsbawm 1990, 110). The formation of mass elec-
torates was crucial to the crystallization of national identity in several
ways. “The people” could no longer be regarded as an abstract, fasci-
nating object of sentimentality or fear, but appeared now as an amor-
phous mass waiting at the ballot box to pass its verdict. This introduced
a new element of radical undecidability and unpredictability into the
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social world, and thus also a new desire to control and master this
amorphous people through ideological purity. At the same time, the
gradual enfranchisement of growing segments of the populations went
hand in hand with formation of labor unions, peasant associations, reli-
gious movements, and civil associations. This not only changed the
imaginings of the social world but also made it possible for ordinary
people to inscribe themselves, their lives and localities, into an over-
all matrix of national space and the collective history of the “nation-
people.” The state and political and social movements now sought to
reach “the masses” in idioms organized around appeals to abstract
notions of “people,” “rights,” “nation,” the “citizen,” and so on—
constructs whose intelligibility presupposed that the state was per-
ceived as a social reality of institutions and authority; that the role of
individual citizen had been experienced vis-à-vis the legal system; and
that the encounters with an abstract anonymous world of an urban
mass society had been frequent enough to make such imagined entities
seem meaningful.

My argument is, in brief, that national identities assumed very differ-
ent modalities in various parts of Europe and the Americas, not neces-
sarily because they reflected cultural differences per se but because
they emerged from specific trajectories of modernity, governance, and
democratic revolution in each society. The specificities of anticolonial
forms of nationalism are therefore not necessarily to be found in a sup-
posedly different civilizational grammar existing in the “Orient” or in
Africa. These specificities should, I would argue, be found in the spe-
cific ways in which colonial government and modernity shaped the
production of cultural differences between colonizers and colonized,
and thus rendered certain structured spaces for political contestation of
colonial rule.11

Colonial Governmentalities

Can colonial government in India be analyzed in a Foucauldian vein as
a form of modern technology of scientific government adapted to the
peculiar conditions in the tropics, but at the same time completely alien
to the colonial subjects? Or should we rather look at the colonial state
as an Indian state whose rituals and modes of functioning drew on a
cultural archive of political traditions in India? If we combine these
interpretative avenues we may understand colonial government as
characterized by two sets of not always compatible strategies: on the
one hand, the administrative strategies by which the rulers sought to
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“know” the colonial territory and subject it to bureaucratic systemati-
zation; and, on the other hand, the political strategies through which
policy objectives, institutional designs, and larger visions of transfor-
mation were presented to and negotiatiated with native representa-
tives in designated arenas, in order to retain peace and stability. This
perspective allows us to understand not only the strategies and designs
of colonial governance but also how this technical governance was un-
able to fixate and know completely the social world of India. Each new
policy was negotiated and provisional; it created new spaces of opposi-
tion and provided new potential languages of contention. This double
perspective allows us, in other words, to understand the provisional
incompleteness at the heart of colonial rule, and it thus allows us to
understand the incipient politics of nationalism in colonial India as
moments in an uneven democratic revolution.

Colonial governance in India developed slowly. It was not a full-
scale violent imposition of a foreign epistemology and domination, but
evolved through complex layers of cooptation, complicity, and trans-
formation, not least in and around the urban centers in Madras, Cal-
cutta, and Bombay. The sheer size and sophistication of the emerging
educated middle classes, their preponderance in the governmental ser-
vices, and the general emphasis on pragmatic incorporation of elite
segments all over India into the structure of governance meant that
colonial rule was organized around a crucial “double discourse.” On
the one hand there was the huge mass of ordinary people, peasants,
artisans, and “coolies”—in brief, subaltern groups that were regarded
as irrational, passionate, and traditional and, therefore, in need of firm
governance as subjects of the colonial state. On the other hand, were
the educated middle classes, the zamindari (agricultural) landlords, the
literate elites in provincial towns, and the “natural” leaders of sects,
castes, petty kingdoms, and religious communities—a leadership
sometimes created by acts of investiture performed by colonial offi-
cers—who were considered to be amenable to reasoned persuasion
and negotiation. These latter groups were the pillars of colonial rule,
entrusted with the local administration below the district level: reve-
nue collection, the management of affairs viewed as internal to commu-
nities, and so on. It was also these groups that were accorded certain
rights to political representation and rights to organize a diverse range
of cultural and civil associations and vernacular public spheres that
developed in the latter half of the nineteenth century.

The colonial state in India was, however, never bifurcated, as was the
case in parts of Africa. According to Mamdani, the bifurcation of the
colonial state in Africa was expressed in a spatial separation between
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direct rule under colonial law in the urban areas and indirect rule
through “native authorities” and customary law in the rural areas
(Mamdani 1996, 3–34). In India, the bifurcation was more subtle and
negotiable, premised on social rank and on mastery of western concep-
tual languages rather than on space and “tradition.” This flexibility
made it a more effective bifurcation between proper “society” and the
world of the “masses,” and certainly a more enduring construction, as
we shall see when we examine the cultural constructions of politics and
public representations in postcolonial India. Both the “masses” and the
incipient group of partly enfranchised “citizens” were subjected, albeit
in different ways, to direct governance in matters pertaining to prop-
erty, security, and taxation, whereas areas considered sensitive and at
the heart of the Orient—religion, community, and family—were ex-
pected to be governed by relevant and duly authorized native bodies.
The princely states in India were subjected to indirect control, ruled by
local notables who were controlled and supervised by the “Resident”
(representative) of the British Crown. But even in these states the tech-
niques of governance practiced in the colonial territories were gradu-
ally imported and implemented, as Kooiman has shown with respect to
the census administration (Kooiman, 1996). I will discuss only two as-
pects of colonial governance, the imposition of a new legal system and
the new system of census operations that made a new form of empirical
governance possible.

The colonial legal system was framed around the idea that a common
penal code was superior to local customary codes, and around separate
bodies of legislation regarding property relations, religion, family law,
and so on. The system of legal practices developed unevenly through-
out the nineteenth century. In south India, the colonial authorities at-
tempted to turn local customary laws and local panchayats (councils)
into effective and more uniform adjudicators of a variety of local dis-
putes. Rules, styles of argumentation, and production of evidence were
standardized and anglicized (Appadurai 1981, 68–69), while Brahmin
pundits were recruited to provide cogent interpretations of jurispru-
dence in accordance with ancient Hindu scriptures, and thus provide
what was believed to be a more authentic and pure cultural interpreta-
tion of legal practices (Washbrook 1981, 653). This process of scriptural-
ization and brahminization of customary law pertained primarily to
family matters, marriages, and disputes over inheritance among Hin-
dus. After India came under the direct administration of the Crown
in 1858, this legislation was generalized and British interpretations of
the Manusmriti, the ancient Hindu law code, became the basis for
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identification of Hindus as a unified legal entity, and major reforms
supposed to regulate Hindu marriage practices all over India were in-
troduced (Heimsath 1964).

Although family matters had conventionally been adjudicated by
panchayats within endogamous jatis, such caste groups were not, as
Galanter remarks, treated as completely on a par with religious com-
munities that had their own rules. They were merely groups before the
law and as such, in principle, equal to other groups. The British were
reluctant to extend formal legal support or sanction to barriers and
inequalities between caste groups, as caste was regarded as a barbaric
and undesirable custom. However, direct intervention in the irrational
kernel of Indian culture—matters of family and faith—had proved to
have adverse effects, for example in the case of the turbulence caused
by the Age of Consent Bill introduced among Hindus in western
India in the 1880s (Galanter 1984, 18–25). The colonial government re-
frained henceforth from further direct reforms of Hindu practices in
these domains.

The institution and development of separate legal complexes adjudi-
cating personal law for Muslims, Sikhs, and others was intensified and
institutionalized in bodies of learned authorities appointed by the colo-
nial government to adjudicate in matters deemed internal to these com-
munities, and to administer religious institutions and property. The
outcome was a large body of what one could call “distilled tradition”
in the Anglo-Muhammadan law complex (Anderson 1990, 205–23),
and a similar though less elaborated legal complex applying to Sikhs
evolving in the 1920s, which was from 1925 onward administered by
the powerful Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee.

In the realm of legal institutions, the colonial double discourse made
the issue of legal subjects in India deeply ambiguous. On the one hand,
an individual was a person with property rights and an entitlement to
due process, liable to conviction and prosecution and so on, under the
universal penal code. On the other hand, the same individual was a
member of a collective imbued with certain customs, and was assumed
to be passionately dedicated to customs pertaining to emotional issues
of faith, family, and marriage, all areas that evaded the logic of modern
jurisprudence. Clearly, a propertied and educated gentleman of the
urban middle class would be expected to identify more with the former
concept of legality and would be expected to be capable of rational
calculation, whereas the poor and uneducated rural dweller was seen
as living almost entirely within the latter more “traditional” concept of
legality. The problem seen from the point of view of the colonial state
was not merely the irrationality of the masses but rather the undecid-
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able character of the “urban citizen”—the irreducible residue of reli-
gion and tradition that prevented the colonial middle classes from
being fully modern and fully rational. The solution pursued was to
encapsulate these ungovernable religious sentiments in designated in-
stitutions, and see to that these potentially explosive sentiments were
not made the basis for political mobilizations by “irresponsible” mem-
bers of the “educated class.”

The double discourse of colonial government thus transformed no-
tions of equality before the law and legal codification of rights into an
emerging paradigm of equality among castes and religious groups,
and into an increasing codification of rights on parts of castes and com-
munities. This process of codification tended to “freeze” Indian society
by turning negotiable boundaries of caste and community into time-
less, cultural features of a precolonial past (Dirks 1992). Communities
were produced as ever more coherent and objectified groups even as
they were competing for legal recognition, enfranchisement, preferen-
tial schemes, and collective social mobility through education and bu-
reaucratic employment.

The most conspicuous expression of this was the formation of caste
associations among higher-caste groups and numerically large peasant
jatis from the end of the nineteenth century onward. Caste identities
were reified with the help of former census commissioner H. H. Ris-
ley’s monumental work, The People of India (1908). Caste myths were
systematized, and the dynamics of vertical bonds of patronage within
the caste groups, as well as horizontal solidarities across localities and
regions, soon made caste associations into large syndicated regional
bodies of growing political importance. In southern and northwestern
India, caste associations soon became instrumental in launching educa-
tional schemes and demanding government employment for their
members (Rudolph and Rudolph 1967, 29–132).

In sum, the imposition and evolution of these bifurcated structures
of law and legal procedure in India had two main effects. First, they
reified and legally authorized a certain interpretation of Indian society
as being made up of discrete and legally incompatible communities
and caste groups that were governable only through encapsulation and
control of their irrational religious passion. This is a construction that
lives on in the postcolonial state, and the inhabitation of the “iden-
tity slots” produced by it is still going on. Second, and perhaps more
importantly, the introduction of the colonial legal system displaced
earlier and more localized notions of arbitration and justice, and intro-
duced into legal practice the two inherently expansive elements of
universality and equality, that cut to the heart of the Hindu family,
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property relations, and so on. This undermined earlier and more dis-
tant forms of royal and aristocratic authority based on what Kaviraj has
called “majesty and marginality”—grand in their forms but ineffective
in their penetration of society (Kaviraj 1997a, 231–33).

The best-known and most conspicuous endeavor toward producing
governable objects in India was the census, instituted in the 1870s. In
the spirit of positivism, it aimed at establishing all the empirical facts
required for modern governance of each district in India. One of the
paramount tasks was to map the exact topography of cultural com-
munities in order to establish some sort of systematic intelligibility of
that alien world. The north Indian example demonstrates lucidly how
the imposition of a colonial governmentality provided a new matrix of
intelligibility through which native subjects could come to know them-
selves as communities, and how this new matrix displaced older hier-
archies and produced a social imaginary structured by consolidated—
in principle equal—communities in competition.12

First, north India had for centuries been marked by rather clear
political and military hierarchies governed by a mainly Muslim elite.
Religious identities were both visible and subject to political regulation,
but were not necessarily important in relation to the distribution and
exercise of power, as long social hierarchies and political loyalties re-
mained intact and nonnegotiable.13 With the intrusion of British colo-
nialism, these political hierarchies were subverted and rendered fluid
and negotiable, especially after the rebellion of 1857 and the subse-
quent curbing of the political power of Muslim rulers all over the sub-
continent. The higher-caste Hindu communities that had most effec-
tively utilized and domesticated the new educational and commercial
opportunities which emerged within the colonial state gained new
power and public visibility as representatives and “natural leaders” of
the Hindu community, which was in all respects “fuzzy” and inco-
herent. Conversely, Muslim elites bereft of both their former aura and
their “mandate to rule” and patronage power, were now forced to rep-
resent themselves and their authority as representatives and legitimate
leaders of the Muslim community as such.14

Second, enumeration was also central to the mechanisms through
which natives were to be represented in accordance with their numeri-
cal weight. From the 1880s on, the Indian Councils overlooking local
municipal administration emerged, but the criteria of eligibility was (as
in Britain itself) determined by income levels and property, which
generally disadvantaged Muslims and the lower classes. This heavily
limited the representativeness of the councils in relation to the now-
available knowledge of the precise numbers of various communities
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(however randomly defined).15 This discrepancy between the size of
communities—increasingly thought of as majorities versus minori-
ties—and their relative representation in the political arenas of the state
emerged to be among the paramount issues of contention in the re-
maining part of the colonial period. The nationalist forces exerted pres-
sure for expansion of both franchise and administrative competence
but within the characteristically colonial double discourse, demanding
more influence for the elite and middle class by claiming that these
represented the masses living in discrete communities. The colonial au-
thorities responded in a similar vein, granting franchise according to
such ostensibly neutral standards as income and education, while cre-
ating separate, though limited, constituencies for Muslims after the
Morley-Minto reforms of 1909. In the province of Punjab, Muslims had
been granted separate representation at the level of municipalities as
far back as 1886–1887 in order to match their numerical weight, as the
official argument went (Tuteja and Grewal 1992, 10). The Montagu-
Chelmsford reforms in 1919 established separate Hindu and Muslim
mass constituencies, in accordance with the Lucknow pact of 1916 be-
tween the Congress and the Muslim League. These constituencies,
based on the meticulously collected census data of the colonial state,
were, however, unable to eradicate all the ambiguities of belonging to
communities, and boosted communal mass mobilization in the 1920s
and 1930s. This introduction of a quasi-democratic discourse of fair
representation, however lopsided, made the colonial enumeration of
communities a constant reference in the subsequent struggles over the
production of the Indian people.16

Third, the notions of equality among communities as well as the
knowledge of relative sizes of communities were gradually becoming
popular common sense in north India. This added a new twist to the
already well established sense of multiple markers of difference sepa-
rating Hindus and Muslims. Recent historical research has suggested
that the sense of exclusionary communities had been articulated and
contested in the realm of popular culture in public arenas such as festi-
vals, processions, wrestling pits, religious associations, and networks
of dependence and control throughout the nineteenth century (Kumar
1992; Alter 1992). Freitag argues that the riots taking place between
communities or against the state in this period were integral parts
of this structured expression of communitas (Freitag 1990, 93–94). She
argues that communalism in north India emerged because of the in-
creasing disjuncture between state structures of administration and
representation, on the one hand, and the public arenas where popular
cultures and protests negotiated the terms of domination, so to speak,
on the other. In Freitag’s perspective, the more politicized versions of
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communalism that emerged in the 1920s represented attempts to inte-
grate the two dimensions of the prevalent double discourse on commu-
nities, namely, as both popular and irrational idioms of communitas
and as bearers of collective interests with a right to representation in
the sphere of the state. In my view, this perspective tends to reiterate
the conventional view of religion as the “natural” and primary signifier
around which Indian culture is organized, and of Indians as imbued
with an impenetrable spirit of communitas. Freitag seems to suggest
that the masses of north India were incapable of comprehending the
message of modern nationalism unless it was translated into a localized
idiom of community and kinship.17

In my view, colonial modernity introduced a novel horizon that crys-
tallized in and around modern institutions and modern forms of
knowledge. This new horizon did not replace older forms of doxa but
dislocated them by introducing a new conceptual grammar into the
meaning of public manifestations and ritual: empirical knowledge-
practices enumerated communities and introduced the notion of num-
bers and rights to equal representation of abstract, and yet precise,
Hindu and Muslim communities; cultural reform movements strove to
organize and systematize the inner life of communities; and new insti-
tutions and practices of community began too impinge on religious
practices, education, festivals, and so forth.

This new conceptual grammar was partly internalized by ordinary
urban dwellers in north India, not because it necessarily corresponded
to historically developed social practices but rather because it was
readily available and authorized by the colonial state as well as the
new elites, in a situation where older principles of intelligibility, such
as the mandate of princely families to rule, had been questioned and
displaced.18

The protracted cow protection movement in north India in the last
decades of the nineteenth century was therefore not only an extension
and radicalization of local communitas in public arenas, enlarged by
print capitalism and increased communication. The movement was
successful because it recruited and transformed a range of existing
idioms of community—caste, sect, and locality—into a new and ab-
stract discourse of a cultural community of Hindus, and thus combined
various types of diffuse resentment into a sharper focus organized
around a dense metaphor, the gau mata (mother cow) threatened by
the British and the Muslims. This campaign altered and generalized the
symbol of the cow, the meanings of being Hindu, and not least, the
very meaning attributed to communities in local arenas. Communi-
ties—especially Hindus and Muslims—could now increasingly be
“talked into existence” within a generalized, supralocal nationalist dis-
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course and imagination. The local Muslims or Hindus in a village were
no longer merely local; they could also be regarded as anonymous and
faceless crystallizations of the larger and ever more systematized social
fantasies of the other community.

Colonial governmentalities provided a deeply contradictory matrix
for the imagination of society. On the one hand, they fixed, defined,
and restricted every unit of the social world with unprecedented clar-
ity, thus defining very precise “identity slots” open for inhabitation.
This reified and froze Indian society in several respects. On the other
hand, colonial governmentalities also introduced a much higher level
of physical mobility, a qualitative leap in communication, and uniform
administration and education, creating general subjects of the state.
Movement, literacy, and migration were encouraged, and the repre-
sentation of empire and the colonial state produced essentially supra-
local social imaginaries. But mobility was also structured by the colo-
nial double discourse. Apart from going abroad as indentured laborers
and being recruited into the colonial army, ordinary people were gen-
erally constricted in their movement, tied to labor contracts and land
settlements, whereas the colonial middle classes had access to new
forms of movement and new forms of supralocal social imagination. As
we shall see, this distinction between the bounded, parochial, and
therefore innocent masses, and the essentially mobile, knowledgeable,
modern, and supposedly responsible national elite remained a corner-
stone in dominant social imaginaries of the postcolonial period.

India as a Cultural Nation

The relatively liberal policy of the British government, ostensibly com-
mitted to a civilized dialogue with western-educated Indians, gener-
ated hope among Indians of achieving more representation and rec-
ognition through prudent negotiations. The British did not regard the
many organizations and new institutions emerging in the cultural and
religious realm in the major cities of India in the nineteenth century as
threats to colonial authority, but as natural expressions of the deep
commitment to spiritual matters that was the essence of “the oriental”
from high to low in society. The endeavors of the religious reform
movements were regarded by many colonial officers as laudable at-
tempts to purge Hinduism and Islam of superstition and barbaric prac-
tices.

Liberalism and Christian humanism offered to the native colonial
elite a vision of recognition through identity and equality, if only the
native elite appropriated and mastered the discourses and habits of the
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West properly. Early generations of social reformers and intellectuals
of South Asia interpreted the messages of liberalism and human-
ism literally as genuine commitments to universal ideas.19 These in-
tellectuals strove to retrieve the conceptual grammar of the liberal-
democratic discourse from the connotative domain it had developed in
the West, and to implant it in a colonial context as a critique of colonial-
ism’s incompatibility with true universalism. They constructed public
spheres flourishing with newspapers and journals, “learned societies,”
educational institutions, and associations pushing for social reform leg-
islation, indigenous political representation, and religious reform. The
leadership from these associations, and the Indian National Congress
formed in 1885, pursued gradual negotiated enfranchisement of the
colonial middle class, and supported “enlightened” reforms of a range
of social and religious institutions in India (Seal 1968).

In spite of the liberal inclinations of this first generation of nationalist
leaders in India, liberalism never evolved into a permanent stream in
Indian politics. Although there was a solid commitment in favor of
private property rights among early Indian nationalist politicians, a
more elaborate rhetoric of individual rights, of the virtues of political
competition as a trope of the market, and so on, never developed (Kavi-
raj 1995a, 96–97). Because the paramount issue governing the political
field in colonial India was that of (limited) representation of commu-
nities through elite representatives, and because the colonial govern-
mentality had authorized community as the natural oriental form, the
discourse of rights and equality was applied almost entirely to collec-
tivities. With the radicalization of nationalist politics around the turn of
the century, and mounting mass mobilizations along cultural-religious
lines, questions of the right of the nation as such vis-à-vis the colonial
power became an ever more dominant problematic. Political compe-
tition, mobilization of discrete communities’ interests, as well as in-
fighting and factionalism at the local level did proliferate, but were
now increasingly denounced as impediments to the greater cause of
national independence. Social struggles against indigenous elites had
to be curbed and defused in order to build an anticolonial coalition
around horizontal alliances among segments of the middle classes and
social elites who sought to control their community or locality through
vertical ties of dependency.20

It was in some ways inevitable that the discourse of cultural differ-
ence became dominant in nationalist politics. The discourse of cultural
authenticity, which originated in romantic nationalism, constituted a
very influential stream within orientalist scholarship. The nationalist
philosophy of Herder and Fichte had generated an influential dis-
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course of the nation “beyond politics,” residing in the cultural realm of
a people as a permanent life force and enunciating “popular truth” in
spite of domination and the corruption of elites. This discourse ap-
peared eminently meaningful to large sections of the colonial middle
classes in India.

To Herder, nations were fundamental to the natural plan of the
world, and “the national soul is the mother of all culture upon earth—
all culture is but expressions of national souls” (Herder 1965, 262). This
national soul was the fundamental and natural Geist (spirit) in the
world, a spirit that always resided in its purest form through the ages
among the common Volk. This spirit, whose true essence Herder ar-
gued was inexpressible, encouraged individuals to great deeds and
artistic excellence on behalf of their nation. Herder’s theories of holism,
cultural groups, and nations were most eloquently expressed in his
writings that called for a national regeneration of Germany. Here he
thundered against the vulgar ways in which French high culture had
become the object of snobbery even in the Volk he so firmly believed
was (or should be) the true bearer of the national spirit. Herder and the
group of intellectuals interpreting his work contributed decisively to
this political romanticism in Germany and elsewhere in Europe. How-
ever, organicist conceptions of societal life and appropriate modes of
governance that provided a set of practices closely related to Herder’s
organicist philosophy had been flourishing both under Prussian abso-
lutism and in many of the princely German states in the eighteenth
century.21

In J. G. Fichte’s famous Reden and die Deutschen Nation from 1807
(Fichte 1922/1955) he argued that although cultures were constituted
by the nature-given essence of nationality, they could only survive and
develop through profound emotional attachment to a state that gave
body to the nation. Such a national state, Fichte argued, would be in-
vincible and would surpass other states built on a forcefully subdued
population, by virtue of its sheer collective will power and determina-
tion. An inner national strength could even make up for inferiority in
armament or productive power.22 To Fichte, cultural nationalism was
ultimately dependent on will: the individual’s will to loyalty and sacri-
fice ultimately determined the nation’s will to cohesion and organiza-
tion. Such a forceful national spirit needed to be nurtured and kept
vital through education and patriotic enlightenment (Fichte 1922, 83).
The ambivalent distinction between state and nation traversed Fichte’s
work. On the one hand, the state was a necessary vehicle of temporal
power, pivotal to the great “pedagogical” effort of producing national
citizens; on the other hand, the nation had a more sublime and tran-
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scendental quality, existing as a vibrant state of mind and inner bond
among patriotic men, elevated above historical contingency and the
petty concerns of politics, and therefore providing the very life force of
a healthy society (Balibar 1993, 61–86).

This romanticist paradigm remained no mere “German ideology,” as
Dumont has suggested (Dumont 1994, 17–39), but spread rapidly to the
rest of the world. The idea of the nation as popular, cultural, and latent,
and yet in need of protection and pedagogical refinement by the state
and patriotic citizens, soon became part and parcel of the political
imaginary in large parts of Europe. In India, the romanticist vision of
recuperation of past glory and latent spirituality of India through em-
ployment of modern techniques of scholarship, modern organization,
discipline, and collective will in order to overcome the humiliation
inflicted by colonial rule struck a receptive chord in parts of the
intelligentsia.

Cultural nationalism thus became the most powerful impulse arising
out of the late-nineteenth-century public stirrings. Romanticist notions
of fullness, spirituality, depth, sensitivity, and authenticity offered a
powerful and consistent critique of the flawed universalism of the
West; and it offered a critique of instrumental rationality, industrial
modernity, and fragmentation of the modern social world without
challenging social hierarchies in any radical fashion.

Cultural nationalism in India, in other words, grew not only out of
“Indian culture” as such but also out of the specific process through
which Indian elites began to inhabit, and make sense of, received ro-
manticist notions of authenticity and deep cultural differences between
East and West. This is generally the way in which discursive horizons
and conceptual grammars extend themselves in time and space. I there-
fore find Partha Chatterjee’s objection to the notion of historically de-
veloped modular forms of nationalisms rendered for pirating in the
rest of the world somewhat puzzling. Chatterjee writes: “If national-
isms in the rest of the world have to choose their imagined community
from certain ‘modular’ forms already made available to them by Eu-
rope and the Americas, what do they have left to imagine?. . . [E]ven
our imaginations must remain forever colonized” (Chatterjee 1993, 5).
Chatterjee argues that the colonial world historically was the “radical
outside” of modernity, an intransigent web of difference that today
also defies western categorization and epistemic dominance, and
whose undecidability undermines the entire edifice of a social science
with universalizing ambitions.

The question is, however, whether this rule through “colonial differ-
ence,” the exclusion of Indians from higher office and from cultural
recognition on the grounds of their race and alleged barbarism, fully
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warrants this general conclusion. Were not, and are not, all hegemonic
and imperial regimes founded on the differentiation between the ruled
and the rulers, on depriving the ruled of their humanity to make it
easier and less disturbing to exclude them, imprison them, and exter-
minate them?

Chatterjee identifies a unique feature of anticolonial resistance in the
literate Indian middle classes, namely, its creation of an “inner” spiri-
tual, culturally sovereign realm closed off from the colonial state—
while competing along western standards in the “outer” realm of poli-
tics and economy—which makes it impossible to talk of any direct
emulation of western modular forms of nationalism. But did not the
vast majority of European nationalisms also emerge with a similar
model inspired by romanticist/cultural nationalism: the cultivation of
a national language, history, education, and public sphere outside the
purview of imperial or centralized power? This construction of the na-
tion as residing in an “inner” cultural domain, I argue, had to do first
and foremost with the structure of domination—the structure of their
“othering”—and with the structure of knowledge through which the
dominated people came to know themselves as cultures—whether
through orientalist celebrations of spirituality and difference, or as in-
ventions of Slavic spiritual mysticism, or of a Celtic golden age in Ire-
land—rather than through any intrinsic colonial difference.

Like other forms of nationalism, the varieties of nationalism that
emerged in India were original, specific, and “different” from the out-
set. They developed their own connotative domains and vernacular-
ized the ideological forms they imported and had imposed on them.
The subsequent production of the Indian people throughout the twen-
tieth century did not take place as a flawed imposition of a western
political idiom upon masses living through pristine subaltern or reli-
gious ontologies, and thus accessible only through Gandhi’s saintly
discourse. The Indian masses had always been subjects in their own
histories—but never as Indians, and rarely as objectified communities
with clear boundaries and identities. The nationalism of the colonial
middle classes sought to speak the Indian people into existence for it-
self through the peculiar modern discourse on the people: on the one
hand, imagined as an ignorant, uneducated mass to be dignified and
elevated through development and nationhood, while, on the other
hand, imagined as a “people-nation” embodying an essential and au-
thentic cultural spirit, but only accessible to that peculiar breed of na-
tional citizens who held a genuine and humble understanding of that
spirit (Seth 1992). The true people in the latter sense was an “empty
signifier,” an unrepresentable abstraction that within the horizons of
the middle classes remained more true than any of its concrete, always
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profane, representations. When the actual masses, once in a while, did
enter the stage of political conflict during the colonial period they in-
evitably failed to follow the script prepared by middle-class ideo-
logues. To the nationalist leadership the main challenge appeared to be
how the masses and their uncontrollable emotions could be directed
and led.

Competing Nationalist Discourses

The 1920s were crucial in the history of Indian nationalism in two re-
spects. First, they marked the point at which “the masses” entered the
modern Indian history of political representation. The electoral reforms
in 1919 expanded the popular franchise and enlarged the competencies
under the purview of the elected bodies at local and provincial levels.
This increased the stakes in electoral politics and made the consolida-
tion of popular electoral constituencies—the politics of numbers—a
central concern.23 At the same time, Gandhi’s innovative strategies of
mass mobilization during the Non-Cooperation campaign and the
concomitant participation of the Khilafat agitation, which for the first
time mobilized large numbers of ordinary Muslims for political ac-
tion, meant that the entire Congress organization was enlarged and
geared to systematic contact with broader sections of the population in
both rural and urban areas.24 Similar populist strategies were also
adopted by other political organizations employing more belligerent
idioms than did Congress, such as the Muslim League and the Hindu
Mahasabha.

Political activists from urban middle-class backgrounds now became
increasingly acquainted with the social worlds of the poor, and public
arenas for political assertion moved away from closed sessions and
deliberations and into mass rallies in public spaces. Along with this
“massification” of the political scene the period saw a steep rise in vio-
lent clashes between Hindus and Muslims. The nationalist leadership,
the middle classes, and the colonial police often regarded these out-
bursts of violence as unfortunate effects of the entry of the illiterate
masses’ irrationality onto the political stage. However, as I shall dem-
onstrate in the following chapters, violence, the manufacturing of de-
monic others, and fear of the illiterate masses were always crucial to the
political imaginaries and the political strategies of the middle class in
India.

Second, the 1920s was a period in which the divergent visions of the
Indian nation, which since the turn of the century had cohabited under
the slogan of “swaraj” (self-rule), now developed into competing na-
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tionalist discourses. These competing visions all tried to address the
most pertinent question of the day, namely, the relation between cul-
tural communities and the question of which community the Indian
nation was going to belong to. Gandhi’s radicalization of the anti-
colonial agenda had pushed this question to the fore. Gandhi had also
provided a new answer that combined the older “orientalist mode of
production of the people” as discrete entities with a celebration of In-
dian spirituality consonant with the conservatism of Hindu orthodoxy
(sanatana dharma) within a new, populist assertion of the overriding
antagonism between India and the West.

Although Gandhi’s practices were syncretic—he quoted from the
Bible, the Qur’an, and the Upanishads at his legendary morning
prayers, and promoted the notion of “equal respect for all faiths”—he
staged his national vision, his bodily comportment, and his superior
will power within an essentially upper-caste Hindu register of cultural
practices (van der Veer 1994, 94–99). Gandhi’s idea of the nation was
cultural in the romanticist sense, that is, an essentially spiritual unity,
an ideal state of fullness and harmony that had to be elevated above
the petty strife between communities. Gandhi favored tolerance, com-
passion, and the rule of law, but he was not a liberal democrat. On the
contrary, there was a powerful trend of “antipolitical” organicist com-
munitarianism in Gandhi’s thought and practices and in his ideal
of self-governing, harmonious village communities. Faithful to the
teachings of Vivekananda, and inspired by Thoreau and Tolstoy,
Gandhi held that the divine resided in the people, and that the pur-
suit of God was the pursuit of swaraj for the nation, communities, and
individuals.25

Gandhi’s ability to represent and give body to the middle-class social
fantasy of the masses as an “empty signifier” of political innocence and
religious purity did indeed create a large space for himself within the
nationalist movement. To many, he became nothing less than a re-
deemer who made it possible to transcend the strategic deadlock of the
national movement, to abstract from the everyday realities of localized
political conflict, and to play down internal differences in favor of the
grander cause of independence.

The interpretations of the relation between the greater nation and its
constituent communities hence emerged as a continuum. At one pole
were the communitarian nationalists in the Hindu Mahasabha and
Muslim League, for whom the nation should be a political codifica-
tion of a single cultural community, Hindu or Muslim. There was
Gandhi’s syncretic populism that retained the orientalist idea of India
as a series of discrete communities united under a larger, spiritual idea
of the nation as harmony. Finally, Nehru and many leftists in the 1930s
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developed the idea of the Indian nation as an abstract, modern (syn-
thetic) ideal that could transcend older identifications with commu-
nity and caste by relegating them to the realm of the irrational and pre-
modern, and eventually render them irrelevant.

Producing Citizens and Communities in
Independent India

The independent Indian nation state that came into being in August
1947 was not a new state. The turmoil around Partition, internal distur-
bances, and the integration of the many princely states into the Indian
Union in the first years after Independence meant that the Congress
leadership, in particular Home Minister Vallabhai Patel, was opposed
to any major administrative reform (Potter 1986, 121–26). Most of the
administrative functions, rules, and technologies of governance of the
late colonial administration lived on in the Indian state, not least in
the realm of policing, taxation, and the legal machinery. The dominant
bureaucratic ethos of an apparatus that for decades had been over-
whelmingly recruited from the upper rungs of the caste hierarchies
also remained in place. The takeover of the state was, therefore, not any
massive process of “deracialization” of the state comparable to the de-
colonization process in Africa.26 For decades, the new state carried on
the fundamental double discourse that governed middle-class society
through law and rational procedure, and ruled popular communities
through rather repressive means and through the long-standing con-
nivance and shared political imaginaries of local social elites and the
local representatives of the state.

The other part of the more persistent “political culture” that contin-
ued in various forms after Independence was what Kaviraj has called
the popular perceptions of the state’s “marginality, exteriority, and
persistent repressiveness against the lower strata of the people” (Kavi-
raj 1997a, 233). One of the paradoxes confronting the new nationalist
leadership was that it had to reverse its own critique of the practices
and governmentalities of the colonial state and make these same, often
unreformed, practices and rationalities into an instrument of social
transformation. In so doing, the nationalist elite faced a range of popu-
lar practices vis-à-vis the state—petty forms of defiance, evasions from
control, abstention, and all the other forms of everyday “cunning tac-
tics” that the nationalist movement had encouraged and had occasion-
ally made deft use of as instruments of nonviolent resistance.27

What for years had been seen as a welcome nuisance to colonial gov-
ernment, a living proof of the vigor and spirit of the Indian people, was
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now seen as a problem of order in the nation-state, or rather a problem
of indiscipline and lack of “civic sense” on the part of the masses who
consistently failed to behave as required by citizens of a nation-state.
Myrdal quoted Nehru as saying in 1958: “A country which for a whole
generation practiced a certain technique of opposition to the govern-
ment, when it has its own government, it is not easy to shift over or to
make people think differently. . . . [P]eople still have the habit of oppos-
ing the government. Secondly, they are apt to adopt that technique, not
rightly I think, but some variation of it, just to press on some complaint
or something which is sometimes apt to be a nuisance” (Myrdal 1968,
897). The granting of universal franchise to all adult Indians in the new
Indian state was a logical corollary of decades of nationalist campaigns
for expanded representation of Indians in legislative bodies. The issue
of enfranchisement had been subordinated to other concerns, however,
such as balanced representation of communities in municipal and pro-
vincial bodies. The slogan of “one man–one vote” had never figured
prominently during the anticolonial struggle. National independence
and national unity were seen as major preconditions for, and safe-
guards of, the dignity of individuals, the “uplift of the masses,” and the
other well-known elements of the dominant nationalist discourse of the
Congress party.

There was a remarkable shift after Independence in the way social
inequality and social and cultural divisions in Indian society were
problematized. The anticolonial critique of the injustices of poverty and
exploitation ascribed to foreign domination and cruel traditions now
gave way to a more practical and more openly paternalist discourse on
the “ignorance and superstition” of the masses as obstacles to national
development. In the draft for the first Five-Year Plan it was stated,
“[Certain] conditions have to be fulfilled before the full flow of the peo-
ple’s energy for the task of the national reconstruction can be assured.
The ignorance and apathy of large numbers have to be overcome”
(Government of India 1951, 235).

The responsibility of giving political influence to the masses, of re-
forming social habits, and of gradually civilizing the Indian masses—
in brief, to produce the Indian people as a national people through
reform and education—now became the task of the institutions of the
state, the political elite, and the social world of the middle class they
represented. As I noted in the previous section, the language of nega-
tive rights defined in opposition to a dominant power were through-
out the anticolonial struggle subordinated to a discourse of rights of
communities (to representation, separate legislation, recognition, and
so on) and of the right to national self-determination. Now the lan-
guage of rights reappeared, not as negative rights but as positive
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entitlements to be secured and granted by the state. In the foreword to
the first Five-Year Plan it was stated in 1952: “[the objective] is not
merely re-channeling economic activity within the existing socio-
economic framework; that framework has itself to be remolded so as to
enable it to accommodate progressively those fundamental urges
which express themselves in the demands for the right to work, the
right to adequate income, the right to education and to a measure of
insurance against old age, sickness and older disabilities” (Government
of India 1952, 8).

Rather than reforming the inherited structure of the state that had
been made the central vehicle for promoting economic growth and na-
tional cohesion, the Congress governments of the 1950s began under
Nehru’s leadership to expand the apparatus of the state by adding a
range of new developmental functions. The most conspicuous of these
was the entire apparatus of economic planning that came into being in
the following decade. The planning system, supervised by the apex
National Planning Committee, successfully constructed a large and di-
versified sector of state-owned and managed industries, and quite ef-
fectively launched and managed a system of regulation and protection
of the considerable private industrial sector through the so-called “li-
cense system,” which came to be known as the “license raj.” The plan-
ning system was accompanied by a persistent rhetoric of socialism,
committing the state to promoting social equality and to providing a
new, more rational and refined scientific form of government that
would undermine and displace older forms of local authority, and over
time also modernize the Indian countryside.

The desire to attract experts, scientists, and elite bureaucrats to su-
pervise and manage this new apparatus of technocratic planning and
development was undoubtedly reinforced by the troubled and slow
process of negotiating social reforms through the parliamentary pro-
cess. As Chatterjee has noted, the enthusiastic support for planning
was informed by a certain “scientistic” sense of executing a purely ra-
tional strategy, beyond and uncontaminated by the compromises and
squabbles of electoral politics (Chatterjee 1993, 200–8). The delay and
de facto obstruction by resilient, localized, and dispersed landed inter-
ests of the much-diluted policy on redistribution of zamindari land and
the introduction of ceilings on landholdings (see, for example, Frankel
1978, 156–201) has become the classical example of the inability of dem-
ocratic governance to bring about profound structural change.

In the Indian countryside, local notables and rich farmers belonging
to dominant caste groups, and the local strongmen of the Congress
party, presided over extensive structures of clientelist dominance.
Voting at local, state, and national levels was easily incorporated into
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this system of unequal reciprocity, and gave birth to what political so-
ciology in India termed “vote blocs”—relatively stable configurations
of votes controlled by local leaders, who were thus in a position to
bargain for the flow of governmental resources to their localities and
constituencies.

According to Chatterjee, the subsequent interplay between the os-
tensible rationality of the planning process and the executive agencies
of the state, on the other hand, and the constant obstruction of this
rationality and the misappropriation of resources by self-interested po-
litical forces, on the other, were part of the larger extension of the hege-
mony of the Indian state through a “passive revolution.” He observes:
“The paradox in fact is that it is the very ‘irrationality’ of the political
process which continually works to produce legitimacy for the rational
exercise of the planner” (ibid., 219).

This period was admittedly marked by a rather consistent trend of
impatient technocratic antipolitics, popular within the bureaucracy
and in leftist circles—a trend that in some ways was allowed a free run,
with disastrous consequences during the Emergency in 1975–1977.28

The Congress government was, however, also committed to social
reforms and redistribution, but this commitment was severely re-
stricted by the lack of will to intervene in the social processes unfolding
beyond the horizons of the culturally dominant middle-class society—
among the masses—and the difficulties involved in doing so by demo-
cratic means. Myrdal demonstrated this “middle-class bias” in the so-
called Mahalanobis Committee Report investigating the causes behind
the obvious ineffectiveness of redistributive policies in the early 1960s.
The committee abstained from any systematic inquiry into the question
of land distribution affecting the vast majority, and focused almost en-
tirely on the so-called modern sectors, technicalities of taxation, and so
on (Myrdal 1968, 758–61). In spite of the enlarged field of intervention
of the developmental state that undoubtedly made the rhetoric of
equality and social reform a central “legitimate problematic,” persist-
ing inequalities in the countryside rarely became a burning political
issue.

Universal franchise could not in itself translate the numerical weight
of the masses into social reform because, as Kaviraj succinctly puts it,
the Nehru regime “created a new arena of public life, which, like our
public parks, was used only by the cultivated, leisurely unthreatened
elites.” What developed was, rather, a “strange inversion in the func-
tioning of India’s expanding state apparatus, inscribing it with the
mark of indelible bad faith” (Kaviraj 1997a, 235). Accompanied by a
high rhetoric of socialism and equality, the Indian state became the
main provider of resources, jobs, recognition, and protection for the
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middle classes of bureaucrats, private entrepreneurs, and wealthy
farmers—groups that soon developed a solid interest in the continu-
ation of this style of governance.

Meanwhile, ordinary people encountered the state through local and
often corrupt extensions of the state institutions, but also gradually
learned to decipher the new developmental schemes and appreciate
the strategic importance of the new idioms and entitlement categories
of “backward sections,” “beneficiaries,” various categories of land-
holders, and so on, according to which resources were distributed.
Mass participation in democratic processes mainly took place through
local brokers and political entrepreneurs working at a safe distance
from the high rhetoric of social reform and equality. But the recurring
spectacles of elections, the appeals and promises to voters, the pre-
tenses of respect for the “ordinary man,” however passing, and the
symbolic transfer of power from voters to elected representatives, over
time instilled a sense of a moral entitlement to respect from the local
elites, as well as expectations of becoming entitled to benefit from one
or another developmental scheme. This incipient and humble quest for
recognition and entitlements did not alter the brute fact of continued
exploitation and often brutal domination by upper caste/class groups
in the Indian villages. It was more like a byproduct, an often un-
intended social effect of the processes of political democracy and of the
specific genre of paternalist political discourse in Indian politics that
sought to create social change by moral persuasion of the masses, the
good example of patriotic citizens, and so on.

As I argued above, Gandhi and the entire cultural nationalist tradition
in India saw the essence of the nation as residing in India’s cultural
communities, whereas the political realm of the colonial state remained
a morally empty space, a set of lifeless procedures and culturally alien
institutions that could only be given life and indigenous meaning by a
vibrant national community outside the political realm. This construc-
tion inaugurated a stream of cultural “antipolitics,” that is, a produc-
tion of culture—religion, tradition, ritual practices—as elevated, sub-
lime signs of the nation. In this perspective, politics was a formalized
realm of empty necessity, often of a morally questionable nature, capa-
ble of “polluting” cultural communities and thus producing communal
sentiments as happened in the 1920s, played out in what Chatterjee has
called the “outer” dominated realm of colonial society.

But as colonialism came to a close in the 1940s and in the first de-
cades of the existence of the new Indian state, high politics began to be
constructed as a “virtuous vocation,” a practice wherein upper-caste
notions of proper public conduct merged with the supposedly sublime
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personal qualities that freedom fighters, according to the dominant na-
tionalist mythology, had acquired through the nationalist struggle.
This normative reversal did not, however, apply to the “low politics”
played out in local clientelist economies, or to the strongmen (dadas) in
popular neighborhoods. Here, the entire colonial discourse of the evil
of so-called criminal elements, and of the badmash (hooligans) residing
in popular neighborhoods as emblems of all that threatened society
and civilization, was appropriated by the nationalist elite and the mid-
dle classes.

Instead of merely dismissing this nationalist construction of a moral-
izing form of politics as an all-too-obvious substitute for effective
change, one needs to recognize that this construction, with all its con-
descension and social narcissism, was a vital part of the prose of the
state and of the political imaginaries of millions of people in India in
the 1950s and the following decades. Let me indicate briefly how this
construction impinged on the discourse of the “village community,”
and on the construction of secularism as a legitimate problematic in
Indian politics.

The most famous official codification of the subtle inner duality of
the governance of the Indian state, distinguishing between a traditional
realm of culture and community occupied by the masses and a mod-
ern-rational middle-class society, was the Community Development
Program gradually implemented in the late 1950s. The program in-
volved two elements. First, there was a comprehensive organization of
cooperatives in the villages, the establishment of “self-help organiza-
tions” aimed at organizing major development projects in the villages
(irrigation, drainage, building of schools), which involved only a mod-
est input from the government. The second element was the formation
of the “Panchayati Raj” system of local governance: elected councils at
village, blocks, and district levels that would coordinate and manage
the entire process of community development (Frankel 1978, 99–106).
The program was obviously inspired by the belief that an original har-
monious village community remained in place at some level of collec-
tive memory and could be dug out and revitalized from beneath the
decaying and “derelict collection of mud huts and odd individuals,” as
Nehru wrote about the current state of village life in India.29 The idea
was basically to organize development along “unpolitical” lines, to
utilize the innocent energy of the prepolitical communities in order to
prepare them for a later entry, when adequately equipped, into the
national-modern world of politics and the tantalizing but corrupting
world of consumption, physical mobility, and urban life.

Political parties were not supposed to participate in elections for
panchayats, in order not to contaminate and derail the process of
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supposedly unpolitical development work.30 Instead, the task of sup-
porting and furthering the cause of community development was left
to what were considered neutral government experts, and to a host of
Gandhian-inspired development organizations recruiting idealistic
middle-class youth and retired bureaucrats for voluntary work in the
villages.

These gestures gave birth to a very influential construction of the
“ideal national citizen” of modern India: the experienced, educated
middle-class citizen, well versed in the wicked ways of the world, who
devotes a period of his life, or part of his energy, to immersing him-
self among the masses, to do “selfless work among the downtrodden,”
as the well-known rhetoric goes, primarily through exemplary conduct
and high ethical standards.31 Such ostensibly “unpolitical” activ-
ism was constructed as ennobling and purifying for the individual,
whose selflessness was consolidated and moral standards further ele-
vated by this forgetting of oneself and by sustained contact with
the true people. This model became a crucial part of the social imagi-
nary in contemporary India, thriving among voluntary organizations
and social movements, and abounds today in the nongovernmental
organizations.

In spite of being explicitly “antipolitical,” this construction of com-
munities, and of community work as purifying made it possible to con-
struct politics as a virtuous activity. Middle-class politicians from the
higher castes could engage in patronizing a host of voluntary schemes
and extend help to poor communities, and in this way establish a per-
manent structure of “purification” that could counterbalance the con-
tamination inflicted upon them by the morally empty, or even de-
grading, involvement with power and money. Some elements of this
construction of a noble and selfless character have also been adopted
more recently by upwardly mobile strata of politicians from humble
origins, and by local brokers and “fixers” who nowadays refer to their
political activities as “social work,” as “work for the community,” and
so on. As I will show in my ethnographic material from Maharashtra in
subsequent chapters, the credibility of the model of the “virtuous”
politician is, however, very specifically linked to his background in
higher-caste communities and in middle-class society. Politicians from
humble social origins cannot employ this model with equal credibility.
It is broadly assumed, that such “plebeian” individuals simply lack the
cultural resources and frame of mind that would enable them to be
examples for the masses, and enable them to withstand the base desires
for money and power of the political world.

The practices of the secular state in India are in fact intimately linked
to this peculiar separation of cultural community from the world of
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politics. The Indian state has never practiced respectful neutrality or
distance from religious communities. State policies have, rather, been
marked by active regulation and institutionalization of the practices of
religious communities along a principle that Donald Smith called “ac-
tive non-preference,” a principle of equal and balanced treatment of
every religious community, mainly inherited from the colonial state
(Smith 1963, 381).

However, the Hindu Code Bill, the constitution, and other pieces of
legislation from the 1940s and 1950s undoubtedly represented a major
encroachment upon the right of Hindus to decide upon their own reli-
gious affairs, although Hindus remained an exceedingly heterogene-
ous community whose boundaries this legislation was unable to define
and authorize. By not enforcing a similar legislation on Muslims, the
practice of nonpreference of the secular state was violated, Chatterjee
argues (Chatterjee 1995). The question, however, is whether the real
violation of secular principles in this connection was not the implicit
assumption in this legislation that Hindus were the core citizens of
India, the “state-community” whose religious doctrines and ritual
practices legislators felt entitled to interpret and adapt to what they
saw as the requirements of a modern state. This did not apply to the
Muslim community.

I would further argue that many endeavors during the first decades
of the existence of the independent Indian state may be read as system-
atic attempts to produce a diversity of cultural communities as so many
signs of the nation, and thus to disentangle community practices from
their localized or historical context and reinstate them as national mon-
uments, tales and legends in childrens books, historical narratives in
school books—as a national-modern aesthetic. In his classic book from
1963, Donald Smith discusses how the Ministry of Scientific Research in
1958 was renamed the Ministry of Scientific Research and Cultural Af-
fairs, and now became busy packaging “Indian culture”—comprising
bits of Kathakali dance, Mughal architecture, holy dips in the Ganga,
and everything else, precisely as signs of the rich and diverse Indian
culture (Smith 1963, 379).

The secular state in India, in other words, not merely produced pub-
lic spheres full of reason and science, as is sometimes suggested (see
for example Inden 1995). On the contrary, the public spheres in secu-
lar India remained full of religious signs and practices, packaged and
represented as culture, making up a nationalized cultural realm rep-
resented as unpolitical, pure, and sublime. Now a Friday prayer, a
mosque, or a Hindu procession and temple were no longer manifesta-
tions of community and sectarian strength, but picturesque and awe-
some manifestations of Indian culture and of the Indian nation.
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The meaning of secularism was authorized as “equal respect for all
religions,” and politicians, ministers, and officials would generate
and consolidate their nationalist and secular credentials by visiting
temples, mosques, and Sikh gurdwaras, and by attending ceremonies
and processions of different communities. It was not as if religious
manifestations were not allowed in the public sphere. On the contrary,
they were encouraged and revered as repositories of the cultural legiti-
macy that the state, routinely depicted as purely technocratic, could not
generate. Similarly, it was not as if public figures were supposed to be
atheists in order to prove their secular credentials. On the contrary,
deep religious convictions of any persuasion on the part of public per-
sons were revered and regarded as a symbol of moral consistency and
national devotion, and thus as the very basis for secular practices.

What was pursued by the secular state was, in other words, a separa-
tion of two discursive and strategic realms in the public: one was a
political realm wherein the interest of national unity, nonpreference,
and the rationalities and naked imperatives of the state compelled po-
litical actors to speak and act in certain ways, while at the same time
praising the cultural diversity and depth in India; the other was a cul-
tural realm, wherein any community could celebrate itself and its own
myths and exclude others. By asserting its own specificity, the commu-
nity also celebrated and expressed the cultural diversity that was the
foundation of the larger nation. In this scheme, the political realm was
not supposed to be “contaminated” by the unilateral celebration of one
community or the open representation of particularist interests of one
confessional group. Conversely, the culture of a community—and by
implication the entire nation—would be contaminated if political
forces openly interfered with the life of cultural communities, thus in-
jecting partiality and “communal consciousness,” which would “poi-
son the hearts and minds of the people,” as the well-known rhetoric in
India still goes.

In this very elitist vision of politics as a modernizing device, the peo-
ple remained basically deeply religious, uncontaminated, and good
while living within their separate cultural communities. However, if
irresponsibly manipulated, this innocent but potentially barbaric peo-
ple could also perpetrate the most hideous violence. In order to prevent
irresponsible manipulation of ordinary people by the criminal bad-
mash, politics should therefore remain in the hands of responsible and
virtuous men. Secular tolerance was, in other words, part and parcel of
the civilizing mission of the modern state vis-à-vis the masses who,
until they were sufficiently educated, had to remain under the pater-
nalist tutelage of the state, and under the supposedly responsible lead-
ership of what in Indian political discourse is known as “educated sec-
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tions.” This discursive structure has also perpetuated the dominant
contemporary interpretation of riots and breakdowns of civic order as
the handiwork of ubiquitous criminals, land grabbers, and goondas
(muscle men)—an interpretation which, needless to say, remains
hugely useful for the political parties and agencies of state involved in
this escalating politics of violence.

These assumptions regarding a deep difference between the masses
as communities steeped in “their” culture and the educated sections fit
for responsible citizenship can, for example, be read out of Marc Galan-
ter’s excellent analysis of Supreme Court cases regarding the criteria
for legitimacy and validity of conversions from one religion to another.
Galanter shows that there exists a practice according to which the va-
lidity of a conversion among the “lower” (uneducated) strata of society
may depend on evidence of actually changed ritual practices, because
rituals are assumed to be “of utmost importance for people of this
class,” as a judgment states—and, one must add, because the utter-
ances and self-descriptions from “this class” supposedly cannot be
trusted. In the case of educated people the required evidence is merely
an unequivocal enunciation of intent: “I am a Muslim and no longer a
Hindu.” It is noteworthy, however, that in both cases it is not enough
to say “I am not a Hindu,” or to renounce all Hindu practices. One
remains a Hindu, Muslim, and so on until one has proved in prac-
tice, or said unequivocally, that one is something else (Galanter 1989,
237–58).

This example not only indicates and affirms the constitutive differ-
ence between middle-class citizens of the Indian state and the masses,
locked up within their cultural communities. It also demonstrates that
the secularism and alleged hyper-rationalism of the Indian state, which
nowadays is attributed to the Nehruvian epoch, is largely a myth,
shared by the spokesmen of the state itself as well as by its critics from
left to right. The fact seems to be that the Nehruvian state never created
an effective space for production of secular citizenship, even in legal
terms. Governmental and legal practices were always premised upon
an ongoing essentialization of the nation’s constitutive cultural com-
munities and affirmation of their boundaries.

This purified construction of a composite but unified Indian culture
and people above and outside politics added to the proliferation of the
older genre of cultural “antipolitics” and allowed for a simultaneous
renewed construction of its other: politics as a morally empty, techno-
cratically neutral, or even immoral realm. Not only did Gandhian com-
munity activists promote this communitarian antipolitics but also
thousands of religious entrepreneurs, reform movements, and social
and religious institutions have for decades grown large and powerful,
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often with active state sponsorship or the goodwill of powerful politi-
cians. Most of the so-called “communal” and revivalist organizations
in India have grown and diversified in this peculiar depoliticized space
of cultural activism created by the secular state in India. Here, a cul-
tural organization may in principle hold any sectarian view as long as
it only claims to be true for its own limited constituency and commu-
nity. However, if it ventures to move into the realm of public politics,
where the nation must be represented within the parameters of the
authorized discourse of a single composite culture, sectarian utterances
will appear as communal. Obvious examples are religious processions
and festivals that celebrate a particular god, mythology, or religious
ritual without being perceived as communal. The moment a song, sym-
bol, or imagery employed on such an occasion comments upon politi-
cal events, or recommends that the particular values of the community
be the basis of political decisions, or a religious symbol is displayed and
invoked at a political rally, the thin line separating secular and commu-
nal politics may be crossed. So what signifies communalism in the po-
litical part of the public realm may well pass for culture in another part
of the public realm.

This reification of a realm of culture and communities (like so many
unpolitical signs of the nation) has been corroborated by the changing
cultural construction of politics in India in the last decades. From the
late 1960s onward, the public construction of politics has increasingly
been transformed toward that of an “immoral vocation,” a site of un-
principled pragmatism, corruption, nepotism, and greed—in brief, as
the profane antithesis to the sublime qualities of the cultural realm.
This transformation reflects the changes in the social backgrounds and
cultural habitus of elected representatives and party activists. Middle-
class politicians have increasingly been replaced by those drawn from
peasant communities and lower-caste groups, and their style, lan-
guage, and social practices are decidedly more “rustic” and “plebeian”
than those of the preceding generation.

To the urban, educated middle class, habituated to think of the na-
tion and of citizenship as a collective entitlement flowing from their
status and position, the emergence of these strata in the public
sphere—of individuals often cruder and more direct in their handling
of the intricate balancing implicit in the practice of secularist nonprefer-
ence—has seemed to signify a disintegration of the erstwhile moral
fiber in politics. The discourse of a degradation of the political field has
often been taken as a sign of a more general decay of society, for ex-
ample by the influential “J. P. movement” in the 1970s, led by the
Gandhian reformer Jayaprakash Narayan. Narayan’s call for a “total



57M O D E R N I T Y , N AT I O N , A N D D E M O C R AC Y

revolution” of public morality in India left a deep impression on a gen-
eration of young people, and remained for more than a decade a moral
antidote to the prevailing cynicism of the Congress party. This move-
ment and other similar “antipolitical” trends corroborated and once
more recast the antinomy between a profane politics devoid of any
morality and a sublime culture that remains the only reservoir of last-
ing values in a world increasingly politicized.

The bemoaning of the increasing politicization and corruption of the
public administration in contemporary India, of education, of the judi-
cial system, and so on, are thus parts of this larger narrative of the
decay of the moral fiber of public life. This narrative depicts how the
moral emptiness of modernity, the shameless display of self-interest,
and the “strategic truths” characterizing competitive politics creep into
ever more social realms. According to many a columnist in the Indian
dailies, it is a moral void that allows the baser instincts of human beings
to thrive, but also a void that throws back the question of regeneration
of public morality into the realm of cultural communities, as if they
remained reservoirs of values untouched by the larger transformations
of Indian society.

Conclusion

Is it meaningful to apply what I initially termed a “radical” Tocque-
villean framework to an Indian situation in which the social world is
deeply bifurcated, where democracy means competing communities,
where the paradigm of rights is translated into community assertion
and notions of collective entitlements, and where the state constantly
reifies and governs through categories of community and culture?

I believe that it is meaningful, and is even more so in the recent de-
cades. This is not because India represents a replay of the western dem-
ocratic revolutions or because democracy always tends toward the pro-
duction of modern individuals and citizenship, as a more conventional
Tocquevillean thesis would run. I would argue, quite the contrary, that
the idea of a democratic revolution in India makes sense exactly be-
cause the trajectory of modernity and democracy in India demonstrates
so clearly how democracy makes the political dimensions of society
crucial, productive, and deeply problematic. What I have tried to dem-
onstrate is that “the political” in India, as elsewhere, manifests itself
as an undecidability and a ubiquitous contingency that necessitates,
and yet makes impossible, countless schemes of governance and tax-
onomy. Historically, these endeavors created categories of caste and
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community, and an ostensibly orderly range of institutions which,
hence, were inhabited, coded, and reemployed by the proliferating
range of identitarian mobilizations.

The scale, persistence, and richness of India’s democratic experience
is in all respects both awesome and fraught with contradictions. Its
most interesting aspect is, to my mind, the many consistent attempts to
control and limit the logic of democratic politics in India, and the con-
spicuous failure of virtually all of these attempts. As I have tried to
show, democratic politics have almost from the outset a century ago
been flanked by two kinds of “antipolitics” aimed at controlling and
limiting the play of the political in Indian society. On the one hand,
from the utilitarian administrators and scientists of the colonial admin-
istrators to the members of the National Planning Committee, there
have been consistent attempts to order, administer, and develop India
in a rational and orderly fashion. Many of these attempts succeeded in
imposing a new categorical order and language on the social world,
but they failed in terms of controlling the political uses of the new au-
thorized identities, legal entitlements, and institutions they had cre-
ated. On the other hand, cultural nationalists, Gandhian communitari-
anists, and other practicing orientalists sought to claim the “inner” life
and spirit of supposedly perennial communities as the prepolitical site
of the nation. Just as the imagining of the people derived its strength
from its status of an “empty signifier”—as a truth beyond representa-
tion and falsification—communities also assumed this function. The
communitarian ideal, the rhetoric of a moral revolution led by virtuous
men from the upper castes, not only served obvious narcissistic needs
but also removed the imagining of society and nation from the almost
unbearable profanity of ordinary politics performed by lesser men.

To my mind, the Nehruvian state constructed a crucial marriage be-
tween these two antipolitical strategies, and herein lies the mythical
material that has made this epoch the “Golden Age” of the Indian na-
tion and democracy, in spite of the fact that democracy at this point
was at best a minority affair conducted by middle-class citizens in the
midst of a sea of the communities of the masses. It is my general con-
tention that the entire narrative of decay of public life in India derives
from the gradual dismantling of this legacy, and from the ever more
assertive seizure of the democratic process by genres of political dis-
course, styles and practices derived from the world of “low” politics.
What we see before us is the less than orderly democratization of In-
dian democracy.

There is a certain irrepressible quality to political life in India, to the
incessant transgression of established languages of contention in the
political field, the incessant recoding, sliding and reevaluation of virtu-
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ally every identity and political position. Indian society has become
increasingly politicized; it is possibly one of the most politicized socie-
ties in the world, but not because its leaders wanted it to be so. It hap-
pened because the democratic order they fought for, and ultimately
established, released new, assertive, and uncontrollable social identi-
ties that over time produced a form of modernity—pluralist, creative,
chaotic, and brutal at the same time—that nobody ever envisaged.



2
Imagining the Hindu Nation

NINETEENTH-CENTURY NATIONALISM in India was organized around an
“orientalist mode of production of the people.” Based upon the colonial
objectification and codification of cultural differences, the imagination
of an “Indian people” took the form of a series of discrete and well-
bounded communities divided primarily by religion, but also by caste
and custom. Three processes unfolding in the latter part of the nine-
teenth century molded this imagination.

The first of these was the governmental objectification and aggrega-
tion of existing cultural categories of caste or religion into larger and
more abstracted categories, already touched upon in Chapter One. The
second was the “inversion of orientalist epistemology” among nine-
teenth-century Indian reformers, intellectuals, and politicians. These
strata interiorized the orientalist construction of the East and the West
as essentially different, but reversed the valuation so that the differen-
tiation became a source of recognition of cultural and moral superior-
ity. The third process was that of “semitization” of Hinduism, that is,
attempts among reform movements within Hinduism to emulate the
features of organization and uniformity that were believed to endow
monotheist faiths originating in the Middle East, such as Islam and
Christianity, with strength and capacity for concerted action—features
lacking in what nationalists saw as a decaying and fragmented Hindu
culture. At the same time, the encounter with colonialism also pro-
duced Islamic reform movements that in a similar vein sought to
“semitize” and “classicize” Islam by purging popular and syncretic
practices.

Ideology and the Impossibility of Identities

Before plunging into the complexities of how social imaginaries and
identities were produced in colonial and postcolonial India, it may be
worth considering in more theoretical terms the intimate links between
such imaginaries and processes of identity formation. My contention
here is that in order to understand the subtleties involved in the in-
habitations of the “identity slots” carved out by authorized discourses
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and social imaginaries, we need to resurrect and refine the notion of
ideology as a crucial dimension of all social practice.1

I am not suggesting that ideology constitutes a quasi-autonomous
realm of ideas, discourse, or consciousness. Ideology is most effective
when inscribed in unconscious predispositions, in sayings, bon mots,
dress, and cultural codes, in short doxa lived by human beings in accor-
dance with their habitus, the durably embodied dispositions of human
beings that govern their most fundamental sense of appropriateness.
The notions of good and evil, the line between the “we” and the
“other(s),” and all the other constructions of ideology are, Bourdieu
argues, always embodied in a very corporeal sense as bodily hexis:
“Bodily hexis is political mythology embodied, turned into a perma-
nent disposition, a durable way of standing, speaking, walking, and
thereby of feeling and thinking” (Bourdieu 1990a, 69–70).

But what is it that makes ideological constructions so attractive?
Why is there this ostensibly insatiable demand for enemies, bound-
aries, and clear identifications? To my mind, Lacan’s understanding of
subjectivation as driven by a desire to overcome a fundamental lack
(manque), the feeling of never being fully present, never fully identical
with oneself, is a fruitful starting point for analysis of ideological ef-
fects. Lacan’s theory of the subject is organized around the three struc-
tural orders of the psyche. First, the imaginary, shaped by the mirror
phase in early childhood, a phase in which the child becomes aware of
itself through reflection in the mirror and in the gaze of the other (the
parents), a process that introduces a constitutive sense of misrecogni-
tion. The second structural order is the symbolic, which represents the
condensation of language and culture, “the Law” (or nom-de-pere, as
Lacan often calls it). The symbolic stands for the demand for obedience
to rules, the imperative of convention, but also for a powerful source of
identification and for projection of desire, not merely sexual in the
Freudian sense, but also the more fundamental Hegelian sense of de-
sire as an existential need for recognition by a powerful other, that is,
the “desire for the desire of the other.”2 Although the theme of the
unrepresentability of subjectivity within language and convention are
long-standing themes in philosophy, Lacan’s third order, “the real,”
introduced a highly original instability in the entire construction. To
Lacan, “the real” denotes the hard kernel that resists symbolization, a
residue that cannot be fitted in but always escapes prevailing episte-
mologies, and thus prevents the symbolic order and the identities it
generates from ever being complete and unfractured. “The real” is con-
tingency, the inevitability of death, the violence at the heart of love, the
inhumanity within humans, and so on—something frightening and in-
comprehensible, and therefore a constant source of fascination and that
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paradoxical pleasure of transgression which Lacan in his lecture on
Sade calls jouissance, enjoyment (Lacan 1992, 203). The subject is thus
fundamentally split and divided, it is constituted by this “lack,” by a
constant striving for fullness that will never succeed and therefore will
always proceed.

How does this enable one to reflect on the question of why ideologi-
cal causes make sense? Or on how human beings wear the identities
offered by authorized discourses or ideological projects? To my mind,
this framework allows us, first, to appreciate the instability and illusory
character of disciplinary power and political authority. Power needs to
be reproduced and reasserted constantly, through sustained produc-
tion of subjects, that is, sustained imposition of authorized symbolic
configurations of language, images, monuments, tangible benefits, se-
curity, and so on. In this perspective the impotence of domination is
not a result of more or less resistance by already fully constituted sub-
jects, or by acts of what Foucault termed parrhesia, the heroic defiance
of power, but more precisely, a result of the impossibility of producing
stable subjects.3

Second, Lacan’s understanding of the subject as a process, as subjec-
tivation, also allows for a more precise understanding of the function of
ideology in the formation of subjects, namely, as fantasies vital in the
construction of a social reality, and thus vital parts in what one may call
a “politics of the unconscious.” Ideology misrepresents the social
world, not through a smoke screen obscuring the real structures but
rather through repression as a principle of construction: “Ideology is
not simply a ‘false consciousness,’ an illusory representation of the
world, it is rather this reality itself which is already to be conceived as
‘ideological’—‘ideological’ is a social reality whose very existence implies the
non-knowledge of its participants as to its essence—that is, the social effec-
tiveness, the very reproduction of which implies that the individuals
‘do not know what they are doing’” (tižek 1989, 21). Repression, or
obliteration, is a vital part of what symbolization—that is, ideological
practice—involves, because it categorizes, sorts out, and selects. Ideol-
ogy thus does not obscure, but is inscribed in and enables the very
construction of social reality. In Slavoj tižek’s reading of Lacan, ideol-
ogy acquires this more precise meaning as (social) fantasies whose ef-
fectiveness flows from their incorporation and embodiment in social
practice, and connectedness with desire and enjoyment (jouissance).
tižek argues that ideology can perfectly well coexist with widespread
cynicism, jokes, irony, and all the other features normally taken as
proof of the impotency of ideology, as long as people act according to
the ideological grammar. Whether people believe in commodities or
money as real values is less important than that they buy and consume
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as if they were “commodity fetishists” (ibid., 31). Radicalizing the no-
tion of doxa, tižek suggests that ideological misrecognition is on the
side of practice, rather than on the side of reflexive knowledge:

what they [subjects] misrecognize is not the reality but the illusion which is
structuring their reality. They know very well how things really are, but still
they are doing it as if they did not know. The illusion is therefore double: it
consists in overlooking the illusion which is structuring our real, effective
relationship to reality. And this overlooked unconscious relation is what
may be called the ideological fantasy. . . . Cynical distance is just one way—of
many ways—to blind ourselves to the structuring power of ideological fan-
tasy. Even if we do not take things seriously, even if we keep an ironical
distance, we are still doing them (ibid., 33, italics in original).

Ideological constructions are vitalized and empowered in two ways.
The first and most obvious part of their attraction lies in their ability to
convert the experience of amorphous, meaningless contingency into an
ostensibly stable symbolic order that promises to close the gap in social
existence through construction of a more harmonious social world.
Such an “objectivation of belief” often happens as insertions of more or
less reflected practices, inclinations, or unconsciously conjured “gut
feelings” into a reasoned line of arguments. Social routines and con-
ventions, institutions, and systems of norms compel human beings to
conform with practices they often perceive as meaningless, absurd, and
repressive. Ideology offers a way to cope with this lack of meaning by
repressing the meaningless and by inferring a certain hidden truth, or
rationality, behind the ostensible randomness of bureaucratic rou-
tines, of social exclusion, of gossip (ibid., 33–40). Ideology thus emerges
as an effect of power—as an attempt to conceal and repress the “raw”
contingency of the social world.4

It is as enjoyment (jouissance)5 that ideology attains its most paradox-
ical and powerful function in the production of subjects. Identifica-
tions are always incomplete, always marred by manque—an ineradi-
cable distance between existence and identifications. There is always
“something” that escapes symbolization, and this surplus is exactly en-
joyment, the fantasies and fascination of “the real.” The power of ideo-
logical constructions lies, therefore, not so much in their enunciated
content as in the subtle ways in which they promise to organize this
enjoyment. The power of anti-Semitism derives from the way it posits
the Jew as responsible for the fundamental splits in identities and social
antagonisms. The Jew thus embodies “the real,” as what Lacan called
objet petit à, the alien element, the impurity, which prevents the ideolog-
ical fantasy of a unified social order and community from stabilizing
itself, and therefore prevents the desired unity between the imaginary
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and symbolic orders in the subject. Jews therefore become the objects
of intense hatred, elaborate mythologies, and deep fascination (ibid.,
126–27).6

This understanding enables us to see that the generalized ideological
enunciations of a “we” versus a range of others is merely the upper
layer of a more complex mechanism. The second layer consists of the
construction of the self/other difference as an antagonism, blocking the
full realization of a collectivity. This construction makes political orga-
nization possible, and can, as discussed above, produce extended
“equivalential chains” on either side of the front line drawn up by the
antagonism. The third layer of the operation of ideology is constituted
by what tižek calls the “objectivation of belief,” that is, the way ideol-
ogy through enactment of repetitive practices, rituals, routines, and in-
stitutions offers a framework, a discipline, a direction, and a mecha-
nism for simplification of the social world, which by virtue of its mere
form or convention reduces contingency and temporarily “sutures” the
fundamental lack in the subject. The fourth and most subtle layer in the
operation of ideology is its promise to organize enjoyment, that is,
the desire to grasp the innermost kernel of being, the desire to achieve
full identity with one’s community and self. At this level, the “other” is
not merely an outside, but the sign of an inner split, the objet petit à
marking the impossibility of any full being.

The making and staging of ideological fantasies are always collective
endeavors mediated or facilitated by organizations or movements. The
“economy of desires” addressed here is played out at the level of indi-
vidual human beings in their relations with groups, stereotypes, lead-
ers, and larger shared imaginaries. Human beings can only become
produced as subjects, as individuals, or as distinct groups through so-
cial processes. Freud argued that the individual was always/already a
social being: “In the individual’s mental life someone else is invariably
involved, as a model, as an object, as a helper, as an opponent; and so
from the very first individual psychology in this extended but entirely
justifiable sense of the words, is at the same time social psychology as
well” (Freud 1967, 1). To my mind, any serious engagement with pro-
cesses of identity formation, with the constitution and reproduction of
authority, as well as with the style of production and consumption of
cultural and political images and metaphors, needs to analyze, one
way or another, the logics of desire and identification at play in such
phenomena.

Needless to say, Lacan’s three orders are abstract analytical orders,
an abstract theoretical claim concerning the structures and logics of this
economy of desires, and this claim can never stand alone—even less
in studies of political phenomena. We only have access to the effects
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of ideology—identifications, subjectivity, mass mobilizations, and so
on—through utterances, practice, and conflicts in their historical and
vernacularized form. In order to interpret and explain such effects one
needs to historicize the mediating processes—the structure of the polit-
ical arenas and the “economy of stances” within which ideological con-
structions appear, the structure and strategies of the organizations pro-
moting certain ideological causes, and historical and local conditions
under which the ideological constructions are made to make sense.

Objectification of Communities

Notions of Hinduism as a unified religion, Hindu culture as a distinct
cultural zone, and “Hindu” as a well-bounded cultural category are
largely products of scholarly and administrative interventions by ori-
entalist scholars, missionaries, and colonial administrations in the In-
dian subcontinent since the seventeenth century. Originally used as a
territorial term for those living beyond the river Indus, or as a residual
term (Gentoo) used by early European merchants and colonizers to de-
note those in the Indian subcontinent who were not Muslims or Chris-
tians, the term “Hindoo” slowly emerged as a common denominator
for the native culture(s) of the Indian subcontinent. It is, as G. P. Desh-
pande has noted, “doubtful whether the people talked of themselves as
Hindus before the colonial phase of our history” (Deshpande 1985, 25).
Early scholars and missionaries took a keen interest in establishing the
main tenets and core doctrines of the seemingly amorphous admixture
of religious practices, images, and myths they encountered in India. In
accordance with the dominant western epistemologies of the time, the
brahminical high scriptural traditions that had produced the bulk of
Sanskrit texts were regarded as the classical center of the Aryan-Vedic
high civilization, sharing a set of fundamental principles and practices
regulating social and religious behavior as laid down in the scriptures.
This identification and construction of a classical Hinduism, organized
around a central high culture, was extended to have a subcontinental
dimension, that is, to be a single Hinduism—a religious civilization—
with many variations. It was broadly assumed that there existed a com-
mon Aryan or brahminical high culture knit together by a common
language (Sanskrit), a body of ancient texts assumed to be relatively
coherent, and a shared sacred geography marked by centers of pilgrim-
age all over the subcontinent, as well as shared ritual practices, shared
codes of purity and pollution, and so on.

This construction of Hinduism was, to paraphrase Derrida, a truly
logocentrist epistemological operation, an attempt to understand and
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construct the other in one’s own image by privileging the scriptures
to be an expression of an assumed indispensable center of a Hindu
civilization. The problem was, however, that a coherent great tradition
was at first sight absent in the subcontinent. Yet “Hinduism” slowly
emerged as a metaphysical construct of what should be there in order
to make the other intelligible within a system of systematic differences,
an idea that made it possible to identify the difference of the East from
the West within a single conceptual grammar of civilizational order
and hierarchy.

The codification and elevation of brahminical practices into a Hindu
tradition took place with the active assistance and help of brahminical
western-educated strata, especially in Madras and Bengal, where colo-
nial administration began. Here, educated brahmins and others of
“clean” castes became the key informants in comprehensive mappings
and registrations of religious practices and communities (Frykenberg
1989, 29–50). The underlying belief that the “Hindoos” were primarily
governed by religious sentiments led in Madras to an unprecedented
type of detailed state management of temples and religious practices in
the first half of the nineteenth century (Appadurai 1981). To brahmins
and other upper-caste groups, the keen interest of the colonial power in
religious practices provided an opportunity to codify and rigidify ex-
isting social and ritual hierarchies, and to consolidate their social posi-
tion as arbiters of truth and social sanctions. Moreover, the colonial
quest for categorical order and cultural mapping also enabled upper-
caste groups to get to know themselves in more objectified terms, to
construct their own group in accordance with an “ideal” that had not
hitherto been so rigorously described.7

This construction of a “great tradition” enabled scientists, colonial
administrators, and intellectuals to classify and order the vast mélange
of cultural differences in the subcontinent into systems of core and pe-
riphery, exclusion and inclusion: between the “great” and the “little”
traditions, the traditional (sanatana) Hinduism versus deviating sects,
an ideal type of a hierarchical order found in the scriptures (varnashra-
madharma) versus amorphous and locally differentiated rankings of
castes (jatis), the classical Gangetic and Aryan civilization versus the
various syncretized and depleted forms in which this high culture was
assumed to be found in popular religious practices, and syncretic sects,
among tribals, in border regions, and so on. This rationalization and
centralization of otherwise dispersed religious practices into one civi-
lizational stream, or what Romila Thapar has called “syndicated Hin-
duism,” produced the concept “Hindu” as an synthetic concept that
encompassed everything in the subcontinent. Every practice or mode
of worship expressed degrees of local, heterodox deviations from a
norm—the orthodoxy or the traditional Hinduism—which no single
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religious form actually could embody or fully represent, precisely be-
cause of its inclusive and diverse character. Modern Hinduism had
thus in epistemological terms been born as a truly “empty place,” that
is, as a signifier of the true and full “culture” that made India truly
Indian, thus stabilizing otherwise diverse and alternating ritual and
social hierarchies around an “ideal” core. Yet it was a signifier that no
actual group could claim to control fully.

The attempt to grasp this “true” culture of India became one of the
most contested agendas within Indian nationalism. Most strands in the
nationalist movement agreed that this culture or civilization—mainly
Hindu—provided India with a distinct character in the world. At the
same time, this culture was seen as decaying and defunct and had,
therefore, to be reformed and revived in a new, “synthetic” version. To
most brands of nationalists, regardless of their secular-rational or reli-
gious-national idiom, Hindu culture constituted, paradoxically, both
the impediment (in its old, dispersed forms), and the solution (in its
reformed, nationalized, or synthetic forms) to the final realization of
nationhood.

Inversion of Orientalist Epistemology

A large body of scholarly work has, over the last decade or so, dis-
cussed orientalist discourses and their profound structuring of western
as well as Indian knowledge of Indian history and society. The inten-
tion here is not to review this debate, but merely to point out how
especially the romanticist branch of orientalism provided interpreta-
tions and conceptual grammars that proved central to the anticolonial
and nationalist discourse.8 Romanticist orientalists were, as Ronald
Inden points out, part of the larger epistemic project of orientalism—
the construction of an effective “other” stabilizing the European “we.”
They remained, nonetheless, an opposition to dominant utilitarian and
rationalist imaginations of India (Inden 1990, 90–96). In the romanticist
view, India was an object of fascination, a locus of spirituality, of imag-
ination and mysticism as displayed in ancient Indian philosophy. Most
attractive was the spiritual holism which, according to the German ide-
alist philosopher and linguist Schlegel, was the defining characteristic
of Indian culture.9 Holism entailed collapsing the spiritual and material
world into oneness, and eradicating the cleavage between the objective
world and individual consciousness through incorporation into an all-
pervasive Spirit. India was Hindu, and classical Hinduism was the
epitome of holistic spiritualism. According to this train of thought, the
Hindu aptitudes for imagination, sensuality, and mysticism were supe-
rior to those of the West. This, the romanticists argued, was the real
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contribution of Hindu culture to the world. Hegel endorsed the view
that India was essentially Hindu, understood as pure spirit, but spirit
of the imaginative (soft, feminine) sort, thus of a lower logical order
than the rational (masculine) spirit of the West. To Hegel, this predom-
inance of imagination precluded the emergence of reason, which ex-
plained the feeble sociopolitical structure of the Indian states. In the
absence of reason, India could only produce dispersed communities
and people, never a viable state (Hegel 1956, 160–61).

Orientalist scholarship, in Germany already informed by the nation-
alist quest for difference vis-à-vis France and Britain, produced an
image of India as ontologically different from the West that became
crucial to generations of Indian nationalists. One of the most influential
contributions to this orientalist construction was Max Müller’s transla-
tion of the úg Veda, believed to be the oldest and thus the most authen-
tic self-born and founding text in the larger body of Hindu philosophy.
Among parts of the European public, India thus became a locus of pure
essences, of immobility, of high spirituality, and an embodiment of an
organic, unfragmented community whose very existence represented a
critique of the West, and therefore an important repository for radical
dreams of pristine existence and the whole and healed self. There was,
in other words, a European tradition for criticism of utilitarian rational-
ity and crude universalism, with India in the role as the spiritual hero-
ine, which was ready to be acquired and reoccupied by a nationalist
discourse in India.

The notion of a spiritual India versus a materialist western world
emerged from this transmission of conceptual grammar, evident even
in writings of a self-declared secular rationalist like Nehru. In his Dis-
covery of India, Nehru quotes liberally from Max Müller’s eulogies of
Indian spirituality, Schopenhauer’s praise of the Upanishads, Romain
Rolland’s treatise on the intimate relations between Hindu culture and
Hellenic-Christian culture, and so on (Nehru 1980, 84–100). To Nehru,
India was spirituality and a concomitant plurality and tolerance—
which had eroded and degenerated from a golden Upanishadic Age to
contemporary disarray—versus a materialist, individualized West.
India versus the West was posited as culture versus politics, or femi-
ninity versus masculinity.

This construction clearly informed the Bengali novelist Bankimchan-
dra Chattopadhyay’s authorship. In his analysis of Bankim’s writings,
Partha Chatterjee points to the crucial relation Bankim established be-
tween power and culture: the West was seen as victorious because of its
strong, organized, and autonomous culture, whereas Indian culture—
seen as spiritually superior to that of the West (and much older)—was
weak, unorganized, and passive. In Bankim’s vision, national glory
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could only be regained through national regeneration of culture; a
strong national, organized religion; comprehensive and popular edu-
cation of the masses; and an enlightened leadership provided by his
own class, the Bengali bhadralok (Chatterjee 1986, 67–91). Chatterjee
identifies two tensions in Bankim’s vision of a national life. One was
the painful marriage between his rationalist, scientific mode of cogni-
tion and reasoning, and his critique of colonialism, which gradually
compelled him to embrace the orientalist discourse on India as “spirit,
culture and antiquity.”10 The other was the importance Bankim as-
cribed to the recruitment of the broad masses in a reconstruction of the
nation. In Bankim’s vision, the role of the masses was not conceived
through the eulogies of simplicity and cultural essence that one finds in
Gandhi decades later, but rather through a paternalistic project of edu-
cation and recruitment of the masses to give body to the national regen-
eration defined and led by the literate elite. This nationalist vision was
distinctly Hindu, however, and was informed by a strong anti-Muslim
undercurrent (Sarkar 1996).

The recruitment of Indian culture as spirituality into nationalist ide-
ology became fully articulated in the writings of Swami Vivekananda.
Here romanticist notions of fullness, the superiority of imagination
over practical reason, and the spiritual superiority of Hinduism over all
other philosophical systems were posited as the very basis of Indian-
ness constructed against the alleged poverty and profanity of western
civilization: “Politics, power and even intellect form a secondary con-
sideration here. Religion, therefore, is the one consideration in India”
(Vivekananda 1960, 3: 204). To Vivekananda, the West had become in-
toxicated and degenerate by virtue of its own success in the economic,
political, and military fields. The greatness of India lay in its spiritual
superiority, and he exhorted: “Up, India, and conquer the world with
your spirituality. Spirituality must conquer the West. Slowly they are
finding out that what they want is spirituality to preserve them as na-
tions. . . . Heroic workers are wanted to go abroad and help to dissemi-
nate the great truths of the Vedanta . . . the only condition of national
life, of awakened and vigorous national life, is the conquest of the
world by Indian thought” (Vivekananda 1960, 3: 277).

Vivekananda believed that the real living spirituality which would
reinvigorate the nation was to be found in the masses. He believed in
education of the common man in order to make the masses realize
their own potentials—not as a subversive political force, but as a self-
confident cultural expression, the realization of the Indian spirit that
ultimately would render politics and power obsolete. Vivekananda
developed Bankim’s paternalism in a populist direction, and provided
a basis for later interpretations of both Gandhian and militant Hindu
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nationalist varieties. Vivekananda’s philosophy and practice thus rep-
resented a step toward the transformation of Hinduism from a signifier
of religious faith to one of nationalist ideology.11 To Vivekananda, one
should see “man as God,” and true worship consisted in work for so-
cial ends. One found here a preoccupation with spirit as the basis for a
national community of culture, that is, a mediated version of Herderian
axioms. One also finds the notion of a world mission, the idea of the
creation of a “complete man,” an individual infused by the Indian
spirit, educated, culturally awakened and carrier of the “national will,”
that is, a vernacularized version of Fichte’s national citizen.

Vivekananda’s eulogy of the inherent tolerance and syncretism of
popular traditions was fed by a certain animosity toward Islam. Toler-
ance and inclusiveness was largely portrayed as the essence of true
Hinduism as opposed to Islam, which Vivekananda saw as doctrinal
and intolerant. Only because popular Islam was immersed in the “soft
sponge” of Hindu culture had it become equally tolerant and flexible.
The narrative of Hindu tolerance and inclusiveness, which in this cen-
tury became part of common knowledge of Hinduism in India as well
as the rest of the world, emerged from this particular inversion of ro-
manticist orientalism. As Bipin Chandra Pal and other political radi-
cals began to depict the nation as a popular essence, the evils, tensions,
and contradictions in and between communities were ascribed to ma-
nipulation by elites, particularly the Muslim and the colonial elite. The
Muslim elite was seen as particularly dangerous—clinging to religious
doctrines, writing in Persian and Urdu, and holding on to other “un-
Indian” ways. The Muslim masses, however, were seen as good, speak-
ing in the vernaculars and sharing many of the rituals of their Hindu
neighbors, being converts and not of alien origin, and so on.12 It was
thus possible to reduce the problem of communal tension to the manip-
ulation by self-seeking, alien elites. In this crucial ideological maneu-
ver, the innocence and purity of the “Indian people” was saved, while
the popular ethos was defined as basically Hindu.

This idea of holism and encompassing harmony in Hinduism be-
came central to the more politicized ideology of nascent Hindu nation-
alism as it was expressed by the prominent Bengali “extremist” leader
Bipin Chandra Pal: “Nationality has been defined by Joseph Mazzini as
“the individuality of a people” . . . but Mazzini failed to fully reach out
to that higher philosophy of Nationalism, which could offer a true and
effective antidote against the isolating and disrupting tendencies of the
popular European gospel of Equality and Freedom. . . . Hindu culture,
however, is able to present an ideal of nationhood much superior to the
European view of it” (Pal 1958, 69–70).

To Pal, the main problem in European thought and social practice
was social fragmentation and excessive individualism. Against this,
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Hindu political philosophy emphasized the gradual development of
the self to higher levels of consciousness, freeing itself from the obliga-
tions of social life. The sannyasi renouncing the world is, argued Pal, a
representation of the universal in every aspect of life. A sannyasi has
become a law onto himself. To reach the clarity of the sannaysi and
become “laws onto themselves” should be the objective of all nations
(ibid., 72–73). From this, Pal derived his “integralist” view of the nation
as a realization of individual freedom through full integration with
“the whole.” The realized nation would entail “cancellation of all con-
flicts and absolute settlement of all disputes. . . . [For the Indian nation-
alist] politics is part of his larger religion; it is a department of the sci-
ence or philosophy of salvation” (Pal 1910, 47–48). This was cultural
nationalism at its purest, a form of antipolitics that envisaged the
Hindu nation as the point of realization of full social harmony, a sort of
collective state of world renunciation (sannyasa), canceling all “lacks”
and voids in identities and social life.

Semitization of Hinduism

Rammohun Roy and the Brahmo Samaj in nineteenth-century Bengal
were inspired by Unitarian theologies within Protestantism, and pro-
moted individualism, equality, and rationalism. Roy initiated transla-
tion of Vedantic literature into vernaculars in order to make the sacred
texts available to a wider audience, and he initiated campaigns against
sati, child marriages, and other practices he regarded as “archaic.” De-
cades later in western India, M. G. Ranade expressed a similar quest
for reform in his Prarthana Samaj, a religious society promoting ra-
tionalization of Hindu practices on egalitarian and unitarian grounds.
Ranade saw equivalencies between the bhakti (ecstatic devotional)
saints of Maharashtra and protestant reformers in Europe, in what he
saw as an attempt to create a devotional religious practice that empha-
sized personal faith rather than ritual, and equality among believers
rather than a dominant clergy.13

The largest, most influential, but also most conservative of the move-
ments emerging in the nineteenth century, aiming at reform and re-
invention of Hindu practices, was the Arya Samaj, founded in 1875
in Punjab by Dayananda Saraswati, a Sanskrit scholar. Opposed to
aspects of the caste system, idolatry, and popular ritual traditions, the
Arya Samaj was strongly revivalist and proselytizing. The move-
ment opposed Christian proselytization and English education, as well
as Muslim influence in education, language, and social life. Swami
Dayananda admired many elements of western culture, especially the
capacity for organization and discipline, virtues that in the swami’s
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view had made the West powerful but had vanished from Hindu cul-
ture.14 The anti-Muslim component in the Arya Samaj became ever
more central due to the fierce symbolic competition between Hindus,
Muslims, and Sikhs in Punjab. At this juncture in Punjab, its three
main religious communities were becoming more clearly bounded and
more organized; temples, mosques, and gurdwaras were constructed
as symbolic markers of community space and loci of congregation.15

Newspapers published in Hindi (written in Devanagari script) ad-
dressed a Hindu public, whereas Urdu newspapers catered to a public
capable of reading the Arabic script, and newspapers in Punjabi writ-
ten in the sacred Sikh script, Gurumukhi, catered to a Sikh public (Dixit
1986, 126; Fox 1985; Jones 1976).

Dayananda wished to save what he saw as a weak and disorganized
Hinduism from Islamic and western challenges, by organizing it
around a canonization of what orientalism had presented as the old-
est, most original, and hence most authentic bodies of text, the Vedas.
Dayananda believed, as did Bankim, that a national-popular religion
was a precondition for national regeneration. If Hindus were imbued
with the ideals depicted in the Vedas, the Hindu community would
become self-conscious and strong, and national liberation would grow
into an irresistible demand: “The four Vedas, the repository of knowl-
edge and religious truth are the words of God. I regard them as infalli-
ble and of prime authority. They are authority in themselves and do
not depend on other books for their authoritativeness. Just as the sun or
a lamp is self-luminous as well as the lightgiver of the earth, so are the
four Vedas” (quoted in Purohit 1986, 57). A reformed Hinduism should
be organized around the notion of Aryans as the chosen people, egali-
tarian access to religious knowledge, and visible institutional struc-
tures. A crucial instrument to this end was the shuddhi movement, a
movement for “purification” of the faith, and a front organization that
from the 1880s onward attempted to stop conversions of lower-caste
Hindus to Islam and Christianity, and worked to reconvert Christians
and Muslims to Hinduism (Ghai 1990).

In line with the strong pedagogical trend within cultural nationalism
in Europe and elsewhere, the Arya Samaj also assigned primary impor-
tance to education and to molding a new national culture and a new
generation of nationalist individuals. From the 1880s on, the Arya
Samaj established a system of educational institutions all over north
India: the Dayananda Anglo-Vedic (DAV) colleges, in which English
was the medium of instruction, and gurukuls (schools re-inventing
the older guru-student relation), in order to instill in the young genera-
tion a sense of national culture, history, and religious-cultural self-
consciousness.
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Another basic tenet of cultural nationalism, a common national lan-
guage—Sanskrit and a sanskritized, “pure” Hindi—was promoted by
the Arya Samaj in educational work, in publishing books, magazines,
translations to Hindi and Sanskrit, and so on (Pandey 1972). Swami
Dayananda was convinced of the necessity of promoting and trans-
forming Hindustani from a spoken popular language into a “high ver-
nacular” in Devanagari script in order to replace written Persian and
Urdu as the dominant vernacular languages of administration, educa-
tion, and public discourse. At around the turn of the century the first
regular Hindi magazines appeared, college curricula in Hindi were
drafted, and Madan Mohan Malaviya, provoked by the founding of
Aligarh Muslim University in 1898, initiated the protracted campaign
for a Hindu university with Hindi as the sole medium of instruction. In
1915 Benares Hindu University was founded and became the central
institution in the movement for establishment of Hindi as a national
language.

The relationship between Urdu and Hindi had historically been that
of two modes of writing the same language, Hindustani, encompassing
a number of distinct regional dialects. In the last decades of the nine-
teenth century the differentiation between the two grew sharper and
more distinct as they became related to the emerging definition of Mus-
lim and Hindu nationalism, respectively. A Muslim speaker of Hindu-
stani now spoke Urdu and wrote it in Arabic script, while a Hindu
speaker of the virtually same language spoke Hindi and wrote in the
Devanagari script. The 1920s saw systematic efforts to construct a dis-
tinct literary Hindi tradition and canon, wherein the essential criterion
became the community of the author and the themes rather than the
language of writing, which for centuries had been predominantly Per-
sian and Urdu (Kumar 1992, 4–26). A similar authorization of Urdu as
the canonical medium in a constructed literary tradition of Indian Mus-
lims, and the preferred medium in a fast-growing “Muslim public
sphere” in north India, had taken place a bit earlier than in the case of
Hindi.16

Like most cultural nationalist movements, the Arya Samaj was pre-
occupied with physical strength and youth. The ailing Hindu culture
should be given new life through bodily purification and control of
sexuality by ideological means. In the network of gurukul schools
physical training, mountain climbing, cold-water baths, and similar
physical exercises were given high priority in order to strengthen the
manliness and purity of the “Aryan nation.”

The Arya Samaj promoted an eradication of traditional caste identi-
ties defined by birth, and suggested a caste system based on virtue
and merit, which in principle would be open to all. If an untouchable
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became a virtuous, learned, and pious person he should be granted the
status of a brahmin (Pandey 1972, 72–112).

In spite of such radical postures, the Arya Samaj project remained
largely conservative in its implications. The critique of caste was aimed
only at the immobility of the system and at brahminical orthodoxy and
its exclusion of lower-caste groups; but neither the hierarchical logic of
caste nor the essential virtues and character ascribed to each varna
(category) and jati (caste) were questioned.17

Predictably, the rise of the Arya Samaj in Punjab and north India also
produced countercurrents among more orthodox Hindus—especially
brahmins—who formed a large number of sanatana dharma associations
and educational institutions promoting and inventing a glorious,
unified Hindu tradition. The sanatanists were on the whole no less
anti-Muslim than the Arya Samajists and supporters of the movement
for Hindi.18 Decades later, Hindu nationalist movements and parties,
such as the Hindu Mahasabha and RSS, seem to receive considerable
support from both sanatania and Arya Samaj environments. Gandhi
appealed directly to the influential sanatana tendency and called him-
self a sanatana Hindu to signal respect for tradition, and to mark a
certain distance to the more belligerent and rationalist reformers of the
Arya Samaj and affiliated organizations.

It is probably difficult to overestimate the impact of the Arya Samaj
in the subsequent development of culture and politics in north India,
especially within the upper-caste literate section of the Hindu popula-
tion. The entire network of DAV colleges, the Hindi press, Benares
Hindu University, and other institutions produced generations of
young well-educated men from the upper castes militantly devoted to
the cause of the Hindu community. A large number of leaders and
activists of the RSS and Hindu Mahasabha were to emerge from these
milieus, just as the Arya Samaj’s vision of a strong Hindi-speaking
India, mainly Hindu in spirit and complexion, found many takers
within the Congress movement.

From Hindu Community to “Hindu Nation”

Nationalist politics in the first decades of the twentieth century was
marked by two fissures. One was the disagreement over political strat-
egy toward the colonial power. Moderate Congress leaders, led by
Gokhale, believed in constitutional, gradual, and negotiated change in
close collaboration with the “enlightened sections” of the British colo-
nial administration and liberal politicians in Britain. Reason, argu-
ments, and demonstration of the political and administrative capabili-
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ties of the Indian elite would eventually, this group believed, earn Indi-
ans the right to self-rule.

A minority of younger, militant elements, especially in Bengal and
Bombay Presidency, mistrusted the benevolence of the British and ad-
vocated a militant strategy of armed destabilization of the British colo-
nial administration. The intellectual father figure of this group became
Bal Gangadhar Tilak, who was strongly opposed to what he saw as a
naive trust in the good intentions and enlightenment of the colonial
regime. Tilak’s politics and public utterances in his famous Marathi
newspaper Kesari and his English-language Mahratta turned still more
radical, denouncing colonial rule as illegitimate, unjust, and as im-
peding any cultural or economic development in India. Influenced by
the cultural nationalism of Mazzini, he believed that the most impor-
tant feature of a vibrant nationalism was the shared and collective
sense of a common spirit, history, and culture. Tilak also learned from
the cow protection movement in north India that popular religious
festivals and symbols could be recruited as very powerful symbols in
such an effort to “nationalize the masses.” His prime inventions, the
Ganpati Utsav (festival honoring Ganesh) and the annual celebration
of the birth of the Maratha king Shivaji (Shivaji Jyanti), contributed
significantly to an assertion and creation of Hindu identities in western
India (Cashman 1975, 70–76; Inamdar 1986, 116). The figure of Shivaji
was also invoked in north India. The militant Congress leader in
Punjab, Lala Lajpat Rai, soon emérged as a prominent spokesman of
“Hindu sangathan”—the organization of the Hindu community. In his
1896 treatise in Urdu entitled Shivaji the Great Patriot, he regretted that
his countrymen “had no taste for the study of history” and that they
were more interested in “getting degrees after the study of Shake-
speare, Milton and Huxley . . . they don’t turn their minds to the great
men produced by our nation.”19 To Lajpat Rai, Shivaji was a great mar-
tial figure who demonstrated that there was no contradiction between
India’s great spiritual tradition and the existence of “a warrior ethos”
(ibid., 10).

The other fissure concerned the definition of the Indian nation.
Whereas Gokhale and the liberal reformers endorsed most of the re-
form legislation of the British and condemned “the evils of traditional
Hindu-society,” the caste system, the position of women, and so on,
Tilak insisted on the ability of Hindu society to reform itself. Inspired
more by the sanatana movement in north India rather than by Swami
Dayananda and the Arya Samaj, Tilak glorified the deeds of Vedic civi-
lization. In books and articles, Tilak rejected the right of foreigners
to criticize and judge the qualities of the Hindu civilization. The antiq-
uity of Hindu civilization, its resilience, its profound philosophy, and
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scientific character were proof of its viability and its coherence. Echo-
ing orientalist romanticism, Tilak claimed the Vedic civilization to be
the oldest in the world, the most refined, and the mother of all civiliza-
tions (Wolpert 1961, 62–65).

Around the turn of the century, Tilak emerged along with Lala Laj-
pat Rai in Punjab and Bipin Chandra Pal in Calcutta as important
spokesmen for a radical populist mobilization of the Hindu community
on themes of cultural, economic, and political self-reliance and self-
determination. Yet none of these leaders advocated an exclusively
Hindu nation. They envisioned an Indian nation as a balanced alliance
between distinct and self-conscious cultural communities, and re-
mained committed, in spite of their shared belief in the primacy of the
Hindu culture in India, to cooperation with the Muslim organiza-
tions.20 Tilak was instrumental in forging the Lucknow pact of 1916,
which stipulated the terms of collaboration between Congress and the
Muslim League in what Tilak, encouraged by Britain’s weakening dur-
ing World War I, envisaged as a new anticolonial coalition.21

The Congress leadership attempted in the following period to steer
a course between an open commitment to a Hindu community/nation
that could generate considerable popular support but also endless vio-
lence, and continued cooperation with a Muslim leadership that re-
mained skeptical toward the intentions of Congress. In the most po-
litically active centers in India, communal clashes and antagonisms
were on the rise, and most nationalist leaders feared that the wave of
popular resentment against the colonial power after the war would be
deflected and derailed by mounting violence between Hindus and
Muslims. The inverted colonial construction of India as consisting of
numerous equal communities, which nationalist politics had been pop-
ularizing since the 1880s, had increasingly produced a sort of “commu-
nal common sense” that turned out to be a major stumbling block in the
development of a joint anticolonial strategy.22

This dilemma was particularly evident in Punjab, where the idea of
a “Hindu nation” in the contact of stiff intercommunal competition
had first acquired a formal political dimension with the formation of
the Punjab Hindu Sabha in 1907, and subsequently the formation of the
Hindu Mahasabha in 1915. The driving forces behind these attempts to
galvanize the Hindu community into an operational political unit capa-
ble of representing “Hindu interests” were figures prominent in the
Arya Samaj and in the promotion of Hindi, such as Madan Mohan
Malaviya and prominent Congressmen such as Lala Lajpat Rai. Al-
though Malaviya was unequivocally committed to the promotion of
the formula “Hindi, Hindu, Hindustan” and the assertion of Hindu
culture, Lajpat Rai attempted to unite the Hindu perspective with a
larger pan-Indian one. He gave voice to a significant number of politi-
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cal activists in northern India who believed that swaraj (independence)
could best be secured if each of the constituent communities promoted
its own interests and self-consciousness. According to Lajpat Rai and
other leaders behind the Hindu Mahasabha, the lack of organization
and cohesion in the Hindu community necessitated a systematic orga-
nizational effort (sangathan) if it was not to be overwhelmed by Mus-
lims and Sikhs (Tuteja and Grewal 1992, 15).

The Hindu Mahasabha was in its early years mainly a provincial
organization in northern India drawing support from the Arya Samaj
network in Punjab and the Hindu sanatana networks the United Prov-
inces and Bihar (Gordon 1975), but soon its significance reached far
beyond the complexities of north Indian politics. The Hindu Maha-
sabha, conceived as an articulation of Hindu assertiveness and strength
in reaction to Muslim communitarian organization, presented to Mus-
lim organizations a living proof and justification of their program of
separate constituencies. At this juncture, the quest for Hindu assertive-
ness and manliness, and the fears of Muslim aggression and corporate
strength, were given an eloquent formulation by V. D. Savarkar.

Hindutva and the “Lack” in the Hindus

V. D. Savarkar addressed the “lack” in the Hindu directly, and tried to
identify a remedy: the discovery and construction of Hindutva, a
“Hinduness” shared by all Hindus. Savarkar was arrested several
times on charges of terrorism and illegal activities in connection with
the secret society Abhinav Bharat (Modern India) he founded in 1904,
and he spent many years in colonial prisons. The writings of Giuseppe
Mazzini, with which he became acquainted during his four years in
Britain from 1906 to 1910, made a profound impression on Savarkar.23

In Mazzini, Savarkar found an ideological framework and a political
philosophy that combined cultural pride and national self-assertion
with a modernist outlook and a vision of a strong, culturally homoge-
nous nation embodied by a unitary state—the vision of the making of
a modern Italian nation-state that Mazzini had developed under the
influence of Herder and Fichte. In the opening chapter of Hindutva,
Savarkar stated: “Hindutva is not a word but a history. Not only the
spiritual or religious history of our people as at times it is mistaken to
be by being confounded with the other cognate term, Hinduism. Hin-
duism is only a derivative, a fraction, a part of Hindutva. . . . Hindutva
embraces all the departments of thought and activity of the whole
being of our Hindu race” (Savarkar 1969, 3–4).

Savarkar’s main concern was to define the two main coordinates of
the Indian nation, its territoriality and its culture, and most importantly
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to demonstrate their congruence. The term “Hindu,” he argued, is ba-
sically a territorial denomination of the civilization developed through
millennia on the eastern side of the river Indus, “Sindhu,” which grad-
ually became known as “Hindu.” Savarkar refused to accept the theory
of Aryan invasion of the subcontinent, and stated that the ancient land
of ‘‘Sindhu” comprised the entire subcontinent. He argued that the
sense of nationality was already present four thousand years ago in the
“Vedic Nation” as a cultural self-consciousness that took root through
the development and refinement of a common language, Sanskrit, and
a common body of philosophy and ritual practices (ibid., 10–44).24

Let me briefly dwell on Savarkar’s concept of Hindutva in the light
of the classical tenets of cultural nationalism as they had been trans-
mitted explicitly through Mazzini’s writings, and as they had been
“naturalized” implicitly as common-sense knowledge both among pre-
vious generations of Indian nationalists and within colonial knowl-
edge-practices.

Savarkar rehearsed a number of these tenets. First was the primacy
of territory in forming a nationality and praise of the unique and su-
preme qualities of each nation. Second, there was the notion of the an-
tiquity and common emotional attachment to the name of the nation.
Savarkar claimed that “Hindusthan” had been the preferred name for
India through millennia (ibid., 82). The third tenant was the coherence
and unity of language as the central carrier of cultural essence and feel-
ing—that is, first the unity of a shared Sanskrit and later, of modern
Hindi. The fourth tenent involved the holistic concept of culture as a
corporate whole held together by shared blood and race. Savarkar
praised caste endogamy as a mechanism keeping the blood of the na-
tion pure. Being unable to argue for any intrinsic racial unity, Savarkar
resorted to the notion of a common will suffusing the entire Hindu
nation: “We feel we are a jati, a race bound together by the dearest ties
of blood and therefore it must be so” (ibid., 89).

Another striking feature of Savarkar’s thought was the simultaneous
influence of Fichte’s idea of the “internal border,” that is, the internal-
ized individualization of nationhood. Hindutva is essentially a ques-
tion of subjective feelings, loyalty, individual patriotism, a “will to
nationhood.” The tension in Savarkar’s argument between given, ob-
jective criteria of nationhood and chosen criteria of emotional attach-
ment becomes crystal clear in his final chapter, “Who Is a Hindu?” in
which he tried to operationalize his definitions and apply them to the
political reality of India at his time.

Savarkar argued that the ultimate criterion for being a Hindu was
the definition of a “holy land” (pitrubhoomi), which is the geographical
location of the sacred shrines and myths of one’s religion. “Hindu”



79I M AG I N I N G T H E H I N D U NAT I O N

denoted all those whose religion has grown “out of the soil of India”—
Buddhists, Jains, Sikhs, and the multiple Hindu sects, the Hindu
Dharma. It was equally clear, however, that Aryan/Vedic Hinduism
remained the real core of the Hindu nation: “Thus Hindu Dharma
being etymologically as well as actually and in its religious aspects only
(for Dharma is not merely religion) the religion of the Hindus, it neces-
sarily partakes of all the essentials that characterize a Hindu” (ibid.,
110). To what extent it made sense to Buddhists or Sikhs to be called
Hindus or to have India as a “holy land” seemed of little importance to
the thrust of the argument, which sought to define Hindus by exclud-
ing those from nationhood who actually or potentially could pose a
political or cultural threat to Hindu culture. Christians and Muslims
had potentially “extraterritorial loyalties,” as their “holy lands” were
outside the territory of India, and they could not be counted as Hindus.
These communities could have patriotic feelings for their country, or
even have Hindu blood in their veins (though it remained unclear how
blood would change in the wake of conversion) and observe most of
the Hindu festivals. Still, they could not be true Hindus, as they never
would devote themselves fully to India because they had chosen to
have another “holy land.” If, on the other hand, they gave up their
“alien” belief they could be admitted back in the Hindu fold as true
Hindus (ibid., 115).

With Savarkar, and the simultaneous advent of Gandhi as a national
leader, there emerged two distinct political interpretations of the idea
of a modern Indian nation based on Hindu values. Savarkar’s cultural
nationalism was communal, masculine, and aggressively anti-Muslim,
but also rationalist and in favor of rapid modernization. In his later
work on Shivaji, Savarkar stated his belief in the nation as a “higher
form” in explicitly social Darwinist terms: “men, groups and races [are]
in the process of consolidation under the stern law of nature, to get
forged into that larger existence on the anvil of war through struggle
and sacrifice. Those alone who can stand this fierce ordeal will prove
their fitness, not only the moral but even the physical fitness that en-
titles races and types to survive in this world” (Savarkar 1925, xii).

Gandhi shared the glorification of the Golden Age of Hindu culture
and the celebration of spirituality with both the sanatanists and the
Hindu nationalists, but his cultural nationalism was populist, syncretic,
and distinctly anti-Western. Whereas Gandhi tried to define India as
the antidote to the West, as the spiritual fullness that would supple-
ment the “lacks” in the West, Savarkar’s relation to the West was more
ambiguous. Savarkar found it difficult to construct the West as the
“other” of Hindu culture. On the contrary, “like a good sportsman we
admire the skill and might” of the British nation that, according to
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Sarvakar’s social Darwinist reasoning, entitled them to form an em-
pire. In the eyes of Savarkar, Muslims were the main threat to Hindus,
not only because of the ongoing struggles over the cultural complex-
ion of the nationalist movement but also because their ostensible self-
confidence and corporate strength constantly reproduced what Savar-
kar saw as self-destructive weakness and lack of confidence among
Hindus.

The Nation as Fullness and Purity:
M. S. Golwalkar

The militant Hindu nationalist discourse was further developed by
M. S. Golwalkar, whose writings revolved around the question of con-
struction of a cultural holism and national strength to negotiate and
control the fragmenting impulses of modernity. Golwalkar was the
longstanding leader and the most prominent ideologue of the Rash-
triya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), which from the 1940s on became the
most powerful and important Hindu nationalist organization in the
country (see chapter 3 for an analysis of the RSS). In his writings, Gol-
walkar expressed the anxieties produced by modernity, democratiza-
tion, and mass society in the classical elitist tale of loss and declining
standards leading toward an “abyss of degeneration.” “[We live in]
strange times indeed, when we do not live but merely exist. Strange
and altered. Words which for centuries conveyed to us certain definite
ideas have changed meaning. . . . Nobility is at a sad discount. . . . Ster-
ling merit is discouraged. In fine we are rolling down at a terrific speed
into the bottomless abyss of degeneration” (Golwalkar 1947, 6).

The sources of Golwalkar’s inspiration are not as directly discernible
as Savarkar’s admiration for Mazzini, but Golwalkar was operating
within the same connotative domain created by cultural nationalism of
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century in India. In Golwalkar’s
first book, We, Our Nationhood Defined (1939), which became infamous
for its obvious admiration for what Golwalkar called “the German
Race-spirit,” it was obvious that Golwalkar was drawing his basic con-
cepts from western history and scholarship: “We must also see what
the idea [of] nation should denote to us in our struggle for national
regeneration, by applying the universal concept to our case” (Golwal-
kar 1947, 7).

In the book, Golwalkar went through a number of academic defini-
tions of nationality, and identified what he called the five “unities”
defining nationhood: geographical unity, racial unity, religious unity,
cultural unity, and linguistic unity.25 From a discussion of European
nations, Turkey, Russia, and America, Golwalkar tried to show that
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cultural unity is a precondition for the viability of a state. That was true
of India as well, and in the remainder of the book Golwalkar tried to
prove in quasi-scientific language that Hindus constituted the racial,
religious, and linguistic backbone of Bharat. Golwalkar adopted the
draconian view that those who did not comply with the standards and
culture of the Hindu nation “fall out of the pale of National Life” (ibid.,
52). They “deserve no privileges, far less any preferential treatment—
not even citizen rights” (ibid., 56).

In the 1940s, and especially after the first ban on the RSS in 1948 to
1950, Golwalkar abandoned this hard-nosed nationalist rhetoric in
favor of a more “orientalist” emphasis on spirituality and culture in the
building of the nation. This change was obviously related to Golwal-
kar’s apprehensions regarding the ambiguities of democratic politics,
and was a tactical move to comply with the changed political condi-
tions after the killing of Gandhi and the traumas of Partition.

In a collection of essays and articles entitled Bunch of Thoughts, Gol-
walkar embarked on a classical orientalist trail as he portrayed Hindu
civilization as the “first thought-givers to the world. . . . [L]ong before
the so-called modern age the seers and savants of this land had delved
deep into the vital questions” (Golwalkar 1966, 2). Consistent with
Vivekananda, Gandhi, and many others, Golwalkar asserts that the
materialist West has failed in providing human happiness because of
an excessive emphasis on strife, conflict, competition, and individual
enjoyment and hedonism. The strength of Hinduism and the spiritual
correction offered by the Hindu mode of thought lies in holistic think-
ing—the understanding of the tiniest thing, organism, or being as an
integral part of a larger whole (ibid., 2–22). In a truly romanticist vein,
Golwalkar asserts that individual originality and genius only can flour-
ish within a true and lasting community of other human beings, insofar
as this community unfolds its own innermost being, its national culture
(ibid., 33).

In India, he wrote, culture is intimately connected to spirituality and
to an all-encompassing conception of “Divinity.” The essence of the
divine is exactly its “inexpressibility,” and Hinduness is “too fine to be
defined”: “We feel it, though we cannot define it. . . . [O]ur sentiments,
ideals and aspirations have a reality of their own and have a very vital
role in our life though they cannot be expressed in terms of definitions
and mathematical equations. In fact it is such subtle factors that form
the real human personality rather than such gross things as can be mea-
sured and defined” (ibid., 46).

A more succinct statement of romanticist ontology is difficult to
imagine. In Golwalkar’s rendition, the secret of the Hindu community
is that it cannot be defined, only felt. It is empty and inexpressible, a
community of “lack,” but it is exactly this “subtlety” that ennobles it.
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Throughout Golwalkar’s writings the features of Hinduness, Hindu
nation, and Hindu patriotism are all defined as in a state of “becom-
ing.” The ideal state of nationhood can only be realized through culti-
vation of strength, physical and spiritual: “The first thing is invincible
physical strength. We have to be so strong that no one in the whole
world will be able to overawe and subdue us. For that we require
strong and healthy bodies. [But] character is more important. Strength
without character will only make a brute of man. Purity of character as
well as the national standpoint is the real life-breath of national glory
and greatness” (ibid., 65–66). Golwalkar draws here on the Fichtean
notion of will and the character of individuals as the building blocks of
the nation, but he also promotes physical strength as a path to national
regeneration to counter colonial notions of the “effeminate Hindu,” so
deeply internalized in the quest for Hindu sangathan (organization).
The axiom of “national will,” however, is in Golwalkar rendered as an
orientalist spirituality that prevails over the physical manliness of Hin-
dus. This comes out clearly in his jingoistic commentary on the deeds
of Indian soldiers in the war with Pakistan in 1965, under the headline
“Potent Men versus Patton tanks.” Here is a double expunction at
work, both the erasure of the myth of Hindu effeminity, and the era-
sure of the Pakistanis by liking them to machines, that is, to signify the
mechanical and inhuman element in human beings.

It has once again given glowing evidence for the irresistible valor and virility
of the children born and bred in the bosom of our great Motherland: The way
our jawans [soldiers] crushed scores of Patton-tanks—considered invinci-
ble—as so many empty match-boxes and reduced the much-vaunted ar-
moured divisions of the enemy to shambles has made many, even its West-
ern masters, sit up and ponder. . . . But they have ignored the fact that it is the
“man” and not the “machine” that counts. Our superior “man” has proved
to be far superior to the “machine” of the enemy. . . . Our jawans have in
these few days smashed the myth assiduously built up by the British, and
believed by the world and by many of our countrymen, that we are a meek
and weak lot who have always been at the mercy of any and every freebooter
who chose to trample on us” (ibid., 414–15).

The national spirit is a latent and intrinsic part of Hindu culture, but
to make it flourish and become manifest, education is required, Gol-
walkar asserts. Once again the classical cultural nationalist axioms of
the education, will, and cultivation of nationalist individuals are pro-
jected as a perennial and unique Indian tradition for “selfless” individ-
ual perfection and the unique position of the guru, the teacher, in the
Hindu tradition. The essence of this strategy for national reawakening
is to keep a spirit of devotion and brotherhood vibrant and never to
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rely on “institutionalization,” formalism, or brute power. In the na-
tional regeneration, the RSS volunteer, the swayamsevak, must be the
relentless missionary of the national spirit, as the survival of the nation
entirely rests on the daily and constant emotional attachment to the
nation. This, Golwalkar asserts, is the only way to serve the nation, the
Mother. Under the headline “Mother Wants.” Golwalkar activates
the oedipal connotations of the concept of “Motherland,” and chal-
lenges Indian men to rid themselves of fear: “Let us shake off the pres-
ent-day emasculating notions and become real living men, bubbling
with national pride, living and breathing the grand ideas of service,
self-reliance and dedication in the cause of our dear and sacred mother-
land. . . . Today more than anything else, mother needs such men—
young, intelligent, dedicated and more than all virile and masculine.
And such are the men who make history—men with capital ‘M’” (ibid.,
587–88). The vision of Golwalkar and the RSS was obviously a political
vision, understood as an organized and conscious effort to change the
social, cultural, and political life of a society. Yet, according to Golwal-
kar, this vision was not political but mainly cultural, gradual, and long-
term—to be effectuated through gradual injection and assertion of a
true national spirit in all spheres of social life.

Golwalkar’s “antipolitical” stance reflected his fear of the impurity of
politics, and was a logical derivative of his romanticist nationalism and
the orientalist theory of Hindu society as constituted by culture rather
than any strong or viable state. To Golwalkar, power in its manifest
political sense was corrupting the high moral standards necessary for
national regeneration; it was incapable of changing the character of
individuals and the spirit of society. State power, therefore, had to be
restrained and limited in order to permit the nation to flourish (ibid.,
99). This rejection of “politics” and “power,” however, also points to a
deeper feature of closed organizations like the RSS, namely, the fear of
the profane and ordinary. Systematic engagement with internal demo-
cratic procedures would have made it clear that the RSS, like any other
movement, was founded on power and was seeking power and its var-
ious gratifications. It would thus also have revealed the circular logic
sustaining all brotherhoods, sects, and secret societies: that the “spirit”
of the movement only flows from effacing all traces of the power that
enacts it. Their innermost secret, namely, that “there is no secret,” only
profanity, must, hence, be carefully guarded. It is, after all, precisely
this ritualized guarding, this objectification of belief, that generates the
illusion that there is a secret in the first place!

Political power understood as sovereignty and national strength
was, nonetheless, always crucial to Golwalkar’s vision of a Hindu na-
tion. In the 1950s Golwalkar advocated a strong “Unitary State” and
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opposed the reorganization of the Indian state into linguistic units,
which he believed would weaken the cohesion of Hindu society and set
in motion centrifugal forces. Instead, the country should move toward
“One Country, One State, One Legislature and One Executive” (ibid.,
299) in order to strengthen itself and be able to counter foreign aggres-
sion. Golwalkar was also in favor of a strong defense, in favor of a final,
if necessary large-scale, war against Pakistan and China, and so forth.

Like Herder and Fichte, who wished to recruit culture and nation on
a unique German road to modernity, Golwalkar wished to recruit In-
dian spirituality and culture in order to arrive at modernity as a strong,
unitary, and coherent society. Nationalism, as we saw from Viveka-
nanda onward, had represented a strategy of acculturation of moder-
nity by what Blumenberg would term “reoccupations” of older “posi-
tions” within a new secularized horizon (Blumenberg 1983, 47–65),
thus modifying and reinventing both the old and the new: dharma
turning into national culture or race spirit; the notion of social harmony
of the caste hierarchy into commitment to the corporate nation; the
practices of sannyasa into the activism of devoted, selfless patriots;
moksha (spiritual liberation) into national fullness, and so on.

The many parallels between European nineteenth-century cultural
nationalism and cultural nationalism in India may at one level be ex-
plained through such things as influence of Mazzini on Savarkar, of
Tolstoy and Thoreau on Gandhi, the impact of orientalist scholarship,
and Golwalkar’s readings of European political scientists.26 Seen as dis-
cursive formations distributing themselves in time and space, how-
ever, the similarities also testify to the relevance of exploring the histor-
ically accumulated conceptual grammar of nationalist discourse itself,
how it mutates and yet reproduces central notions of territory, culture,
race, gender, and so on. The journey of conceptual grammar from
Herder to Golwalkar reflects no simple process of dissemination, but is
an example of a process of changing discursive forms and references as
the notion of “India” developed, as well as of several continuities both
in contents and style.27

In the Gandhian Garb: Deendayal Upadhyaya
and “Integral Humanism”

Deendayal Upadhyaya was a full-time organizer of the RSS, commis-
sioned to work as an organizer in the Hindu nationalist party Bharatiya
Jana Sangh from its inception in 1951. He developed a set of concepts
that, under the name of “Integral Humanism,” was adopted by the Jana
Sangh in 1965 as its official doctrine. Integral Humanism did not depart
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much from Golwalkar’s organicist thought but supplemented it by ap-
propriating significant elements of the Gandhian discourse, and articu-
lated these in a version of Hindu nationalism that aimed at erasing the
communal image of the Jana Sangh in favor of a softer, spiritual, non-
aggressive image stressing social equality, “Indianization,” and social
harmony. This creation of a new discourse suited specifically to the
legitimate problematics and dominant discourses of the political field
of the 1960s and 1970s in India also reflected an attempt to adjust the
party and the larger Hindu nationalist movement to a new high profile
on the right fringe of the political mainstream, with a considerable fol-
lowing in the urban middle classes in north India after the 1967 general
elections. One of the most significant changes in relation to Golwalkar’s
writings was the use of the term “Bharatiya,” which Richard Fox has
aptly translated “Hindian,” a mixture of “Hindu” and “Indian” (Fox
1990: 64). The use of the term “Bharatiya” thus signified an adaptation
to the political realities of official secularism, which had made explicit
references to “Hindu” impossible and illegitimate outside the religious
field.

Drafted as a political program, Integral Humanism contained certain
concrete visions organized around two themes: morality in politics,
and swadeshi (Indian manufacture and consumption) and small-scale
industrialization in economies—all Gandhian in their general thematic
but distinctly Hindu nationalist in the characteristic style of “integral-
ism.” That is, these notions revolve around the same basic themes of
harmony, primacy of cultural-national values, discipline, and so on.
According to Upadhyaya, the paramount concern in India must be to
develop an indigenous economic model that puts the human being at
center stage, and that differs sharply in this respect from both capital-
ism and communism. Swadeshi and decentralization should become
cornerstones in economic development, but without being embedded
in a cultural ethos of materialism and technical fetishism, Upadhyaya
argued in his characteristically imprecise style (Upadhyaya 1991, 58).

Integral Humanism was mainly Gandhian at an idiomatic level,
using concepts such as swadeshi and sarvodaya (welfare for all), while
the more radical ideals of Gandhian thought—the idea of swaraj,
understood as autonomy, at all levels, the skepticism toward state in-
stitutions, and the commitment to equality—were subsumed within
a framework that assigned undisputed subservience of individuals
and groups to the nation as a corporate whole. Fox calls this opera-
tion an “ideological hijacking” and a “transplant” solely designed
to appropriate the authority of the Gandhian idiom (Fox 1990, 69–70).
The adoption of Integral Humanism as a political doctrine and the
Jana Sangh’s new openness toward other forces in opposition did in
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important ways pave the way for the first major public breakthrough
for the Hindu nationalist movement: the alliance with the powerful
Gandhian Sarvodaya movement led by J. P. Narayan in north India in
the early 1970s (see Chapter 3).

Constructing the “Founding Myth”

These strategies, aimed at appropriating a Gandhian idiom, fit into the
RSS’s larger ideological endeavor to represent itself as the sole and true
inheritor of Indian nationalism and the only legitimate guardian of
Hindu society, which throughout its history has fought against foreign
domination in order to “become itself.”

A founding myth provides a movement with a sort of condensation
of the effervescence of its “nascent state,” in which the basic objectives,
the ethical standards, and the major grievances that gave birth to the
movement all are concentrated. Although movements organized
around charismatic leaders often construct a narrative around the life
and ordeal of the leader, more ideological movements often organize
such accounts around symbolically significant events (Alberoni 1984,
152–55). Tales of conflict and heroism under adverse circumstances—
such as the accounts of selfless heroism emerging from the history of
successive bans on the RSS by the Indian state—make it possible to
restage, and renarrate, its founding myth and favorite tale of represent-
ing the inconspicuous “Hindu society” against a hostile or arrogant
state.

All publications of the RSS are written in an unmistakable flowery
and passionate language. One finds devoted hagiographies of the
founder Dr. Hedgewar, of his successor Golwalkar, and an unmediated
praise of the virtues of swayamsevaks, (volunteers) their deeds and
virtues, and of the might and size of the organization. K. R. Malkani’s
account of the foundation of the RSS, The RSS-story, sets the favorite
tone of the RSS family of organizations (Sangh parivar)—the unspec-
tacular, silent, devoted work of thousands of swayamsevaks that
marks the greatness of the organization: “There were no press report-
ers or photographers around to record the event. The new organization
not only had no constitution; it was not even given a name. No office
bearers were proposed or elected. And yet a great event had taken
place. The Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangha had been born” (Malkani
1980, 1). What follows is a loving account of the life, vision, and work
of Dr. Hedgewar, sprinkled with small anecdotes and parables that
demonstrate his selfless and exemplary character as founder of the
RSS. The official RSS biography of Hedgewar, Dr. Hedgewar, The Epoch-
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maker (Seshadri 1981) is even more passionate, and depicts Dr. Hedge-
war as one of the most significant personalities of the twentieth cen-
tury, whose historical significance is rivaled only by Gandhi.

The setting in which the RSS emerged is depicted as one of frus-
tration and desperation on the part of truly patriotic men. In Nagpur,
Dr. Hedgewar’s hometown, Muslims had rioted and killed Hindus,
and it was felt—so the myth goes—that Hindu men had to come to-
gether and train physically to be able to defend themselves and fos-
ter a patriotic feeling. The RSS achieved its first public breakthrough
when RSS swayamsevaks effectively, over three days, beat up Muslim
rioters. This sudden determination on part of the Hindus deterred the
aggressive Muslims and brought the communal clashes to an immedi-
ate halt. (Seshadri 1981, 93–97).

Malkani’s loving portrait of Guruji Golwalkar, the chief ideologue
and architect of the RSS, emphasizes his wisdom and selflessness, and
he is presented to the readers as the ideal RSS man. The accounts of
both founders are sprinkled throughout with anecdotes of “historical
meetings” with Gandhi, of talks with India’s first home minister, Sar-
dar Patel, and other important persons, in each case emphasizing the
profound impact and admiration such encounters with the “spirit and
excellence of the RSS” had on these important persons.

Accounts of the RSS’s work are in similar ways supported by sym-
pathetic and admiring comments and praise from well-known and
important persons. In 1992, Malkani edited an entire volume entitled
How Others Look at the RSS (Malkani 1992). The volume is filled with
accounts and praise of the RSS from a range of politicians and intel-
lectuals on the Indian scene, most of them known for their affiliation
with Congress or other leading forces. This peculiar publication, which
seeks to represent the RSS as respectable, moderate, and mainstream,
betrays the impact of the many years of relatively stigmatized isolation
in which the RSS found itself until the late 1970s. It indicates the perti-
nence of the RSS’s quest for recognition—by the Indian elite, the West
and others—which remains a driving force among the provincial, ver-
nacular-speaking intellectuals who have always provided the back-
bone of the movement.

The construction of Indian history as an unbroken teleological drive
for realization of the national spirit, as well as the construction of its
other(s), are brought out succinctly by Malkani in the final chapter of
The RSS-story. The history of India is the philosophy of India, Malkani
states, and he goes on to argue against the theory of Aryan invasion in
the subcontinent. Referring to Toynbee, Malkani argues that Indian
culture has developed in so much depth because it has been constantly,
for millennia under outside pressure—from the Greeks, Buddhism,
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Islam, Christianity, and lately communism. India always survived by
turning inward and absorbing all invaders in its superior and accom-
modating culture (Malkani 1980, 191).

This realization of Hindu nationhood is not only natural, says Mal-
kani, it is also irresistible, because Hinduism and the Hindu concept
(here Malkani quotes Toynbee again) “is at once more natural, more
human and more scientific” than other religions. In one sentence
Hindu culture is recognized by a famous Western historian as sur-
passing the West in the fields of naturalism, humanism, and scientific
rationalism.28

Conclusion: Hindu Nationalism and
Democratic Revolution

Organized and militant Hindu nationalism as it appeared in the 1920s
with the Hindu Mahasabha and the RSS, whose histories we shall fol-
low in the next chapter, was neither an accidental deformation of na-
tionalism into bigoted communalism nor an inevitable outcome of the
recruitment of religious symbols in the nationalist mobilization. It was,
as I have tried to show, one of several contingent outcomes of a pro-
tracted struggle over the definition of Indian nationhood. From the
middle of the nineteenth century, this struggle had involved sustained
efforts to construct and consolidate a Hindu community and a “great
tradition” of Hinduism, on the basis of received orientalist categories,
colonial objectifications, and the domesticated conceptual grammar of
cultural nationalism. These efforts must be seen as elements in an in-
cipient process of democratic revolution that dislocated older hierar-
chies and social orders, and enabled new classes, new institutions, and
new public arenas to emerge, wherein modern ideological idioms of
equality and sovereignty produced a powerful language of rights,
which in India remained captive to the orientalist imagination and thus
were articulated as both inherently collective and based on communi-
ties—rights to culture, to community, to representation, and to self-
determination. This democratic revolution had around 1920 prepared
the ground for articulation of a range of competing nationalist dis-
courses—from communitarian nationalism over Gandhian syncretic
populism to a liberal and modernist vision of a “synthetic” nation ele-
vated above communities and tradition.

The competing nationalist visions of the 1920s must, in other words,
be seen as both structured and contingent. They were structured by a
process that mobilized social groups around quests for equality among
communities and new social identities at many levels, but also contin-
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gent upon their positioning and contestation in the complex strategic
web of institutions, possibilities, and compulsions in the political field.

Historical processes are inevitably judged in the light of the events
and institutions they produce. The dominance of Gandhian and secu-
lar interpretations of Indian society and culture in the nationalist
movement in India is often seen as a proof of their intelligibility to the
vast majority in colonial and postcolonial India. Similarly, the lack of
political fortune for militant Hindu nationalism from the 1920s on-
ward is often taken as a proof of a lack of correspondence between the
Hindu nationalist discourse and broader popular practices and cultural
idioms.

As I have tried to indicate, however, matters were never that simple.
There were wide areas of conceptual overlap between the competing
nationalist visions, and neither the Gandhian nor the militant Hindu
nationalist discourse was a logical offspring of structural forces, pre-
existing interests, or worldviews. They were contingent articulations in
an intensely contested arena of emerging mass politics, and their later
political fortunes were by no means prefigured in the 1920s. Their re-
spective success or failure should, therefore, not merely be sought in
their fit, or lack of fit, with existing notions of culture and community.
The fortunes of these competing visions must, rather, be found in the
strategies through which their proponents sought to construct such no-
tions within the field of strategic possibilities available at the time, and
within the historically produced connotative domain of nationalism in
India. It is to such strategies of mobilization and organization on part
of the Hindu nationalist movement that I turn in the next chapter.



3
Organizing the Hindu Nation

LIKE OTHER FORMS of cultural nationalism that hold the nation to be a
single unifying thread that always/already unites “the people,” Hindu
nationalism is marked by a fundamental ambivalence vis-à-vis moder-
nity and its release of desires and social fragmentation. Cultural nation-
alisms are generally projects of ideological control, which seek to shape
and control the always unfamiliar and unpredictable social forms gen-
erated by capitalist modernities. The corollary of such a project of con-
trol is an emphasis on discipline and a tight corporate structure that
seeks to realize the ideological utopia within the microcosm of the
organization. Another corollary is an emphasis on physical strength
and self-control: the ability to control one’s desires and libido in order
to sublimate these urges to unconditional dedication and service to
the cause. Historically, these organizational forms have been present
in various ways from Turnvater Jahn’s gymnasiums in nineteenth-
century Germany, to Mazzini’s Young Italy and patriotic uniformed
corps all over Europe and elsewhere in the twentieth century.

Most strongly disciplined movements are constructed and repro-
duced through what Alberoni has termed “unanimity through sym-
bolic integration” (Alberoni 1984, 152–55). In such movements, it is the
ability to make assurances of certainty and truth—“we are on the right
path”—and to reaffirm identity—“we are the true people” or “we are
the authentic nation”—that bestows power and authority on a leader-
ship. The invention and perpetuation of a founding myth is therefore
essential for a strategy of unanimity. The founding myth outlines the
basic dilemma or conflict that the movement addresses, and invents
a certain “fundamental experience” through which a new vision has
been formed—most often portrayed as an encounter with and revela-
tion of the true nature of the other. In political movements it may be the
formulation of a vision or a “cause”—constructing a collective subject
such as the “toiling masses,” a class, the oppressed people, and so on—
on whose behalf the movement acts.

The purpose of the founding myth is twofold: first, to demonstrate to
the followers as well as to potential supporters that the movement is
still as effervescent and vital as at its inception; and second, to realize
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perpetually and practice the vision inside the movement, and thus cre-
ate a sort of counterculture, a counterlanguage, a counterinterpretation
of history. The movement thus presents itself as a microcosmos of what
is going to come when the vision of the movement is eventually gener-
alized in society as such. The movement must be meticulously orga-
nized and disciplined in order to keep this idea of the actual realization
alive internally, and in order to present itself to the surrounding envi-
ronment as a living laboratory striving to realize its vision in a pure
form.

Followers subjected to harsh discipline, however, can only reexperi-
ence the atmosphere in which the movement was formed through the
gestures of its leadership. In Lacanian terms, the leader(ship) comes to
represent a sort of condensation of the cause, or a new symbolic order,
a new “name-of-the-father,” an internalized authority, experienced by
subjects as being “more in themselves than themselves,” bestowing
both a sense of certainty as well as fear and fascination on the followers.

What is expounded in this ideological construction is a paradoxical
dual teleology. On the one hand, history is invoked to justify the move-
ment and its objectives. The movement is but a realization of inevitable
historical development, and individuals in the movement are merely
inconsequential actors in a great, unfolding historical drama. This is
true not only of the communist movement, but also of many anticolo-
nial movements, religious movements, the labor movement in the
West, and social movements in many parts of the world. On the other
hand, the founding myth almost always revolves around a notion of
self-birth and self-celebration, depicting the founding of the movement
in an extraordinary situation by farsighted individuals who, through
extraordinary difficulties, succeeded in creating the present movement.
Due to their intervention the course of history will be altered as the
movement will gradually realize its vision.

The dual teleology produces an irreconcilable tension between deter-
minism and radical voluntarism, especially in radical and millenarian
movements that transgress mundane norms of behavior as they ad-
dress the question of guilt vis-à-vis the surrounding society and the
constant fear of treason by the insiders. It is tolerable to be a perse-
cuted, marginalized outsider as long as one is convinced that history,
and the people in the abstract, are on one’s side. Historical teleology
and determinism may, in other words, mitigate guilt vis-à-vis the so-
cietal conventions that were violated when individual members joined
the movement. The fear of treason can be controlled, on the other hand,
if one is convinced that the movement is unique and path-breaking,
and its members courageous individuals. Posteriority will, it is there-
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fore believed, hail the movement and its individual members as
heroes, and thus render contemporary society’s condemnation of the
movement hollow, false, and shortsighted. This hope of a future recog-
nition contains doubts and incipient fragmentations within the move-
ment itself.1

In India, uniformed corps became common from around the turn of the
century onward. The Arya Samaj had a certain dress code, and after
1920 uniforms, drills, and paramilitary schemes began to proliferate.
The Hindu Mahasabha gradually started to use uniforms. The Muslim
paramilitary khaskars were uniformed, and so were the Congress vol-
unteers in the front organization Rashtriya Seva Dal. The use of uni-
forms and paramilitary outfits expanded in the 1940s in conjunction
with the world war and the mounting communal tensions and confron-
tations, up until Partition in 1947. Nationalist control projects did not
necessarily put on a uniform, however. Gandhi’s entire project of sar-
vodhya, of self-reliance, of “truth-force” (satyagraha), of ascetic control
of desires and libido, may also be read as a project of control premised
on the same ambivalence vis-à-vis the modern world, which he, like the
RSS, inherited from nineteenth-century reform movements.

Culture versus Politics

Although operating within the same organicist paradigm, Savarkar
and Golwalkar developed two rather different strategies for the reali-
zation of Hindu rashtra. Savarkar focused on politics, agitation, and
political mass mobilization, whereas Golwalkar focused on more intro-
verted cultural activism and “character building.” The crystallization
of these two positions in the late 1930s marked, in a sense, a restaging
of the double-stringed strategy of gradual cultural change and public
political articulation, which emerged in Punjab around the turn of the
century, when Arya Samaj activists began to articulate their grievances
vis-à-vis the Muslim community through the Hindu sabhas of that
area. Although the Hindu Mahasabha initially functioned as one of
several interest groups inside Congress, promoting what were per-
ceived as specific “Hindu interests,” it gradually became an indepen-
dent force during the 1920s. In this period there evolved in north India
a symbiotic relation between the Arya Samaj and the Hindu Maha-
sabha, with double membership and an emerging ideological unity.2

This became particularly evident in the still more aggressive shuddhi
campaigns conducted in Punjab, where the political atmosphere was
marked by high levels of political and communal competition. As the
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communal logic escalated, Muslims “retaliated” by launching tanzim
(organization) and tabligh (propagation) movements to reassert the
hold of Islam, particularly among poorer groups (Minault 1982, 167–
208).

The founder of the RSS, Dr. Hedgewar, envisaged a synthesis of
Arya Samaj elitism and sanghathan methodology: the creation of a nu-
merically small but devoted and efficient organization of patriotic men
who could provide leadership for a progressive organization of the
entire Hindu community. The methodology of the RSS refashioned a
number of existing practices, notably the akhara institution—the long-
standing popular tradition of young men meeting at wrestling pits, and
doing physical exercises—as well as the institutional form of a religious
sect gathered around a spiritual authority.3 Although the akharas had
traditionally been popular among both Hindu and Muslim artisans
and peasant castes, the religious sects had traditionally attracted mem-
bers of the higher castes. In a move that in many ways encapsulates the
entire Hindu nationalist endeavor, the RSS tried to bring these two
traditions together by giving the akharas an ideological/spiritual con-
tent, and by imparting a martial, masculine accent to the spiritual tradi-
tion. The central tool was the shakha, where boys and young men
would meet one hour every day for physical exercise, drill, inculcation
of ideals and norms of good and virtuous behavior (samskars), and
ideological training (baudhik). The shakhas thus worked as what Jaffre-
lot calls “ideological akharas” (Jaffrelot 1996, 34–35). The guiding idea
was to inculcate a national spirit as the ultimate and supreme loyalty
and to build up a strong fraternal bond between the volunteers, the
swayamsevaks. Hedgewar wished to create a “new man”—patriotic
selfless individuals, loyal to the Hindu nation and the RSS—physically
well trained, “manly,” courageous, self-disciplined, and capable of or-
ganization. The RSS swayamsevak was to be the kshatriyaized antithe-
sis to Gandhi’s nonviolent, “effeminate” bhakti-inspired Hindu. The
ideal swayamsevak was supposed to be a selfless activist dedicated to
lifelong service of the nation, but not only preoccupied with a search
for truth and perfection of the soul, as were the traditional yogis.4

In the 1930s, the organization gradually spread out from its heart-
land around Nagpur to western Maharashtra, where Pune became a
major center, and to northern and western India, where the rapid dete-
rioration of relations between Hindus and Muslims created a political
climate hospitable to militant Hindu organizations.

Hedgewar carefully avoided any involvement of the RSS in political
agitations in order not to jeopardize the relatively good standing the
organization initially had among Congress men. The spread into com-
munally very tense areas did, however, push the organization in a
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more overtly militant direction. The RSS had at an early point in its
history established its own military department in charge of super-
vising and implementing military discipline and full-scale infantry
training, minus weapons (but with swords and lathis—metal-tipped
bamboo staffs) in the shakhas. Ideological training was also considered
important, just as the gradual weaving of close fraternal bonds among
young men in their most formative years under guidance of older
swayamsevaks played a crucial role.

Throughout the 1930s, the RSS maintained close relations with the
Hindu Mahasabha, which provided profound inspiration for the ideol-
ogy and organization of the RSS.5 The links between the RSS and the
Hindu Mahasabha and with the Savarkar brothers, legendary in Ma-
harashtra, served to introduce the RSS into militant circles, especially in
Maharashtra, Punjab, and north India, where Savarkar enjoyed consid-
erable popularity.6 Hedgewar, however, seemed to be convinced that
the RSS should play a silent, inconspicuous role in the formation of a
Hindu nation, by quietly recruiting and training boys and men, and by
leaving the political field to Congress.

The disjuncture between the RSS and the Hindu Mahasabha evolved
more clearly after Savarkar was elected president of the Hindu Maha-
sabha in 1937. Savarkar set out to strengthen and expand the organiza-
tion of the Hindu Mahasabha by sharpening radical anti-Muslim pos-
tures and downplaying the critique of the British. The RSS tried to stay
outside political campaigns and refused to support a major Hindu Ma-
hasabha campaign in 1938–1993, which among other things aimed at
projecting the Hindu Mahasabha as a full-fledged political party. In
1939, the gap widened even more and the Hindu Mahasabha estab-
lished its own uniformed youth corps, the Ram sena (Ram’s army). The
breaking point occurred in the early 1940s, when Golwalkar became
sarsanghachalak (supreme leader) after Hedgewar, and the world war
had created a new strategic situation in India.

While the Hindu Mahasabha openly supported the British war effort
and especially encouraged Maharashtrians to join the British Army, in
order to acquire the martial skills and military prowess needed in the
army of independent India,7 the RSS remained detached from the de-
bate over the war and its implications for India. This created serious
conflicts within the RSS, where many younger men wanted to follow
the Quit India campaign conducted by Congress in 1942.8

Golwalkar changed the orientation and complexion of the RSS away
from its paramilitary and militant profile toward a more “brahminical”
strategy of creating an RSS culture, a Bharat Mata in miniature, which
by its example and high moral stature would gradually transform
norms and habits of the larger society (Andersen and Damle 1987, 43).
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At this point in the evolution of organized Hindu nationalism, the ten-
sion between culture and politics as strategic fields of intervention be-
came fully articulated as two different programs of rejuvenation and
organization of the Hindu community.

As the RSS took the “cultural path” and terminated many of the pub-
lic, high-profile activities, considerable internal tension arose. Two
camps evolved in the organization—as tendencies rather than fac-
tions—one consisting of “traditionalists,” the older generation, mainly
Maharashtrians, favoring character building; and “activists,” the
younger generation, mainly north Indians, favoring agitation and mass
action. (Andersen and Damle 1987, 108–9).

The activist wing held that the RSS, with its good organization and
firm base, could replace the Hindu Mahasabha as a dominant represen-
tative of the “interests” of Hindus. In the sharpened communal climate
preceding Partition, and during the chaotic and bloody communal car-
nage and exodus that followed, the RSS swung into action in the com-
munal conflict. In this process, many units of the RSS discarded the
caution favored by the supreme leadership of Golwalkar and his clos-
est lieutenants. At this crucial juncture, where communal front lines
overdetermined all other differences and former alliances, RSS activists
found themselves in a situation corresponding to their preferred ideo-
logical fantasies. The Muslim enemy was clear and threatening, front
lines were drawn, communal loyalty became a matter of life and death,
and there was ample scope for demonstrating the image of dedication,
sacrifice, and organizational capacity the RSS had built. During the
de facto breakdown of the administrative machinery in these weeks
and months, the RSS organized large-scale relief work and extended
help to the Hindu refugees from Punjab and Sindh, who in this situa-
tion proved a most receptive audience for RSS ideology. RSS activists
were also very active in communal violence, though this was never
officially sanctioned by the leadership. Yet in the logic of RSS ideology
this was “just” violence, acts of self-defense against the cruel Muslim
enemy.

To RSS workers, Partition was a result of a mistaken soft line toward
the Muslims, and only served to confirm the innate moral weakness
and corruptibility of politicians. The RSS view was (and remains) that
all those who believed in the good will of Muslims (including Gandhi),
were dangerously naive and therefore responsible for the mass killings
and the expulsion of millions of people. From my interviews with older
RSS men, it became clear that the communal carnage of Partition was
seen as a kind of patriotic baptism, an initiation through blood and
sacrifice to the nationalist cause, for the individuals involved as well
as for the corporate RSS body. These events were referred to with the
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greatest enthusiasm. This reflected the fact that the role of the RSS
during Partition has become an essential element in the mythology of
the RSS, to the extent that many RSS men argued that Hindus would
have been absolutely defenseless, starving, and at the mercy of well-
organized Muslim marauders had it not been for the mild, well-
mannered and yet superbly trained and brave swayamsevaks. The
significance of Partition in the RSS mythology also confirms that na-
tionalist movements have their “optimal habitat” in situations where
contradictions are clear and so are, antagonisms, and the struggle is
one of life and death. Fuzziness, shifting stands, and overlapping com-
plex loyalties—typical of democratic politics—may be lethal to the co-
hesion of such movements bent on ideological cohesion.

Around Partition, the strategic pendulum within the RSS thus
swung from character building toward activism such as relief work,
propaganda, and paramilitary intervention in communal violence.
There is little doubt that the RSS earned itself a certain reputation in
north India, particularly among the refugees from Punjab and Sindh,
and others affected by the communal carnage and displacement, but
also in Congress circles. Soon after Partition, however, the organization
was banned due to an alleged involvement in the murder of Gandhi.9

Although Naturam Godse’s inspiration came from Savarkar rather
than Golwalkar, the RSS was banned and 20,000 swayamsevaks were
arrested during the next months, while the Hindu Mahasabha re-
mained legal but effectively stigmatized, especially in Maharashtra.
The Chitpavan brahmins (Godse’s community) were attacked in a col-
lective retaliation against a community whose Hindu nationalist lean-
ings were well known, and whose claims to past glory and historical
dominance in the area were a contentious issue in Maharashtra.10

The Sangh Parivar

After the ban was lifted in 1949, the RSS was forced to develop a new
“respectable” image in order to overcome its public stigma. The most
important instrument became diversification. Semi-autonomous affili-
ates of the RSS, run by deputed organizers and RSS volunteers as the
core activists in many fields, were gradually started. As in the commu-
nist movements, an elitist and clandestine philosophy of professional
revolutionaries, leading and educating the masses, informed the evolv-
ing network of full-time organizers (pracharaks), who in the RSS were
dressed like ascetic sannyasis and spoke like brahminical teachers, but
acted like professional organizers, as Hindu nationalist karma yogis.
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The mass organizations emerging in the following decades were in
both organizational and ideological terms subsidiaries of the RSS.11 Fi-
nancially and in terms of public representation they were, however,
formally independent of the RSS, which had no de jure responsibility
for their actions. The primary cohesive factor between the RSS (often
referred to as the “mother organization”) and the affiliates (the “sons”)
was and remains to this day the network of full-time organizers, pra-
charaks, circulating in and out of the RSS and the various affiliates, as
they are deputed or appointed by the senior leaders in their region and
sector. The local RSS pracharak in a city or region will always be con-
sulted and will act as arbiting authority when major decisions within
the affiliates are to be made. The formal organizational hierarchies
within the affiliates themselves are, in other words, secondary to the
informal hierarchies at various levels across the organizations. These
tacit, informal hierarchies always place the RSS at the helm of the deci-
sion-making process, in spite of what at a formal level may appear as
a parallel structure.

The first subsidiary of the RSS was the women’s wing, Rashtriya Sevika
Samiti, organized as a structure parallel to the exclusively male RSS.
According to the “founding myth” of the Sevika Samiti, two women,
both wives of leading RSS men, felt disturbed by the general unrest in
the country, particularly the assertiveness of the Muslims, and the in-
ability of Hindu men to defend Hindu women. The myth revolves
around a single incident in which a young newlywed Bengali bride
was raped by bandits in a train right in front of her husband, who, like
the other passengers, did not dare to resist the bandits. Given this
weakness of the Hindu men (or “Hindu society” as it is euphemistically
referred to in the Sevika Samiti discourse) in the face of Muslim aggres-
sion and British domination, women had to learn how to defend them-
selves physically and morally. The story continues that the founder,
Mrs. Kelkar, after receiving only lofty rhetoric from Gandhi, had to
turn to the RSS to get assistance in organizing. Women, however, could
not be included in the RSS, as “the different physical capabilities and
different locations in social life of men and women would only create
confusion,” as a founding member of the Samiti put it.12

Besides creating practical problems of etiquette and appropriate con-
duct in various situations, the mixing of men and women would have
violated one of the fundamental themes of RSS ideology: the creation of
a brotherhood held together by affection for peers and superiors, and
psychologically based on the sublimation of sexual energy to patriotic
devotion and work. The Sevika Samiti was therefore organized as a
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parallel organization to the RSS, as a character-building organization
for women. It comprised wives, daughters, and relatives of RSS men
and through informal networks maintained intimate relations with the
RSS. The activities were similar to those of the RSS: physical training,
including martial exercises at shakhas separate from those of the men;
samskars—moral teachings of the duties and obligations of women—
especially emphasizing their role as mothers and caretakers of the fam-
ily; and baudhik sessions inculcating Hindu nationalist ideology in the
volunteers, the rashtrasevikas. Paola Bachetta observes that this term
leaves out the swayam (self) of the male swayamsevak because unlike
the men of the RSS, who are seen as unitary, mono-gendered selves
capable of heroic deeds, female selves are constructed as relational, bi-
gendered in the sense of always being inscribed in societal forms on
which they depend (family, kin, culture) and yet capable of action
(Bachetta 1996, 130). This is, however, a construction fraught with con-
tradictions, in that the Samiti was also a necessary producer of the ideal
unambiguously female “Hindu nationalist women,” complementing
the overall endeavor of the Sangh parivar toward expunging sexual
ambiguities in the cultural constructions of the Hindu male and con-
structing an equally unambiguously masculine Hindu man (ibid., 149).

The symbolic language of the Samiti leans heavily on RSS ritual,
using the bhagwa dhwaj (the saffron flag), celebrating the same festi-
vals, and following routines similar to those of the RSS, although it
attaches slightly different signified contents, referring to female heroes
and to goddesses rather than to heroes and gods. It is quite clear that
the Sevika Samiti has, more than anything else, worked as an auxiliary
force to the RSS, consolidating the incipient sangathanist subculture—
an embryonic creation of the Hindu nation to be revived in its entirety.

Forgetting oneself, discovering the pleasure of giving and serving
rather than receiving, cultivating the virtues of forgiveness and com-
passion, and putting the service of the nation above anything else are
some of the themes that in a rather sentimental language and style,
assumed to conform with and confirm the likings and self-images of its
female audiences, still runs through contemporary publications from
the Sevika Samiti. The recruitment of motherhood for the nationalist
cause, or “patriotic motherhood,” remains a manifest and visible part
of the Sevika Samiti discourse, especially in its publications and pub-
lic gestures, still dominated by an older generation of higher-caste
women.13 It is readily admitted, however, that the Sevika Samiti faces
difficulties in attracting sufficient backing from younger women, who,
insofar as they are drawn to the Sangh parivar, seem more attracted to
the activist style within the BJP and the VHP. In accordance with the
general strategy of the RSS, the conventional policy on mobilizing
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women may be summarized as an attempt at “controlled emancipa-
tion,” which allows for visibility and mobility of women mainly within
the institutional confines of the larger RSS networks.14

SEVIKAS IN THANE CITY

The regional headquarters of the Rashtriya Sevika Samiti in Konkan
is situated in Thane city. The headquarters is a three-story building
constructed in 1970 by the Jijamata Trust, which was set up by the
Sevika Samiti to receive locally collected funds. The local sevikas
take pride in the fact that the architect was a women, funds were
collected by women, and the daily management of the building is in
the hands of Sevika Samiti members. The building consists of a nurs-
ery school run by a Sevika; a hostel for single working women,
mainly from Sangh parivar-affiliated families; a library; a marriage
hall that is given at concessional rates to sevikas and to underprivi-
leged families; a meeting hall for Sevika Samiti activities; and rooms
available for full-time Sevika Samiti workers passing through the
Bombay region. The Sevika Samiti also runs a small bank in the city
that gives cheap loans to poor women, enabling them to start a small
business, pay medical bills, and improve their houses.

In 1992 the Sevika Samiti had around five hundred members in
Thane city. Approximately one hundred young girls attended the
five daily shakhas in the city. The remaining members were mainly
women from families with traditional affiliations with the Sangh
parivar.

The main problem faced by the Thane city branch of the Sevika
Samiti is recruitment of young girls. There is a problem in keeping
the girls attached to the organization when they reach adolescence
and start higher education. Although many children are attracted to
the Samiti, only those who come from RSS families remain attached
to the organization when they reach their teens. Others go into the
student organization, the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarti Parishad (ABVP),
or into the political party, the BJP, but the impact of the “Bombay
culture” is difficult to cope with:

Although Samiti members or sympathizers bring their daughters to the
organization it is difficult to keep them attached if their friends attend
other clubs. Our society has become lethargic and the people do not want
any discipline. Our camps are always held on holidays and nobody wants
to get up early to attend these camps. Nobody wants to take any hardship
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and discipline. . . . Now we have to adjust our timings according to the TV
programs. We have started to hold shakha from four to six in the evening
so that the girls can go back in time for their favorite program (Sevika
Samiti activist in Thane, 16 November 1992).

The steep rise in real estate prices in Bombay’s metropolitan econ-
omy has affected the Samiti’s work among women in various ways.
The expensive apartments make joint family systems increasingly
difficult, and only a few families can afford bigger apartments. More
and more young families live on their own, and more and more
women have jobs. This gives women little time to leave the house
after work, the sevikas explain. Some of the older sevikas also com-
plain that the breakdown of joint families prevents the older genera-
tion from inculcating good values and traditions in their grandchil-
dren. They also find that their children are not very keen on looking
after their parents. Those living with their son and daughter-in-law
find it increasingly difficult to get along, “as emotional attachments
in families are getting weaker.” Interestingly, the younger working
women in the organization did not regard these transformations of
the family structure as a major problem.15

Alhough the Sevika Samiti in Thane city is fairly well organized,
the bulk of the activists are middle-aged and older women with a
conservative social outlook, nurturing a traditionalist version of the
Sangh parivar ideology. As in the case of the RSS, the Samiti at-
tempts to transgress its middle-class “cocoon” and mobilize poor
and lower-caste women through social welfare work. The assertive-
ness among lower-caste groups in slums and low-income areas has,
however, made this “maternalism” of the Sevika Samiti rather in-
effective, at least in Thane and elsewhere in the Bombay region.

Durga Vahini (Durga’s Battalion) is a women’s militant organiza-
tion founded by the RSS in 1990, which imparts training in martial
arts, self-defense, and nationalist ideology to young women mainly
from the lower castes. There are only two subunits in Thane, with
around thirty members. Durga Vahini aims at organizing young
girls from poorer and lower-caste families from outside the orbit of
the Sangh parivar but, like the equivalent organization for young
men, the Bajrang Dal, the organization is build around a core group
of activists drawn from families with long-standing affiliations with
the RSS and Sevika Samiti. Mrs. Bapat described the strategy of the
Durga Vahini as nonreligious and, rather, part of a therapeutic strat-
egy for keeping the nation healthy and strong: “The main motive
behind Durga Vahini is physical training. Only if we have strength
can we have a say in society. . . . These organizations [Bajrang Dal
and Durga Vahini], were started when the VHP [an organization
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within the Sangh parivar; see just below] decided to solve the Ram-
janmabhoomi issue [the conflict in Ayodhya over Ram’s reputed
birthplace]. The motive behind this was to strengthen Hindu society
and not religious awakening. . . . These organizations are also impor-
tant to keep the younger generation occupied and to prevent them
from falling prey to narcotics” (Mrs. R. Bapat, interview in Thane,
17 November 1992).

According to the activists, the response among lower-caste groups
not previously acquainted with the Sangh parivar, is better than
among middle-class families, who care little for patriotic issues and
are more interested in entertainment and pursuing careers. Lower-
caste people are simply more spontaneously patriotic than educated
groups, it was said. In line with the generally paternalistic spirit of
the Sangh parivar, the organizers are completely convinced that the
attraction of lower-caste families to the Durga Vahini stems from the
inculcation of cultural values in the girls, the revelation of important
national issues, and the feeling that even the families of the young
girls gain good values and high culture from the encounter with the
Sangh parivar.16 This strategy betrays a feeling that the sanctity and
protection of the female body from public exposure and physical
danger is regarded as less important in the case of lower-caste
women. Whereas the middle-class, higher-caste women should be
controlled primarily through morality and ideology, the lower-caste
women can be controlled and disciplined primarily through physical
exercises.

One of the most important branches of the Sangh parivar, the Vishwa
Hindu Parishad (VHP) led a relatively low-profile existence until the
late 1970s. Founded in 1964, it was intended to provide a bridge be-
tween the religious establishment and the RSS. Its objectives were for-
mulated at the outset: to consolidate “Hindu society,” to spread the
Hindu values of life, to establish a network comprising all Hindus liv-
ing outside India, and “to welcome back all who had gone out of the
Hindu fold and to rehabilitate them as part and parcel of the Universal
Hindu Society,” as a VHP pamphlet puts it.17 The VHP represented a
continuation of the efforts in the 1920s to produce the “Hindu nation”
through establishment of rashtra mandirs and an all-encompassing
catholic national Hinduism overriding divisions of sect and caste. As in
the 1920s, it was sadhus and sants (holy men) drawn from dissenting
branches of the religious establishment who propagated the idea of
creating a public platform that would enable religious authorities to
acquire an authoritative voice in larger societal and national questions.
Several of the leading gurus recruited by the RSS on the VHP platform
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in the 1960s were so-called “modern gurus,” that is, modern godmen
whose discourse on spirituality as a road to individual perfection and
social and material success catered to the modern urban middle
classes.18 These modern gurus are often politically active as spiritual
advisors to high-ranking politicians, and often comment upon current
events and recommend certain proper “ethical” views.19 Others have
a background in the Arya Samaj, the Hindu Mahasabha, the Rama-
krishna Mission, and other organizations sponsoring a “nationalized”
modern Hinduism and practicing a high-profile public and populist
style of appearance and discourse, far removed from the strictly inter-
personal relation between guru and disciples in more traditional sects
(Jaffrelot 1994, 187–92).

The development of a national Hinduism—“adapted to the modern
age”—remains one of the very significant activities of the VHP, which
started as early as 1966 with the first International Hindu Conference
in Allahabad. The idea was to develop a simplified, easily comprehen-
sible, and commonly accessible Hinduism, understood as a catholic
set of common symbolic denominators acceptable across sects and
castes. The aim was to disseminate a common code of conduct for all
Hindus—allegedly in consonance with “the Spirit of Hinduism and the
Hindu Nation,” and to disseminate the VHP’s version of Hinduism as
the standard, mainstream Hinduism.20

The syncretic strategy has been pursued with great energy, with the
aim of bringing together representatives of various sects (including
Jains and Sikhs) under a canopy provided by the VHP at national Sam-
melans (conferences) several times each year, as well as at congrega-
tions at the local level, in order to arrive at a mutual understanding of
views and practices and to extract certain common denominators.21

This entire endeavor intends to position the VHP in an elevated ar-
biting and coordinating position in and around religious institutions. It
also intends to inject an articulate nationalist reference into religious
identifications, as the common ground for a national Hinduism. The
far-reaching significance of this subtle strategy was demonstrated in
the late 1980s, when it became evident that this and similar forms of
catholic discourse of modern Hinduism were evolving as a common
locus of “knowledge” of Hinduism in many parts of the country. This
made the symbolic inventory of modern Hinduism an ideological tool
in the RSS’s and VHP’s Ramjanmabhoomi agitation, whose power and
efficiency surprised even its most ardent supporters.

The other part of the strategy of standardization and homogeniza-
tion of Hinduism has been a less well-publicized effort to extract a com-
mon code of conduct in the religious as well as nonreligious sphere
from diverse scriptures and practices. At a conference of religious ex-
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perts conducted by the VHP in 1967, six minimum requirements for
being a good Hindu (of any kind) were agreed upon. They include
regular visits to temples, regular pujas (worship) in the home, basic
knowledge of the sacred geography of Bharat and of the mythical epics
and, in a nationalist vein, basic loyalty to India and the Hindu culture
(Vishwa Hindu Parishad 1981, 8). Another interesting modification
made by the VHP was a certain “rationalization” of ritual practices,
recommending that the many different samskaras (rituals) be reduced
to three main forms performed around birth (namkaran), marriage
(vivah), and death (anteshi). Part of the rationale behind this simplifica-
tion-and-standardization was to make Hinduism more accessible to the
tribals, who the organization tried to wean away from Christianity.

A broader activist line was adopted in the early 1970s, when the VHP
more systematically entered the field of social welfare work, starting
schools, medical centers, and hostels all over the country. A lot of this
work is today carried out locally—as in the Christian tradition—by
converting temples into centers of social work and relief. Existing trusts
and networks of devotees are activated and reorganized in order to
carry out active social work in their vicinity, particularly in slums and
rural areas. Another important and widespread activity carried out
under the auspices of the VHP is the so-called Vanvasi Kalyan Ashram
(Tribal Development Centers) set up in 1966 as a combined social work
and (re-)conversion organization. The organization runs a large num-
ber of ashrams, centers of education, medical facilities, and vocational
training, as well as hostels and scholarship programs for tribals. The
aim, as put by one organizer, is “to galvanize Hindu society by consol-
idating its soft and vulnerable flanks.” A pamphlet stated its aim as
that of preventing “the apprehensions amongst the have-nots [from
leading] to a storm of hatred which will destroy the whole structure of
society.” The concluding sentence in the pamphlet, which seeks finan-
cial assistance for the work done in a tribal district, read: “Millions of
semi-clad and semi-starved tribals living at your doorstep, so to say,
are waiting to offer millions of thanks to you.”22 This mixture of fear of
the underdogs, paternalism, and social vanity, appealing to the narcis-
sistic desire of the urban middle classes to indulge in philanthropy and
the expected gratitude it is supposed to generate, pervades most of the
literature and discourse from the Vanvasi Kalyan Ashram. As stated by
other VHP publications, the objective of the work among tribals is also
to “produce nationalistic leadership among them[!], bringing them
more and more to the mainstream of national life.”

In one publication the cow is promoted as an object of worship, a
symbol of Mother India, and a useful device in agriculture and nu-
trition, and thus—the argument goes—an important vehicle for the
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development of the country in ways not producing cultural alienation.
The cultural narcissism that runs through the tribal missionary activi-
ties comes out in this revealing passage from a pamphlet from the
Bombay unit of the VHP: “Since a very long time the tribals spread in
these areas were not aware of cow. Never knew they anything about
milk or the usefulness of cowdung!. . . . Slowly and gradually they
were told about cow. . . . Hindu religion, cow milk and cow dung. They
were given cow milk to drink for which they were not ready to have it.
They were convinced, explained and, at last, they believed in all this
and also started to have faith.”

HINDU MISSIONARIES AT THE FRONTIER

The most elaborate attempt to transgress the middle-class “cocoon”
of the Sangh parivar in Thane district was the network of educational
ashrams run like boarding schools, hostels, and associations built in
the tribal areas in the northern talukas in Thane district since the late
1960s. The motive was initially to counter the increasing Christian
influence in these areas, where missionary schools, hospitals, and
social-welfare schemes had for decades resulted in a large number of
conversions of tribals to Christianity. The efforts of the VHP have
been particularly successful in Mokhada and Jawahar talukas, to the
extent that the BJP has become a dominant political party in many
villages there. The president of the BJP in Thane district, Chintaman
Wangar, who was elected as MP in 1996, is a tribal from this area
educated through the system of ashrams, hostels, and educational
grants created by the VHP. The VHP’s attempt to proselytize and
gain influence in tribal areas has been multifaceted, involving pri-
mary and secondary boarding schools, hostels in the cities for tribal
students going for higher education, small projects in tribal villages,
and more general political mobilization, especially of young tribals.
The students of the ashrams are encouraged to go back to their vil-
lages “to make them Hindu again,” as an activist put it, by organiz-
ing Ganpati festivals and other Hindu festivals. The brightest and
most motivated students are recruited for the RSS, and many former
students are active in the BJP in villages and in small towns in the
area. In line with the general RSS methodology, the VHP’s strategy
is to create a lifelong attachment of the students to the Sangh parivar,
and to create networks of local leaders who owe their education and
position to the Sangh parivar.
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In the third taluka with a large tribal population, Talasari, the
Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI-M) and many independent
nongovernmental organizations have been active for decades and
have a solid backing due to their social work and their organization
of the tribal population against Bombay-based timber merchants and
landlords, on whom most of the tribals depend as wage laborers.
Here left-wing organizers and Christian missionaries have for de-
cades been competing over the loyalty of the tribal population.
Madharao Kane, long-standing RSS man and president of the Kalyan
Municipal Council for the Jana Sangh in the 1960s, started the Van-
vasi Kalyan Ashram in Talasari—one of the largest and most contro-
versial of the VHP’s projects in the area—precisely to intervene to
combat this “disease” creeping into the political and cultural loyal-
ties of tribals: “Both these groups [Christians and communists],
could be said to do antinational work, and hence I thought that the
part that was diseased should be treated first. Therefore I started the
work here” (M. Kane, interview in Talasari on 27 November 1992).

The ashram has 180 boys and 65 girls, recruited from all over the
taluka. The daily schedule is a disciplined routine of education, San-
skrit prayers, “patriotic” training, and practical work in the attached
gardens, workshops, and cowshed. The older boys participate in reg-
ular RSS shakhas, and the ashram also works as a local community
center with weekly dispensaries, public functions, and arrangements
for the local villagers and the families of the children. The overall
objective of the ashram is, according to Kane, to “stop the leakage of
tribals who were converting to other religions.” The method is to
impart education, culture, and Hindu civilization, which would en-
able the tribals to cope with all the evils of modern world. The pater-
nalist discourse of the RSS pervades the depiction of tribal society
and the civilizing progress that the ashram has brought about: “Pre-
viously they stayed in the forest, they lived a carefree life and did not
feel a need to work hard. They never struggled for life and were
quite independent. Immediately after marriage the young couple
would set up a hut and live independently. This concept was similar
to the animal kingdom that after attaining strength to sustain one-
self, one lives independently” (ibid.).

After initial difficulties in persuading the parents to send their chil-
dren to the ashram, the recruitment of students was smoother as the
results of education and “inculcation of values” impressed parents
and the outside world. As a result of the success of the civilizing
mission of VHP, most of the traits of tribal culture were erased from
the students’ minds and conduct: “People saw that there was more
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cleanliness with the students and because of the Sanskrit prayers that
are recited, their language and pronunciation improved and they
spoke more clearly. And they stand out from the rest. The difference
is such that no one would realize that they originally are tribals”
(ibid.). Most of the students came from very poor families, small-
holders with a few acres of land and large families, entirely depen-
dent on low-paid and irregular wage labor jobs for landlords or tim-
ber companies. The education at the ashram was free of cost, and the
VHP also offered free hostels to those who wished to study in col-
leges in nearby cities. Most of the students expressed gratitude to the
VHP in general, and to “Sir” (Madhavrao Kane) in particular, and
had clearly internalized the strategy of social mobility through “ac-
culturation” which the VHP’s ideology of “integration into the na-
tional mainstream,” that is, sanskritized Hindu culture, opened for
them. Most of the students I met in a VHP-run hostel in the nearby
town of Dahanu wished to become teachers or clerks in the cities,
and only a small part of them expressed any wish to go back to their
villages again. The VHP’s strategy of “cultural uplift” had also
clearly left lasting marks on the identity of the students. One student
of the ashram expressed the result of his successful “civilization” in
comparison to his crude and primitive tribal fellow tribesmen thus:
“People generally recognize us by the way we talk to others and
present ourselves to others. They feel that we are more polished and
refined than the others, and that we speak and address elders with
respect, unlike others. Our language and pronunciation is more pol-
ished, unlike our native language which is Warli, and there are so
many dialects with that language. We stand out among the rest“
(student at Vanvasi Kalyan Ashram, Talasari, Thane district, 28 No-
vember 1992).

The ashram in Talasari, which Kane clearly regards as the “fron-
tier” of Hindu culture in the wilderness of savages (tribals) and hos-
tile manipulators (left-wing activists), has in recent years been the
locus of political clashes between communists and Hindu national-
ists. In spite of all the rhetoric of social work and a civilizing mission
whose discourse and practice seems to have taken over the entire
inventory of colonial paternalism, the long-term objective of the
Sangh parivar in the area remains political and social dominance in
a constituency that is regarded as particularly susceptible to mold-
ing by projects of social reform. After years of minor skirmishes, the
situation escalated in 1991, when the ashram was assaulted by what
the VHP people claimed were “communist activists,” who beat up
the staff and destroyed some property. According to the VHP, the
CPI-M and other left forces still dominate in the area. Or, as Kane
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admitted, “there is a great deal of political awareness around here,
and our progress in the area has been slow compared to other ta-
lukas” (ibid.).

The VHP is probably the affiliate of the RSS in which a strategy of
“nationalist sanskritization” within the Sangh parivar is most clearly
articulated. The syncretic platform, the recruitment of the religious es-
tablishment, and the paternalistic reconversion strategies all point to
the equation of a brahminical “great tradition,” seeking to heal up and
cover over the many disparate, contradictory, and fragmented “little
traditions” of dispersed Hindu practices under a simplified, “thin” na-
tional Hinduism, largely defined in terms of sanskritized practices. In
this sense the VHP is broadening and reinterpreting the Arya Samaj
strategy of nationalization through “classicization”—going back to the
Vedas and Sanskrit. The sanskritization strategy is clearly articulated
in VHP publications that report the teaching of Sanskrit to poor and
backward people, whose aptitude and receptivity of the “sacred lan-
guage” is unsurpassed, allegedly because they were never “contami-
nated by foreign ideologies.”23

Since the late 1970s, the VHP has more systematically pursued a
strategy of constructing a catholic Hinduism along more populist lines.
Today, the VHP strategy of building a national Hinduism revolves
around a program of organization, syncretism, and nationalization of
existing practices. This search for a common ritual and symbolic de-
nominator has tilted the VHP’s version of national Hinduism in a deci-
sively kshatriyaized direction—emphasizing, for instance, Ram’s mar-
tial deeds and giving VHP’s Hinduism a more aggressive, belligerent,
and overtly political incarnation than the Arya Samaj ever articulated.

Cohesion, Leadership, and Control in the
Sangh Parivar

Formation of militant groups often take place in the conjunction of two
circumstances: when a group or already formed community experi-
ences a pronounced sense of loss of meaning and identity, of humilia-
tion in the wake of dislocations (war, urbanization, migration, or rapid
modernization); and when a leadership or ideological virtuosos are
able to transform this experience into a positive, however desperate,
projection of affection onto a leader and an ideological cause that can
produce a collective “grandiose self,” that is, a community organized
around enjoyment (jouissance) of a shared secret, an inexpressible core
or spirit. The power of the charismatic leader and the symbolic rituals
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of the movement stem from the fact that they embody this “secret”
without revealing it.24

Such a construction of a “grandiose self” is always threatened and
undermined by the ambitions and “theft of enjoyment” by other
groups or authorities. This constant threat—the enemy, the other—
consolidates, even constitutes the group’s cohesion. Militant groups
need strong and demonized others in order to construct themselves as
a strong and cohesive force.25

The Sangh parivar is an excellent example of such a subculture, con-
cealing humiliation and loss of self-esteem by a vision of a “grandiose
self” (the Hindu culture or the Sangh parivar) organized around a cen-
tral, inexpressible secret (the Hindu spirit, the brotherhood of the
sangha), providing a strong and demonized other (the Muslims and to
some extent the West); and continuously absolving its members from
guilt and fear (of hedonist fantasies of giving in to “lust and desire”) by
enforcing a strict discipline of a masculine community, which subli-
mates libido from sexual desire to devotion to the patriotic cause.

The RSS works through multiple layers of symbolic integration, with
each symbol given a specific valorization by its ideological construc-
tion. The most important are the bhagwa dhwaj, the saffron flag, which
is considered an age-old symbol. The flag is revered enthusiastically,
for instance, by Golwalkar: “It embodies the color of the holy sacrificial
fire that gives the message of self-immolation in the fire of idealism and
the glorious orange hue of the rising sun that dispels darkness and
sheds light all around” (quoted from Andersen and Damle 1987, 61).
The question of its status vis-à-vis the national flag of India, wherein
the coexistence of several communities in India is symbolized, was one
of the thorny issues when the RSS was forced by the government to
adopt a written constitution in 1949. Today, the saffron flag and the
saffron color—though used widely in religious rituals and proces-
sions—has in the political field been appropriated by the Hindu nation-
alist movement. During riots, the saffron flag is often employed to
mark Hindu areas, and it is planted upon Muslim dargahs (tombs) and
masjids (mosques) to mark Hindu superiority.

Another important symbol is the celebration of six specific festivals
during the year by the RSS and its affiliates.26 The celebration of these
festivals serves to strengthen the inner bonds of the organization and to
portray the RSS and its leaders as the greatest men India ever pro-
duced, the leading nationalists in the country, and so on. Another func-
tion is to introduce new “patriotic” practices, based on Hedgewar’s
philosophy of organic growth of the RSS to become congruent with
Hindu society. An important aspect of this strategy of “invention” of
cultural nationalist practices in a quasi-religious language is the projec-
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tion of Maratha king Shivaji to a status of demigod. The “nationaliza-
tion” of Shivaji started in the late nineteenth century, and Shivaji has
become a popular and clear-cut martial figure, brave, masculine and
daring. As a popular metaphor for the lost strength of the Hindus,
Shivaji has proved extraordinarily useful to Hindu nationalist forces.

Another important symbol is the language and idiomatic style used
in the Sangh parivar. The RSS promotes Sanskrit as a national symbol,
and the daily prayer of the RSS shakhas is performed in Sanskrit. The
use of Sanskrit signifies a brahminical style, which is even more evi-
dent in the special phraseology and discursive style employed by RSS
workers. Any organization produces a set of key phrases and concepts
employed widely by its grass-roots workers. The RSS idiom constantly
refers to harmony, culture, Dharma, self-perfection through selfless
service to society, and the “sterling character of men,” while ridiculing
average politicians in metaphors that are woven around the notion of
“plebeian,” vulgar, power-hungry, and self-seeking individuals. As I
indicated in Chapter 1, this is a discursive ground shared to a very
large extent with Gandhians and many other critics of modernity and
contemporary political culture in India. Older RSS cadres committed to
the strategy of character building exemplify this bloated self-percep-
tion of dislocated brahminical strata when employing a paternalist dis-
course regarding the RSS as imparting “good conduct” and “self-disci-
pline,” “the influence of cultured people,” “education of the masses,”
and so on. The discursive style of the RSS is packed with phrases and
words that seek to transmit deep emotion and affection toward the
nation and the RSS: “devotion,” “love,” “attachment,” “commitment,”
and “service” are frequent phrases that give RSS rhetoric an unmistak-
able flavor of pathos and solemnity.

Summarizing what the RSS stands for, a pracharak demonstrated
this pompous style:

Serve the country as your Motherland. My homeland, your homeland. My
forefathers, your forefathers. Just as I am economically exploited so are you.
You are brother of our blood, son of this soil—no more, no less. This is what
the RSS propagates. . . . only when Hindus become strong, virile, organized,
vibrant is Hindu-Muslim and Hindu-Christian unity possible. . . . I shall col-
lect people who share my dream, who are ready to go to any ends of sacrifice
for this goal, who will give priority to this work. Then they will be ready to
work, suffer for the purpose of this work. Attachment, commitment, readi-
ness to sacrifice are the basic qualities of a patriot. The RSS is interested in
creating this basic quality among people in this country.27

The RSS prayer is recited collectively in Sanskrit by the swayamsevaks
standing in rows with their hands stretched in front of their chests,
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before a map of Akhand Bharat (undivided India, that is, colonial India
including present-day Pakistan, Burma, Sri Lanka, and soon), the
bhagwa dhwaj (saffron flag), and statues of Shivaji and the founder,
Dr. Hedgewar. It runs in the same pompous style as the overall RSS
rhetoric, and refers to “sacrifice,” “spiritual bliss,” and the “stern hero-
ism” of the endeavor of the RSS:

Forever I bow to Thee, O loving Motherland! O Motherland of us Hindus,
Thou hast brought me up in happiness. May my life, O great and blessed
Holy land, be laid down in Thy cause. I bow to Thee, again and again.

We, the children of the Hindu Nation, bow to thee in reverence, O Al-
mighty God. We have girded up our loins to carry on Thy work. Give us Thy
holy blessings for its fulfillment. O Lord! Grant us such might that no power
on earth can ever challenge, such purity of character as would command the
respect of the whole world, and such knowledge as would make easy the
thorny path that we have voluntarily chosen.

May we be inspired with the spirit of stern heroism, which is the sole and
ultimate means of attaining the highest spiritual bliss with the greatest tem-
poral prosperity. May intense and everlasting devotion to our Ideal ever
inspire our hearts. May our victorious organized power of action, by Thy
Grace, fully protect our Dharma and lead this Nation of ours to the highest
pinnacle of glory.

VICTORY TO MOTHER INDIA

In the central passage one finds the central creed of the RSS, its secret,
namely, the quest for respect: “Grant us such might that no power on
earth can ever challenge” and second, “such purity of character as
would command the respect of the whole world.” The last sentence
prays for the nation to reach the “the highest pinnacle of glory.”

This is the pompous rhetoric of a cultural nationalist “grandiose
self”—a phantasmagoric construction of abiding strength feared and
respected by the whole world. It also marks an ideological fantasy of
recognition originally created by a displaced and declassed stratum of
brahmins in Maharashtra and central India.

The style of conduct promoted in the RSS is modest, ostensibly self-
effacing and inconspicuous, expressing an underlying self-confidence
and self-assuredness. RSS men of the older generations are soft-spoken,
mild, and gentle in their manners and never in a hurry to get their
message across. They take their time, listen patiently, speak in a pater-
nal, mildly lecturing manner, and convey an image of “having arrived”
at a consummate level of cognition of the world and the self. This is a
carefully nurtured style, easily discernible and recognizable, especially
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at pracharak level and above. The concept of “good behavior,” of “cul-
tured language and manners,” of modesty and self-effacing asceticism
obviously draw on brahminical ideals and values. There are many
signs, however, that this pattern is gradually changing. With the rapid
expansion of the RSS and affiliates the long-time “molding of charac-
ter” has given way to more emphasis on mass-contact programs. Loy-
alty and discipline in the shakha are today more imposed from above
and symbolically represented than internalized over long periods of
time by every swayamsevak. The question of proper conduct, or the
lack of it, especially among young supporters of the BJP and VHP, has
become a matter of great concern among old cadres. They fear that the
massification of the Sangh parivar—the inclusion of what often is
called “all these new people without a proper RSS culture”—will de-
plete the RSS’s “sterling qualities.”

Discipline remains the most central symbolic construction within the
Sangh parivar. The discipline and orderly conduct vis-à-vis elders and
women, and the nurturing of a certain civic sense, are objects of inordi-
nate pride in the organization. This discipline serves to project every
individual swayamsevak as unique and special in relation to others. Its
most important function is, of course, to consolidate the commitment of
the members by reassuring them of the unquestionable truth and gran-
diosity of their collective pursuit. Harsh discipline seems to invest in a
cause and a mode of functioning a corresponding sense of urgency,
strength, and a certain fear on part of its surroundings, flowing from
fascination with the supposed extraordinary secret protected by such
stringent discipline. For the activist-members the many forms of disci-
pline—shakha, prayer, uniformed parades, endless rehearsals of the
same doctrines—contribute in multiple ways to “mind the gap,” that is,
to create a sense of fullness and sublime unity with the corporate body
of the organization.

But discipline also acts as an “objectivation of belief,” a symbolic
enactment or ritualization of an ideological cause whose literal mean-
ing remains unclear or opaque. This is not merely a sign of “empty”
routinization but also a source of strength and continuity, as the dis-
cipline works as a support structure for the ideological construction.
When activists or leaders begin to see glimpses of “the real” in the
cause—the cynicism of the leadership, the self-righteous hypocrisy of
dedication, the naked tussles over power and influence—the routines
of the organizational discipline can help to erase, efface, or conceal such
rifts. In this tižekian sense, ideology existing as objectivation of belief
is more durable than the literal beliefs, because it leaves room for cyni-
cism. The ideological construction and the secret of the RSS are repro-
duced both outwardly in public and internally in the organization, to
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keep up appearances, so to speak; and as long as these rituals are exer-
cised, prayers are recited, and so on, the “secret” persists.

Another crucial dimension of ritualization in the RSS is physical self-
discipline and worship of strength. The sublimation of sexual energy is
one aspect of the cult of masculinity and strength, through which the
RSS tries to “semitize” itself, to overcome the “effeminate” Hindu man,
and to emulate the demonized enemy—the allegedly strong, aggres-
sive, potent, and masculine Muslim.

The Hindu nation is seen as having been historically produced as a
feminine object, an object of worship, reverence, and protection, ex-
pressed in Bankim Chattopadhyay’s image of Bharat Mata, the Moth-
erland.28 The metaphoric feminization of the nation was popularized
during the cow protection agitations between 1880 and 1920, in which
the worship of the gau mata, the mother cow, acquired new layers of
meaning as a symbol of the Hindu nation condensed in a symbol of
popular, everyday ritual significance (van der Veer 1994, 86–94). Simul-
taneously, Hindu nationalists embarked on a strategy of partial imi-
tation of the features of Islam and Christianity to create a modern,
masculinized Hindu culture, capable of protecting Bharat Mata. The
construction of motherhood in this discourse emerged as an articula-
tion of the conventional worship of mother goddesses (mata), embody-
ing the fundamental creative power (shakti), protecting their human
flock, and converging with the construction of the “Indian woman” in
the emerging nationalist middle-class cultures in colonial India as a
supreme sign of the nation, of the inner spiritual realm marked by de-
votion and purity in which the woman was both mother and goddess
(Chatterjee 1993, 114–34). The Hindu nationalist construction of the na-
tion as mother, subtly structured by Victorian ideology, sought to ele-
vate the woman to mother, and thus downplay and control the sexual
and aggressive sides of womanliness, as articulated for instance by the
goddess Kali, the destructive goddess worshiped especially in eastern
parts of India, or as they are expressed in the language and practices of
“plebeian,” lower-caste women.

The RSS strategy of managing Hindu male sexuality thus seeks to
exclude women—as concrete sexual beings—from the cause, and to
place men in a purified, masculine space undisturbed by sexual drives,
while it encourages a systematic sublimation of sexual energy into ser-
vice to the abstract, generalized mother—the nation. In Golwalkar’s
discourse this operation took place with great passion, in a language of
almost oedipal qualities. The conquest of India by Muslim invaders is
in the RSS idiom portrayed as “rape of the Motherland” by a potent
and dangerous enemy. Only if the “sons of Bharat,” the RSS cadre,
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organize themselves as men along military lines can they win this
oedipal battle, and become true males worthy of the love of the mother
nation.29

Another source of discipline is the peer-group pressure exercised
among the youngsters in the shakhas, and by the shakha leader (mu-
khuya shikshak). This is a fundamental mechanism in the reproduc-
tion of brotherhood within the RSS. The shakha members know each
others’ families, and a swayamsevak cannot easily leave the organiza-
tion. If he does, his peers will visit him, talk to his parents, and try to
persuade him to rejoin the RSS. Although this strategy is often success-
ful, a lot of young men do leave the organization when they start to
work or establish families. But many men continue in a lifelong attach-
ment to the organization, and introduce their sons and family into the
organization as well. Certain neighborhoods and caste communities
are entirely pervaded by RSS culture, the most prominent example
being the Chitpavan brahmins of Maharashtra.

The selection of leaders of shakhas as heads of local areas (nagars), of
cities, and up to district level where full-time pracharaks are the or-
ganizing forces, takes place on the basis of loyalty, of organizational
capabilities displayed, and not least of personal relations and informal
contacts with leaders higher up the hierarchy. These relations are often
established in the course of daily work, but also at the various camps
held by the RSS. Those selected for organizational work attend “Officer
Training Camps” every summer over three years, where they receive
ideological and physical training and have an opportunity to meet
leading figures of the RSS.

The batches from these camps form part of the basis for informal
networks that govern the loyalty as well as the possibilities of ascen-
dancy in the organizational hierarchy. The dominant method of exer-
cising power in the RSS and between the RSS and its affiliates is “rule
by proxy” in appointments. Those RSS workers who are trusted by the
senior pracharaks are appointed and allocated to various posts, and
others are removed and relocated. This method is generally considered
legitimate among the rank and file as the pracharaks, assumed to be
intimately connected with central leaders, are expected to act pru-
dently and to have good reasons, however inscrutable to those of lower
rank, for their actions. Here, an element of what tižek calls “fetishism”
is at work, in that the rank and file ascribe a higher rationality even to
obvious cases of nepotism and abuse, only to prevent their own ideo-
logical horizon from cracking up.

The other dominant method of exercising power is the so-called in-
formal consultation, where RSS leaders at various levels meet their



114 C H A P T E R 3

counterparts from the affiliates for discussions on urgent matters or
long-term planning. Here the RSS workers—even if formally on a par
with the leaders of the affiliates—always command the ultimate au-
thority. RSS pracharaks are like the “commissars supervising the com-
missars” in the communist movement, superintendents whose author-
ity flows from their direct access to higher leadership in the RSS, and
from their supposedly superior moral standards due to their full-time
service to the cause and their austere lifestyle.

This leads us to the final aspect of the authority, the construction of
leadership. Hierarchies in the RSS are not only accepted, they are also
revered and fetishised—not only hierarchies of rank within the organi-
zation but also hierarchies of age, education, and social position whose
naturalness and legitimacy seem even less questioned among the rank
and file than in the surrounding society. Ultimate power within the
RSS lies with the sarsanghachalak and the general secretary, represent-
ing the entire central leadership.30 Movements like the RSS are, how-
ever, not dependent on the personal qualities of one or a few charis-
matic leaders who have a lot of room for maneuvering and a certain
elevation above standard norms of behavior.

The RSS depends, as I have argued, on symbolic integration and on
a high degree of “objectified” and ritualized beliefs. Each person in the
RSS hierarchy is replaceable, and although the successive sarsangha-
chalaks have had their individual styles and strategies, the basic func-
tion and legitimacy of that position has not been challenged. The RSS
is almost a textbook example of a movement in which the shared secret
is generated from a founding myth, carried by a whole network of full-
time workers who earn their right to a share of the “mystery of minis-
try” by demonstrating loyalty and contacts upward, and full command
over the symbolic devices and codes of the RSS downward. The lack of
transparency of flows of power in the Sangh parivar, the informal char-
acter of the exercise of power, of consultations, and so on, only add to
the mythic qualities ascribed by the rank and file to the central leader-
ship and its many secret and hidden resources—like an inverted ver-
sion of the demonized fantasy of the secret of the Muslim community.

Although the RSS does not officially promote individuals as such,
some of the leading figures of the front organizations are projected for
mass consumption as “larger than life” figures endowed with extraor-
dinary qualities. Charisma projected onto a personality is considered to
be more suited for mass consumption than the “secret” of an ideologi-
cal cause or collective myth. The increased public construction of BJP
leaders such as Vajpayee and Advani as charismatic personalities, and
the VHP’s promotion of charismatic speakers and performers like
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Sadhvi Ritambra in the late 1980s, are intimately connected to the
mass-mobilizing strategies of this period.

In sum, the images of the power and wisdom of the leadership of the
RSS reflect a complex interaction between the structural logics operat-
ing in a closed, hierarchical organization, the systematic creation of a
heroic mythology inside the organization, and the psychological need
among rank-and-file RSS workers to believe in the all-pervasive wis-
dom and foresight of their leaders.

Constituencies and Strategies of the Sangh Parivar

The original constituency from which the RSS emerged in the 1920s
and 1930s were Maharashtrian brahmins, especially the Chitpavan
brahmins, from whom most of the leaders of the RSS were drawn.
Chitpavan and other Maharashtrian brahmins still constitute a consid-
erable portion of senior leaders, and remain today a stable source of
recruitment for the RSS. The popularity of Hindu nationalism and re-
vivalism in general among these communities can be ascribed to the
relative isolation of the brahmins in Maharashtra due to the strong
antibrahmin movements in the state, as well as to the legacy of Tilak,
who effectively mobilized and politicized the once-powerful and rul-
ing caste of western India on a socially conservative program. In north
India, the RSS acquired a large following in the affluent Hindu commu-
nity in Punjab, characterized by a “beleaguered mentality” in the tough
communal atmosphere in that area. Later the Hindu refugees from
Pakistan proved to be another hospitable environment for RSS, as did
the urban areas in U.P. and Madhya Pradesh.

Judging from the Jana Sangh electoral performance in the three first
general elections, its program and strategy evoked a certain response
in the urban areas in Hindi-speaking states, and primarily among
higher castes and the urban middle classes, traders, landlords, and the
rich peasantry.31 After the relative success in the 1967 general election,
when the Jana Sangh attracted broader sections of the electorate, and
throughout the 1970s, when the RSS and its affiliates attracted new
groups to its fold with a new emphasis on populist activism, it became
possible for the Sangh parivar to break out of its relative social isolation
in terms of audience and backing. The high-caste bias in recruitment
until the 1970s is readily admitted by RSS workers, who character-
istically use the euphemism “educated sections” for their early con-
stituency. Similarly, it is evident, that the “RSS culture,” the strategy
of character building, the emphasis on virtue and conduct, and the
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cautious attitude to the impurity of electoral politics and mass mobili-
zation all bear the mark of brahminical practices. The following ac-
count of the dense RSS networks in Pune points to the environment of
social narcissism and claustrophobia in which the Sangh parivar was
born and later consolidated.

THE “SANGHA” CITADEL IN PUNE

From the early 1930s, Pune became an important center for RSS ac-
tivities and a center for the Hindu Mahasabha and other radical
Hindu nationalist organizations. The RSS headquarters in Moti
Baug, located in the Shaniwar Peth area five minutes’ walk from the
old Peshwa palace, is a large complex with rooms and apartments for
full-time pracharaks, several meeting halls, offices, and a book shop.
The VHP has its zonal headquarters for Maharashtra, Gujarat, and
Goa in Pune. The RSS newspaper Tarun Bharat (Young India) was
published and printed in Pune until it succumbed to financial con-
straints and was ousted from the market by Shiv Sena’s more aggres-
sive Saamna in 1991. The well-knit Sangh parivar network in the city
has on several occasions hosted large RSS camps, VHP sammelans,
and other large arrangements. In spite of the indisputable organiza-
tional strength of the Sangh parivar in the city, its dominant position
in the many educational trusts and college boards, and its many or-
ganizations, it was not until 1991 that the BJP managed to wrest the
parliamentary seat away from Congress and get Anna Joshi elected
to the Lok Sabha from Pune. But the BJP has not been able to sustain
its position here. Most of the MLAs elected for the state legislative
assembly from Pune in 1995 belonged to Congress. One of the impor-
tant reasons for the relative political weakness of the BJP—both par-
liamentary and in the Municipal Corporation, where the party in the
1992 election only secured 24 out of 111 seats—is the relative concen-
tration of its networks and constituencies in the Marathi-speaking
middle-class parts of the old city, the traditional center of Maharash-
trian high culture for centuries.

The backbone of the Sangh parivar network in Pune is the rather
dense network of RSS shakhas spread over most of the city. The esti-
mate by RSS functionaries as well as more independent sources is
that there are more than two-hundred shakhas with more than four
thousand active swayamsevaks, mainly concentrated in the old city
and the affluent Deccan area, but scattered less densely in the Can-
tonment area (Camp)—the commercial heart of Pune inhabited by a
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“cosmopolitan” mix of migrants from all over India. Here, mainly
Sindhis (Hindus from the province of Sindh in present-day Pakistan)
form the backbone of the organization. To this figure must be added
thousands of occasional activists and passive supporters, as well
as a vast network of more loosely affiliated men who have been
swayamsevaks for years, but due to work and social obligations are
unable to attend shakhas. Many of the swayamsevaks are also active
in other RSS-related organizations. The Sangh parivar in Pune al-
most constitutes an “alternative civil society,” with separate schools,
its own banks, dominance in a large number of colleges, its own asso-
ciations for youth, students, women, children, social organizations
working in the slum, informal networks, frequent marriages be-
tween RSS-affiliated families and, of course, its own informal com-
munication channels and structures of authority, both vitally repro-
duced on a daily basis in the shakhas. The considerable strength of
the RSS in Pune is paraded at various large arrangements during the
year, such as the annual meeting inside the premises of the Peshwa
palace.

One of the most important functions of the RSS is to coordinate the
entire parivar, or rather to extend ideological and political guidance
to the specialized subsidiaries. Besides the rather effective informal
hierarchy within the pracharak networks, this function is also for-
malized in many cities and districts in coordination committees, ma-
hanagar samanvaya. In a closely knit RSS network such as the one in
Pune, the regular meetings of the city committee mainly function as
a channel of information and monitoring for the RSS, and as a vehicle
that can be activated when joint agitations or organizational activi-
ties are launched.

The backbone of RSS activists in Pune are Maharashtrian brah-
mins and Marwaris (members of a wealthy north Indian trading
community). In many cases their association with the RSS goes back
several generations and is entirely interwoven with family tradition
and family practices. The typical RSS family sends its young boys
to shakha at the age of six, and in conjunction with the domestic
atmosphere, the so-called “Sangha culture” becomes effectively in-
grained in the identity of these individuals as a culture marked by
unsurpassed moral stature, honesty, hard work, decency, cleanli-
ness, respectability, and devotion. The favorite self-image of the RSS
workers is of themselves as part of a “unique experience—never seen
before in the world,” as an activist put it to me. The RSS constructs its
own horizon as a self-referencing group whose greatness, unsur-
passed patriotism, incomparable contribution to the nation, secret
power, and organizational genius have never been duly recognized
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by the larger environment but always suppressed by the govern-
ment and anti-Hindu forces. Every act of misrecognition, ridicule
and banning have been transformed to confirm and strengthen the
organizational fiber, the commitment of the members, and the con-
viction that everyone fears the might of the RSS. As expressed by a
group of RSS activists—just returned from and still enthusiastic over
the kar seva and mosque demolition in Ayodhya in December
1992—the ban just imposed on the RSS at this juncture grew out of
fear of the RSS:

Sangha is such a power that they will do their work without any expec-
tations. They are the ones who first help those in need. Congress have
realized this power and the capacity of the Sangha. They know that which-
ever party the Sangha supports will come into power. That is why this ban
has been imposed. . . . But nobody can ban Hindu thought. The Hindus
are in majority, so nobody can stop their thinking process. . . . [The power
of the Sangha comes] because the volunteers are taught a certain discipline
right from their childhood and they are taught to love and work for their
country.

In Ayodhya the excitement was tremendous. Everybody felt this is the
foundation of the Hindu nation. It happened because what was happening
to Hindus had to be washed off. So many of our leaders had been in-
sulted and so much wrong had been done to us. It had to stop somewhere.
Whatever has been done [in Ayodhya] was to bring together the Hindus
and show them how outsiders are violating them and their country. Once
the Hindu power is established . . . the Muslims will be shown their place
(interview with a group of RSS swayamsevaks, Bhavani Peth, Pune,
17 December 1992); italics added).

Although numerically and culturally strong in Pune, the RSS work-
ers here display a characteristic oscillation between imaginations of
omnipotence (toward other Hindus of lesser moral stature and char-
acter) and fears of impotence (vis-à-vis the Muslims and the state
apparatus). The entire RSS subculture in Pune seems to be funda-
mentally haunted by fears of exclusion and misrecognition from the
powerful, rich Anglo-Indian establishment and the intellectual elite,
physically located in the Cantonment area or in and around the
many national institutions in the city. The vengeance of the conser-
vative upper-caste establishment in Pune, declassed and stigmatized
especially after Independence by a Congress party that strategically
occupied the popular, rural, nonbrahmin and Maratha pole in the
overriding ideological polarity, especially in western Maharashtra
(Hansen 1996c, 177–85), has become transformed to the present-day



119ORG A N I Z I N G T H E H I N D U NAT I O N

“hyperpatriotism” of the Sangh parivar. This is patriotism that,
through an independent organizational structure, constantly en-
gages in internal hierarchization and consolidation while drawing
clear external boundaries. It seeks acceptance and respect from the
powerful elite through expansion and proselytization, and seeks to
dominate its own environment and control its own experience of
modernity. It also seeks to conceal the fact that it is a partial and
incomplete representation of “respectable society” of the upper-caste
social world, wherein Congress and other parties still enjoy consid-
erable support, and an even more partial representation of a “Hindu
community,” given the relatively marginal support the RSS enjoys
among nonbrahmins and lower castes in the city.

The “significant other” of the RSS’s alternative civil society in Pune
remains, nonetheless, the anglicized establishment from which it
has been excluded, while the immediate cause of fear and object of
hatred, as always, is the Muslim community—not necessarily local
Muslims in Pune but the “abstract Muslim,” who stands in as an objet
petit à for the more immediate experiences of “lower castes” en-
croaching upon the once-secure world of the upper castes.

For this “besieged” mentality that in so many ways informs the
atmosphere in the Sangh parivar in Pune, the events in Ayodhya
served to assert the misrecognized power of the RSS, to shatter and
humiliate the government, to unite the Hindus, and to scare the Mus-
lims. The entire upbeat post-demolition atmosphere in the Sangh
parivar subculture in Pune was pervaded by a vengeful, though
mostly implicit, feeling of that justice was finally being done, that
is, that the Sangh parivar was finally was recognized as large and
powerful. The triumphant feeling after December 6 that “our time
has finally come” was clearly not addressed to Muslims—whose
protests the police dealt with in the most brutal manner—but was
addressed to the English-language press, the Congress, the angli-
cized intellectuals, and the self-confident social elite that for so long
either had banned or derided the RSS.

The indisputable fact that the RSS emerged from an urban upper-caste
environment has led both scholars and political opponents to view the
RSS as a manifestation of an alliance between brahmins and banias
(merchants, businessmen), determined to reassert the supremacy of the
twice-born castes in the face of mounting lower-caste political asser-
tiveness. Golwalkar and other RSS ideologues have on many occasions
defended the varna system, and the RSS strategy of “controlling mo-
dernity” may well be interpreted as an attempt to control and envelop
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the tide of rising assertiveness among the lower castes (Basu et al. 1993,
16–17). The question remains, however, whether these features of RSS’s
discourse and “constituency effects” disclose any essential nature or
“original design” of the RSS.

The assumption underlying the search for the social base of a move-
ment seems to be that this reveals the character of the (preexisting)
social interests it represents. The assumption seems to be that regard-
less of the ideological intentions and program of the movement in
question, its constituency will over time force the movement to act ac-
cording to their class or caste interests in order to keep this base intact.
This further presupposes that supporters, in the long run, will act ra-
tionally to optimize their class and status positions by supporting the
party or movement that caters to this interest. According to this line of
reasoning, the level of articulated discourse, albeit distorted by manip-
ulations, ultimately expresses the underlying always/already existing
configuration of socioeconomic and cultural groups in a given society.

The brahmin-bania thesis has been substantiated empirically by
Bruce Graham in a meticulous and detailed study of which social in-
terests the Jana Sangh appealed to and catered to from 1951 to 1967
(Graham 1990, 158–95). Prudently, Graham does not conclude that
catering to these interests expressed the essential class nature of the
Jana Sangh and RSS, but concludes that the limited success of the Jana
Sangh may be ascribed to its narrow socioeconomic appeal in that pe-
riod (ibid., 195). The Jana Sangh’s turn in a more populist direction in
1967 and the 1970s was, in fact, an attempt to break out of the brahmin-
bania constituency and win a somewhat broader political base.

Like other opposition forces, the Sangh parivar successfully carved
out a large and socially mixed constituency during the years of Con-
gress weakness in the late 1960s, but lost this constituency again after
1971, when Congress recouped political strength and the moral high
ground of patriotism after the Bangladesh war. However, unlike Con-
gress and other actors based on aggregation of vote blocks and political
elites in the political field, and who are rather penetrable for various
interests, the Jana Sangh and the RSS were not penetrated by their new
mass constituencies. Cadre-based parties are not very susceptible to
pressures from organized interest or local elites, due to their autono-
mous organization and the importance they assign to ideological cohe-
sion. The social base of such parties, in other words, cannot necessarily
be taken as evidence of their role as carriers of certain social interests,
but seems rather to be the contingent effect of their discourse, organiza-
tion, and strategy. Such an effect might be intended or unexpected, and
often reveals interesting disjunctures between the intentions and the
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effects of mobilizing strategies, as Graham has shown in the case of the
Jana Sangh’s early history.

The Sangh parivar’s constituency and its strategies to acquire and
consolidate a mass base must be seen in the light of its overall commit-
ment to an ideological project. The RSS is committed to a culturally
conservative vision of a rejuvenated nation, and to a somewhat re-
formist project of social reform and uplift of the weakest sections, not
on the grounds of equality per se but, like many Gandhians and conser-
vative forces in the Congress party, in order to promote social integra-
tion and a vision of a patriotic “swadeshi capitalism.” This vision does
not entail any subversion of hierarchies but is, on the contrary, founded
on hierarchies and will, if implemented, undoubtedly be more benefi-
cial to the upper castes and the middle classes than to the poorer sec-
tions of the population.

The strategic tension between culture and politics is in this context
merely a difference of opinion as to how the RSS can best expand its
influence and power. Mass mobilization of the electorate is a necessary
part of this process, but the possibility of particular social interests forc-
ing the RSS in new policy directions has so far been limited. The main
constituency of the Sangh parivar has always been itself, its own ideo-
logical vision, its cadres, and the subculture it is building all over the
country.

The ambiguous discourse on caste within the Sangh parivar is partic-
ularly revealing in this respect. Although untouchability and “caste-
ism” have officially been condemned by the RSS from the outset (in-
spired by the Arya Samaj), and the caste system has been denounced as
a perversion forced upon Hindu society in order to encapsulate itself in
the face of Muslim aggression, hierarchies of all kinds are cultivated in
the Sangh parivar itself. The strategy seems to be that coexistence and
integration of different communities and castes under one common
formula of nationalism and one abiding hierarchy will eventually ren-
der caste obsolete. Although systematic recruitment of Dalits (untouch-
ables) and tribals has been pursued for years, the approach remains a
condescending view of “sanskritization” of the “uncultured.” As in the
case of the VHP’s drive to halt conversions among tribals, the recruit-
ment of the lower castes is regarded as a consolidation of the flanks of
Hindu society rather than a reformist project committed to equality.
The RSS discourse tries systematically to conceal caste, to treat it as a
nonissue that might divide the organization by questioning the pre-
dominant values of purity, strength, devotion, and austerity, mainly
derived from an upper-caste inventory of values. A parable related to
this author by a group of old RSS workers at the headquarters in Pune
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is particularly revealing in terms of the “classical” view of caste within
the Sangh parivar:

If you draw two lines on a piece of paper, one short, the other a little longer
you have a difference in length. How can you diminish the difference be-
tween these two lines, without altering or interfering with any of them? The
answer is: by drawing a much larger line above them. In comparison with
the difference between the small lines and the big line, the internal difference
between the small lines has been diminished. Thus, the small lines are castes
and the big line is the Hindu nation. Instead of focusing on the small lines
and their internal differences, one should look at the big line, the Nation, and
forget about internal differences. This is how we in the Sangha look at caste
in our society.

This is not brahminical revivalism but rather conservatism, reluctant—
as in the case of the public role of women—to question prevailing hier-
archies and purity/impurity paradigms. This unwillingness stems
from a fear of fragmentation, internal strife, and Hindu disunity, and
from a belief in the ability of a strong national loyalty to override other
differences. The RSS is committed to create such an unfragmented, “in-
tegrated,” that is, controlled modernity through the making of a
strong, united nation. Caste divisions are, like other divisions and hier-
archies, undesirable insofar as they hamper national unity and integra-
tion, but acceptable insofar as they provide a community feeling com-
patible with that of the nation and that of the RSS. All the prejudices,
anxieties, and stereotypes that sustain and reproduce caste distinctions
are nevertheless active and present in the social environments in which
the Sangh parivar thrives, and inform in multiple ways the style in
which the Sangh parivar attempts to reach out to lower-caste commu-
nities, as the following example from Pune demonstrates.

LOWER CASTES FOR A HIGHER CAUSE

A rather different articulation of Hindu nationalism is found in the
high-profile militant youth organization Patit Pawan (literally “the
purification of the fallen”—a label given by Savarkar to his social
reform activities in the coastal Konkan region), which is fairly large
in Pune and in smaller provincial cities in western and northern Ma-
harashtra, but is an organization confined to, and unique to, Maha-
rashtra. Patit Pawan was started in 1967 as a street-fighter organiza-
tion by some RSS pracharaks in the city. The organization initially
called itself Hindu Jajvalaya Sanghatana (the Hindu Attack Organi-
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zation) and was formed in order to fight the Youth Congress and the
perceived Muslim threat in the mixed neighborhoods of Pune:

Up to 1972 there were several riots between the two communities. During
riots the Muslims are always united. Our Hindu community will never
unite at a moment’s notice, but the Muslims can do so. Thus the Muslims
can attack and do whatever they like. . . . Our founding members realized
that we too must have some unity, not in order to attack them but to
protect our community, our house. Now they know what can happen if
anything is started (interview, Dhananjay Lele, Patit Pawan leader in
Pune, 20 October 1992).

In 1971 the organization, whose leaders and activists had several
criminal cases pending against them for stabbing and violence, was
renamed and reframed, and gradually turned to more systematic or-
ganization of young Hindus. The organization went into student
politics and engaged itself in “social work,” that is, involving itself
in local conflicts and disputes on behalf of what is broadly defined
as Hindu society. The activities ranged from assistance to local areas
in providing civic amenities, campaigns against various criminal
rackets (liquor, gambling, false examination papers at colleges, and
so on), and campaigns against corrupt politicians, bureaucrats, and
police officers, to more direct political and symbolic actions such as
assaults on “anti-Hindu” politicians and media persons, and partici-
pation in the agitational campaigns of the Sangh parivar.

Up to the mid-eighties, Patit Pawan established itself in many dis-
tricts, and in Pune the organization acquired an almost mythic status
because of its agitational radicalism and efficiency. Today it has more
than eighty local branches all over the city, units in thirty colleges,
and claims to have ten thousand members and sympathizers in Pune
alone. The organization regards itself as a sort of a “rapid task force”
of the Hindu community—a militant organization entirely geared to
agitations, street fighting, and prompt action on small and big issues.
It sees itself as an organization that provides justice for those Hindus
who are otherwise deprived of it in a hostile establishment. The orga-
nization claims that at any time in Pune, within a few hours, it can
gather five thousand young men ready for action.

Ideologically, Patit Pawan claims to be inspired by Savarkar and
the militant and confrontational style of the Hindu Mahasabha prior
to Independence. It is also loosely associated with another Hindu
nationalist organization, Hindu Ekta Andolan, which in the early
1980s was particularly active in southern Maharashtra. The indepen-
dence of Patit Pawan is, however, mainly formal and tactical. The
leadership and many activists of Patit Pawan—especially in middle-
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class areas—are RSS swayamsevaks, or are active in the BJP, or at
least acquainted with the work of the Sangh parivar. Patit Pawan has
for years attempted to draw nonbrahmin groups into the Sangh pari-
var. The present BJP leader of the opposition in the legislative assem-
bly, Gopinath Munde, started his career in Patit Pawan, and so did a
considerable number of the nonbrahmin leaders in the BJP. The Patit
Pawan leadership is in constant touch with the RSS leadership,
which includes Patit Pawan in its planning and execution of agita-
tions, while it always keeps a safe distance from the more radical
actions of the organization.

The majority of the activists are nonbrahmins, mainly from poor
and middle-class families and from slum areas. Dhananjay Lele
(Chitpavan brahmin) explains the strategy in the following terms,
which betray his paternalist contempt for what he calls the “vaga-
bond style of Marathas,” and vividly demonstrates how caste dis-
tinctions are reproduced on an everyday level by circulation of
“petty stereotypes,” continuously translated into metaphors of blood
and kin. “From when the RSS first was established and till today the
working style of the organization was like a brahmin—silent work,
no attack, goal achievers. This is typical brahmin style. If anyone
attacks, agitates, demonstrates, then this is vagabond style typical of
the Marathas. People identify the RSS with brahmins because of the
working style. Patit Pawan is not identified with brahmins because
our style is the other one—the Maratha” (ibid.). The working style of
Patit Pawan is in several ways similar to that of Shiv Sena. Both or-
ganizations cultivate a militant, activist style, appeal to young non-
brahmin men, and propagate a very simple and highly communal
version of Hindutva. One of the bon mots of Shiv Sena has even been
taken over by Patit Pawan: “If Patit Pawan takes up an issue, half the
problem is solved”—because of the reputation of the organization
for action and violence. In spite of its militant postures, Patit Pawan
is rather moderate and permeated by a craving for middle-class re-
spectability, compared to the more “plebeian” atmosphere culti-
vated by Shiv Sena.

The working style and strategies of Patit Pawan can be illustrated
by an incident of communal symbolic contestation that took place in
a low-income area, Dattawadi, mainly inhabited by Maratha and
OBC (Other Backward Castes) communities near the old city in
Pune. The area, which has approximately fifteen thousand inhabi-
tants, also comprises a small Muslim pocket with around four hun-
dred people. In May 1987 a Patit Pawan branch was started in the
area by a handful of college boys. On that occasion one of the city’s
Patit Pawan leaders put a task before the boys: they should start agi-
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tations to prevent the construction of a small masjid in the area. On
a particular spot in the area there was a grave that the local Muslim
community held was the tomb of a local Sufi saint. A few yards from
it were a few small stones and an old tree, worshiped by some of the
Hindus in the area as a site for the forest god. The Muslim tomb had
for decades been surrounded by a few tin plates, while the Hindu
deity had just been marked by some saffron and red paint on the
stones. In 1987 the Muslims in Dattawadi had received some funds to
construct a small masjid on the spot, and the Patit Pawan boys
started to agitate against the construction, which they claimed would
desecrate and hide the Hindu deity. The Patit Pawan boys started
to mobilize the neighborhood on the issue and started two mitra
mandals (friends’ associations) in the area, which for the first time
organized local Ganpati festivals. The boys claimed subsequently
that the Ganesh idols were broken and burned during the festival in
1988.

Our Ganesh idols had been defiled by them and that is why it was we who
started a riot here. . . . We actually terrorized them and they could not
fight us [they were in a minority]. We burned their houses and broke them
down. We did not get enough time because the police came immediately.
Whatever time we had, we did our best. Eleven of our members were
arrested. . . . Pune is more peaceful because they are in minority and are
always beaten up. This year they unfurled the national flag on their masjid
here, and a Muslim came during Shivjayanti and garlanded Shivaji’ s por-
trait (interview with Patit Pawan members in Dattawadi, 30 January 1993).

After the riot in 1988, the police intervened in the area, and the mas-
jid was completed. The Patit Pawan boys then collected money for a
temple, which a few years later was constructed less than one foot
from the masjid. Because of the intervention of Patit Pawan and their
mitra mandals in the area, this temple has become a focal point for
every religious festival in the area. These incidents have made Patit
Pawan well known in the area, and the unit has swelled to more
than fifty activists. Many of them went to Ayodhya both in 1990 and
in 1992, and the Dattawadi area has now become known as a “com-
munally sensitive area.” The police regularly make so-called pre-
ventive arrests of some of the activists in the area prior to major
campaigns, political events, and so on.

As I argued elsewhere (Hansen 1996c), this type of communaliza-
tion through symbolic contestation of local sacred space was a regu-
lar and widespread instrument in the spread of Hindutva in urban as
well as rural areas. Further, the adoption of religion as the preferred
idiom for popular mobilization was illustrated by the example of
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Patit Pawan: assuming that the “people,” more than the so-called
“cultured sections,” was steeped in deep religious emotions, sup-
posed violations of religious sentiments were identified, direct anti-
Muslim rhetoric aimed at communal escalation of conflicts was
employed, and a violent, actionist, supposedly Maratha style of agi-
tation was applied.

The Pune setting displays with great clarity the historical dilemma
of the Sangh parivar in Maharashtra, namely, its isolation in an
urban middle-class, upper-caste environment, politically trapped at
the brahminical pole of the brahmin-Maratha antagonism that con-
tinues to structure Maharashtrian politics and culture. With the “saf-
fron wave” from the mid-1980s, the Sangh parivar in Pune was able
to transgress many of the social and cultural boundaries of its con-
stituencies and establish shakhas and political support in lower-caste
and low-income neighborhoods in the city. However, most of the
organizational backbone of the Sangh parivar is drawn from the
large group of middle-class brahmins who wield decisive power and
provide the dominant cultural outlook within the RSS and affiliates
in Pune. The new support from nonbrahmin groups to the BJP, the
RSS, and Patit Pawan is constructed and conceived within this domi-
nant worldview, depicted in a condescending language of “uplift,”
of “their” acceptance of “our cultured habits.” In this cultural narcis-
sist worldview, the Sangh parivar remains structured by a pole of
ideological and spiritual mastery (and purity) among the higher and
central echelons in the parivar living in a world of “cultured habits”
in the old city, on one end, and a pole of physical prowess, aggres-
siveness, and street-fighting courage (impurity) among the special-
ized branches of the parivar that recruit and save the lower castes
who live in worlds of ignorance, “vagabond culture,” and dirt on the
outskirts of the old city, on the other end. Within this worldview, the
“Hindu nation” is the vision that may tie these otherwise disparate
worlds together, a construction by which lower castes can ennoble
themselves, learn “cultured habits,” and become integrated into the
“great tradition” of Hindu culture.

The Sangh Parivar in the Political Field

Competitive electoral politics had from the inception of the RSS been
regarded with profound skepticism by leading circles in the organiza-
tion. The ban on the RSS in 1948–1949 shocked Golwalkar and the RSS
leadership, and their lack of preparation for this situation demon-
strated the lack of political instinct characterizing the RSS leadership
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up to the 1960s. After the ban, there was strong pressure from younger
activists in the RSS to fill the gap left open by the demise of the Hindu
Mahasabha as a force to reckon with.32 There seemed to be a constitu-
ency for Hindu nationalism awaiting a political voice. The formation of
the Jana Sangh in 1951 took place as a compromise between two clus-
ters of disparate interests. On the one hand, there was a group of expe-
rienced politicians and leaders rooted in the Hindu Mahasabha and
Arya Samaj. On the other hand, there was the RSS leadership, generally
hostile to the entire democratic notion of fighting out social differences
in public arenas. The motivation on the part of the RSS for entering the
political sphere seems to have been the chance to acquire a public voice,
and public legitimacy and, ultimately, to extend the influence of the
organization through its political affiliate.

The first election manifesto was thus a carefully worked-out docu-
ment outlining the common ideological positions of the disparate
groups in the new party: India should be viewed as an indivisible or-
ganic unit, based on a common culture with ancient roots in history.
The manifesto underlined the need for cultural rejuvenation but also
the need for a strong state, and liberties and rights for its (Hindu) citi-
zens without concessions to minorities (Graham 1990, 48–51; Baxter
1969, 27).

It soon became clear, however, that the main conflict over the build-
ing of the party emerged in the field of organization. Mookherjee and
his cadre favored an open party structure with formal and competitive
elections of leaders, whereas the RSS preferred to control the party
through informal networks and strictly regulated debates. These inter-
nal differences in the Jana Sangh evolved into a full-blown contradic-
tion during the crisis following Mookherjee’s sudden death in 1953.
Deendayal Upadhyaya had at that time acquired the post of general
secretary in the party (responsible for organizational matters), and he
stood in a very strong position by commanding the loyalty of most of
the organizers and activists as well as the support of the RSS hierarchy.
After a protracted battle between the two camps, an RSS loyalist was
elected party president, and the general secretary, Deendayal Upa-
dhyaya, emerged as the central person in the party until his death in
1968.

Within a period of four years, the RSS had succeeded in building a
party structure and establishing its dominance at all levels in the inter-
nal apparatus. The relation between the public front figures, the elected
members of parliament, the president, and the background group of
full-time organizers became more or less modeled on the relation be-
tween the public leader of the RSS in a region (the sanghachalak), and
the real network of power resting with the professional organizers, the
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pracharaks. With the dominance of the RSS, the Jana Sangh’s orienta-
tion gradually shifted from appeals to the liberal, educated middle
class in the big cities toward appeals to the lower middle classes in
north Indian small and provincial cities. There was a shift from English
to Hindi in the language of the party, and the method of mobilization
changed from rapid electoral mobilization toward gradual organiza-
tional expansion, often in close conjunction with other members of the
emergent Sangh parivar (Graham 1990, 67–68; Jaffrelot 1996, 129–57).

This transformation of the party coincided with a policy orientation
of the Jana Sangh that emphasized campaigns on issues of national
unity or anti-Muslim sentiments: the campaign for liberation of Goa
(1955); the campaign against division of Punjab on linguistic/confes-
sional lines (1955–1957); the campaign against the use of Urdu in north-
ern India (1954–1961), producing communal tension and riots in Uttar
Pradesh; the campaign for Hindi as the national language (1958–1965);
and the anti-cow-slaughter campaign from the late 1950s onward.33 Al-
though some of these campaigns consolidated the Jana Sangh’s local
networks, they also reinforced the image of the Jana Sangh as a sectar-
ian party outside the mainstream of politics as defined by Congress
and the moderate Left. This was also reflected in the electoral fortunes
of the Jana Sangh. The party’s share of the popular vote grew at a slow
pace throughout the fifties and early sixties (1957, 3.8 percent; 1962,
6.07 percent) and it was were still confined largely to Madhya Pradesh,
parts of Uttar Pradesh, Delhi, Rajasthan, and Punjab. The appeals of the
party were limited to upper-caste segments of the middle class and
among culturally conservative strata in the former princely states.

A decisive reorientation of the Jana Sangh in a more populist direc-
tion took place from 1965 onward. Within a few years it adopted a new
program based on Upadhyaya’s “Integral Humanism.” It ceased to
isolate itself in the right corner of the political field and started to ex-
plore possible alliances with other opposition forces. This reorientation
was prompted by the opening of the political field for alternatives to
Congress in the wake of Nehru’s death and the subsequent weakening
of the ideological hegemony of the Congress party.

This new direction was welcomed by those local leaders and activists
of the Jana Sangh who had adapted themselves to the rules of the game
in the political field and who had apprehensions regarding the high
moral postures of the deputed RSS pracharaks. Under the leadership of
Balraj Madhok, an RSS heretic who contrary to the general RSS line was
in favor of a more confrontationist and “political” line, the Jana Sangh
did well in the 1967 election. The party ranks swelled as many new
activists were recruited outside the closed ranks of the RSS, and the
party was able to exploit the unprecedented weakness of the Congress
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and secure thirty-five seats in the Lok Sabha and more than 9 percent
of the total vote (Graham 1990, 262; see also Madhok 1986, 60).

After the electoral success in several states, mainly in northern India,
the Jana Sangh joined United Front governments with socialists and
the Akali Dal in Punjab.34 These coalition governments broke down
within a few months, and in the following midterm elections the Jana
Sangh lost much of the popular vote again. The deep-running differ-
ences concerning strategies in the political field now erupted in a re-
vealing conflict. Balraj Madhok worked to make the Jana Sangh a con-
servative-liberal rallying point, open to mass membership, to wrest the
party from the tight hold of the RSS, and to make it an initiator of a
concerted anti-Congress and antisocialist strategy. Madhok wanted a
more robust direct strategy of liberal capitalist development, much in
line with the program offered by the conservative Swatantra party
from the early 1960s onward, and he worked for a merger of the Jana
Sangh and Swatantra in the following years.

Deendayal Upadhyaya and his lieutenants, A. B. Vajpayee and L. K.
Advani, envisaged the party as a populist platform for many groups,
but under the control of the RSS, rather than as a clearly profiled vehi-
cle for conservative and private-enterprise interests that could chal-
lenge the authority of the RSS. Vajpayee, the leader of the parliamen-
tary wing of the Jana Sangh, became especially identified with what
Jaffrelot has aptly termed “sanghathanist populism” (Jaffrelot 1996,
233). Madhok lost the power struggle and Upadhyaya, after one and a
half decades as an efficient general secretary unknown in the public,
moved into the limelight as president of the party. After his sudden
and mysterious death in 1968, Vajpayee took over as president and
served along with L. K. Advani as leader of the party. Under this lead-
ership, Madhok and his conservatives were isolated and excluded from
the party, and the entire strategy was drawn in a populist direction.
The sweeping victory of Indira Gandhi—banking on the victory in the
Bangladesh war and the slogan of “garib hatao” (remove poverty)—
added further credibility to the idea of adopting a similar mass appeal
to the “common man” and to abandon the older stigma of being a nar-
row brahmin-bania party.35 The fact that the Union government se-
riously considered banning the RSS and imposed a temporary ban on
RSS shakhas in Delhi in 1970 was probably another significant reason
behind the Jana Sangh’s rather dramatic shift toward what in the con-
temporary economy of stances in the political field was a “centrist”
position (Jaffrelot 1996, 239).

Moving along with their reading of the popular mood and the
hegemonic terms of discourse and “legitimate problematics” in the
political field, as they once again had been laid down by Congress
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(socialism, antipoverty, a stronger role for the state in the economy,
nationalization, and soon), the party decided to focus on socioeco-
nomic issues, to project itself as an alternative to Congress, in brief to
adopt what Jaffrelot calls a “legimitate opposition” (Jaffrelot 1993, 369).
In 1973, Advani suggested strict control of foreign investment, with
large industrial houses, an efficient re-distributive taxation system, and
cuts in imports in general. This policy was both in consonance with the
swadeshi philosophy inherited from the nationalist movement and re-
formulated by Upadhyaya, and struck a familiar chord among opposi-
tion parties at this juncture.

This “populist” strategy became even more prominent when the
Sangh parivar decided to support the J. P. movement from 1973–1974
onward. The general polarization of political discourse and the mount-
ing protests against Mrs. Gandhi provided fertile ground for Jaya-
prakash (J. P.) Narayan’s call for a “Total Revolution” of Indian society,
and J. P. Narayan became the indispensable center of the opposition to
Congress—a reborn Mahatma—to whose spiritual leadership inordi-
nately high expectations were attached. The RSS had become deeply
involved in the J. P. movement from an early stage through its student
wing (ABVP), which had provided manpower and organization to J. P.
Narayan in Bihar from early 1973 (Jaffrelot 1993, 300–1).

One of the results of this anti-Congress wave was the formation of
the Lok Sangarsh Samiti in 1974, a body coordinating several parties
and movements, all supporting J. P. Narayan’s Sarvodhya movement.
In an unprecedented move, the RSS issued a public statement support-
ing J. P. Narayan, who was hailed as a sannyasi comparable to Gandhi,
Bhave, and Golwalkar(!), elevated above the greed and chaos of petty
politics. J. P. Narayan in turn endowed the RSS with a new public legit-
imacy by calling members of the organization “true patriots,” “revolu-
tionaries,” and so on.36 These scattered statements by J. P.—the most
recent saint of national stature in the political history of India—are still
extensively quoted by the RSS in its pamphlets, along with similarly
sympathetic statements from Gandhi. This eager embracing of any au-
thoritative recognition, combined with an extremely autocentric princi-
ple of organization, demonstrated the central paradox in the Sangh
parivar’s encounters with the political field: striving for public recogni-
tion and legitimacy while, at the same time, internally consolidating its
symbolic cohesion through reaction to the pressures and threats of
marginalization exerted by the stigma attached to it.

The concerted and coordinated pressure on Mrs. Gandhi resulted in
imposition of the Emergency in 1975 and a subsequent ban on the op-
position, including the RSS, which was identified as one of the main
forces in the anti-Congress front. The preceding activist strategy of the
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Sangh parivar in general and the Jana Sangh in particular had, how-
ever, allowed the RSS complex to establish itself firmly in most parts of
India. The Jana Sangh’s support base was still largely found in north-
ern India, but the larger network of the Sangh parivar made the ban far
more difficult to enforce in 1975 than in 1948. The ban also had the
unintended effect of positioning both the Jana Sangh and the RSS in an
unprecedented position from which they could claim to be champions
of democracy and freedom—willing to undergo imprisonment and
persecution to sustain democracy.

The Janata Experiment

The Janata party, formed few months before the general election of
1977, was a direct result of years of cooperation between the Jana
Sangh and other non-Congress forces in the Lok Sangarsh Samiti. The
party consisted of defectors from Congress, Congress (O) headed by
former Congress leader and old-style Gandhian Morarji Desai, the So-
cialist party, the Bharatiya Lok Dal headed by the north Indian peasant
leader Charan Singh, and the Jana Sangh. All the constituent parties
gave up their separate identities and merged in the new party on a
common platform which, in spite of vague common programmatic
statements, was held together primarily by a common determination to
defeat Indira Gandhi. The role of the Jana Sangh cadres and of the
Sangh parivar in securing an electoral victory for the Janata party was
significant. Out of 298 seats secured in the Lok Sabha by the Janata
party, 93 were won by Jana Sangh candidates, especially in the old
core areas in Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh, and
Rajasthan.

The coalition of political interests behind the Janata party was amor-
phous and contradictory. The largest influence was beyond any doubt
exercised by Morarji Desai, whose vision of restoring the political order
of the Nehruvian “Golden Age” of the 1950s exercised considerable
influence on the entire political discourse of this period (Graham 1987a,
6). His somewhat saintly style and charisma inherited from his associa-
tion with Gandhi, as well as the blessings J. P. Narayan had given his
leadership, made him popular with the RSS and the activists rooted in
the Jana Sangh. The RSS accepted his political leadership, in spite of the
fact that the Jana Sangh formed the single largest contingent of MPs in
the Lok Sabha. Further, after the state legislative assembly elections in
the northern states in 1977, Jana Sangh candidates became the decisive
bloc in most legislative assemblies in the Hindi belt, and three former
Jana Sangh leaders became chief ministers in various northern states.
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The Jana Sangh settled for two significant posts in the central cabinet:
Vajpayee as foreign secretary and Advani as minister for information
and broadcasting.

Seen from the point of view of the RSS, the Janata experiment
brought about a few significant policy changes in the direction favored
by the organization, such as more emphasis on small-scale industry
and agriculturally related industries. The long-standing RSS demand
for withdrawal of standard historical works promoting a secular inter-
pretation of Indian history, and a rewriting of history books in accor-
dance with a Hindu nationalist interpretation was launched by MPs of
the Jana Sangh. This initiative caused a lot of public protest from lead-
ing historians, and eroded the relations between former Jana Sangh
members and especially the leftist contingent in the Janata party (Ru-
dolph 1984).

The thorniest issue encountered by the former Jana Sangh members
of the Janata party was the so-called “dual membership controversy.”
The RSS had expected to work closely with the new government, not as
a political body but as a distanced moral voice, exercising moral pres-
sures and “guidance.” It soon dawned on the RSS that the other forces
in the Janata party would allow the RSS to play only a rather circum-
scribed role. There was considerable pressure on the various RSS affili-
ates for a merger with other organizations in the student and labor field
in order to consolidate the support base of the Janata party in general.
However, the RSS refused to provide manpower to a party not fully
controlled by itself. This reluctance reactivated long-standing suspi-
cions regarding the longer-term objectives of the Sangh parivar, which
in a few years had experienced a rapid growth due to its newfound
respectability and visibility. Charan Singh and the socialists, in a bid to
weaken the position of Morarji Desai, demanded that the former Jana
Sangh members should give up their membership in the RSS in order
to continue as fully-fledged members of the Janata party.

This issue sparked off an intense debate on the “fascism” of the
Sangh parivar, which further boosted the factional struggles within the
Janata party. It also provided a welcome stepping stone for a well-
staged comeback of Congress as the only true protector of secularism
in India. In 1979 the second Janata party cabinet, led by Charan Singh,
collapsed and elections were scheduled for 1980. The Janata party, dec-
imated by defections and disagreements, did very poorly in the elec-
tions, and Mrs. Gandhi won a convincing victory all over the country.
The RSS and the Jana Sangh group remained loyal to Morarji Desai,
although RSS men at local levels, angry with what was seen as “back-
stabbing” by their former allies, supported Mrs. Gandhi rather than
their former partners in the Janata party.



133ORG A N I Z I N G T H E H I N D U NAT I O N

The defeat of the Janata party and the disenchantment within the
RSS with the Janata experiment resulted in the formation of a new po-
litical affiliate of the RSS, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in April 1980.
This party, led by Vajpayee and his populist wing, claimed to be the
true inheritor of the “spirit” of the Janata Party. It aimed at retaining a
substantial part of the popular goodwill and the newly acquired re-
spectability in the public realm that the Sangh parivar had earned dur-
ing the Janata years.

Ambiguities of Politics

The collapse of the Janata experiment once more activated the tension
between culture and politics as strategic areas of activism within the
Sangh parivar, albeit in yet a new form. The experience of large-scale
activism, mass mobilization, and the systematic effort to “go public”
had pushed the attitude of RSS workers in a more activist direction
than it had been just a decade earlier. It had become widely accepted
that political influence and visibility through various affiliates could
yield rich dividends. However, the Janata experiment had also con-
firmed the deep-running skepticism, especially among older RSS men,
regarding the “corrupting” impact of electoral politics on the Sangh
parivar. A substantial portion of RSS activists also had apprehensions
about the “populism” of the late Jana Sangh and the Janata party,
which they saw as an accommodation of political coalition partners
and a depletion of fundamental Hindu nationalist principles. The ad-
mission of a few Muslims and other “minority leaders” into the newly
formed BJP in order to consolidate its secular credentials, as well as the
adoption of “Gandhian socialism” as an official policy of the new BJP,
further alienated substantial sections of the more conservative and mil-
itant sections of the Sangh parivar.

The “cultural” tendency within the RSS now began to advocate a de-
linking of the RSS from electoral politics. Advocates of this policy
pushed for a purer ideological line in social work and religious matters,
more consistent with the traditional RSS ideology, more autonomous,
and less dependent on changing electoral fortunes in the political field.
On the other hand, the leaders and activists in the newly formed BJP
wanted to consolidate the gains of political respectability and public
profile made possible by the Janata experiment. They believed that the
BJP could become a dominant party within the political mainstream, if
it was able to reformulate and reactivate the disenchantment with Con-
gress. As we shall see, these two strategies were pursued rather inde-
pendently throughout most of the 1980s.



4
Democracy, Populism, and Governance in
India in the 1980s

IT IS TEMPTING to view the “saffron wave” from the late 1980s onward
as a logical outcome of decades of disciplined, well-planned organiza-
tional and ideological expansion of the Sangh parivar (see, for example,
Basu et al. 1993, 6). This interpretation tends, however, to reproduce
the RSS’s narrative of its own history as an unbroken, consistent, and
thus irresistible effort to “organize Hindu society” and to “awaken the
Hindu.” Such an interpretation excludes from view the specificity of
the political space created by the broader societal transformations in
the 1980s, which the Hindu nationalist movement and a multitude of
other forces sought to occupy.

As I will explore in more detail in the following chapter, the “saffron
wave” certainly had much to do with new and bold public strategies,
including effective appeals to widely disseminated communal mythol-
ogies. Nonetheless, the successes of the RSS, the BJP, and other affili-
ated organizations in winning broad support in new areas and within
new social groups remained crucially dependent on processes beyond
the control of its organized effort. The central argument here is that the
“saffron wave” was made possible by the conditions of possibility of-
fered in the political field: the emergence of a “majoritarian democ-
racy,” new forms of “populist governmentality,” and proliferation of
new demands and new identity claims in a process of “intensified dem-
ocratic revolution.” I argue that the success of the Hindu nationalist
movement was far from inevitable, but it was able to expand and
change the political common sense in India because it drew on already
existing discursive registers, because it voiced broad-based if imprecise
disgruntlements and anxieties, and because in large parts of India it
could occupy the political space that opened up as the Congress party
gradually disintegrated.

Populism and the Transformation of Governance

Congress returned to power in 1980 and began to reconstitute its polit-
ical power on the basis of huge electoral majorities in the elections in
the following decade. It soon became clear, however, that the edifice of
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the “Congress Raj,” as it had evolved in the course of the first three
decades after Independence, had changed irreversibly. The political
upheavals of the 1970s had mobilized larger sections of the electorate
than ever before, and had further spread a language of rights and a
sense of entitlements vis-à-vis the state among still larger groups in
Indian society. The Congress organization had been fatally weakened
by Indira Gandhi’s consistent attempts to deinstitutionalize the party,
and her reliance on populist electoral techniques. At the same time, a
still more self-confident, if heterogeneous, range of opposition parties
had built constituencies in north India and in such states as West Ben-
gal, Tamil Nadu, and Karnataka.

The classical Congress structure of the Nehruvian period was an
intricate institutional mechanism negotiating power, resources, and
mandates among districts and between the states and the center, dis-
tributing fiscal resources and arbiting social and political conflicts. Its
resilience was premised on the inclusion of most important elite groups
within a structure of negotiation, bargaining, and aggregation of the
discrete powers and constituencies of local elites upward to the center
(Kothari 1970; Weiner 1967).

After the split of Congress in 1969, Indira Gandhi set out to consoli-
date her own weak position by creating a new parallel system of au-
thority in the party based on loyalty to her personal leadership. The
formal structures in the party were bypassed, internal elections were
continuously postponed and stalled, and large groups of ambitious but
inexperienced politicians made fast careers in the political apparatus
by virtue of their unconditional loyalty to the central leadership. The
other instrument was the institution of “electoral populism” and the
search for unassailable majorities. This method combined effective slo-
gans and centrally organized lavish campaigning at rapidly increas-
ing cost with recruitment of “winners” at the local level on Congress
tickets. Locally influential businessmen and wealthy peasants who
could finance a campaign and secure a seat would get Congress sup-
port. Prominent persons believed to be able to deliver electoral support
from their specific community would also get on the ticket. The distri-
bution of places on the ticket became commercialized and engineered
from above, often bypassing the local party organization. This gener-
ated considerable instability within the Congress party and within
state governments, where factionalism was regularly encouraged by
the central leadership in order to prevent state-level politicians from
building large independent followings.1

By increasing the potential gains in terms of money and power in
politics, the clientelist structures within Congress further accelerated
the articulation of conflicts and the mobilization of new groups.2 To
prop up the electoral base of a still more deinstitutionalized Congress



136 C H A P T E R 4

party, candidates from poor and marginalized communities such as
Muslims, tribals, scheduled castes, and other lower-caste groups were
promoted, along with flimsy promises of benefits and protection from
a distant but benevolent state. These populist campaigns often de-
picted the Congress as the ally and protector of all depressed groups in
their conflicts with local elites and upper-caste groups.

The Janata party’s tenure in power had in some ways broken the
spell and self-evidence of Congress’s mandate to rule. But more impor-
tantly, the Janata party represented a configuration of political and so-
cial forces in the old heartlands of Congress in north India that gravi-
tated around large communities of upwardly mobile peasants. In the
face of these challenges, Congress produced in the 1980s a new config-
uration of electoral and mobilizational strategies, as well as a new sys-
tem of political bargaining, which has been characterized as “majori-
tarian democracy” (Mitra 1992). This new configuration was marked,
above all, by a proliferation of agitation and popular mobilization
based on symbols of community or on single issues. Such manifesta-
tions were no longer confined to election periods but became more per-
manent strategic devices deployed in conjunction with institutional
bargaining and in connection with launching new high-profile policy
initiatives or development schemes.

The very large majorities secured by Congress in the general elec-
tions of 1980 and 1984, and in many states during this period, however,
could neither cancel nor coopt the growing demands from a still more
assertive opposition and from active movements and interest groups.
Effectively banished from institutional politics at the national level as
well as from general elections organized around a few overriding emo-
tional issues, these proliferating demands were instead staged by social
movements, in concerted campaigns and agitations, and in many cases
also through the growing range of regional parties.

The practices of competitive populist mobilizations have been inter-
preted as effects of the ongoing institutional decay of the Indian state.
This decay has rendered more and more people available for a host of
extra-parliamentary agitations and political mass demands, and has
further strained the crumbling capacity of the overloaded Indian state
to deliver development results to groups outside the established net-
works of patronage presided over by the ruling elite coalitions. Accord-
ing to this influential analysis, clientelistic forms of distribution of
resources and populist forms of political mobilization stand in a mutu-
ally contradictory position.3

This argument seems, however, to underestimate the extent to which
clientelist practices, factional competition, and the institutionalization
of brokerage (dalal) have become naturalized elements in the political
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culture in modern India, and have acquired widespread legitimacy in
what we may term quotidian forms of political common sense. The
expectation that elected representatives will look after and favor their
constituency, their faction, and their caste or community, and only inci-
dentally work according to more universalist standards, is probably
one of the most common de facto “legitimate problematics” in Indian
politics. Politicians may be criticized for this type of “favoritism,” for
corruption, and so on, but ordinary voters do, at the same time, expect
a local elected representative to be efficient as a broker, available for
local complaints, and able to provide services to the constituency or
group regardless of the strictures of formal rules. Obedience or sub-
mission to formal rules is not uncommonly interpreted as a sign of
weakness.

Populist mobilization, as it is exercised by virtually all parties in In-
dian politics, revolves around expansion of clientelistic networks by
consolidating the position of the party, or a faction, in legislative bodies
and government institutions, thus enabling it to accumulate more re-
sources and control larger flows of resources.4 Access to large resources
is, hence, employed to conquer larger constituencies through expen-
sive election campaigns and, through its promise of patronage, attract
local “big men” and community leaders. Contemporary Indian politics
is undoubtedly marked by such an expansive logic of competing
“clientelist populisms.”

I wish to argue, moreover, that the majoritarian and plebiscitary de-
mocracy instituted and administered by Congress in most of the 1980s
in fact created new forms of governmentality, that is, new forms of
governmental technologies as well as new forms of rationalities in-
forming governmental interventions. New modes of high-profile fram-
ing and implementation of centralized programs were introduced,
aimed at direct distribution of benefits and bypassing intermediate
governmental structures, or at liberalizing access to foreign technology
and capital for the numerous upcoming groups of parvenu entrepre-
neurs. These new techniques suspended a major part of the intricate
but flexible institutional bargaining that had characterized the older
Congress system, in favor of manipulative and covert strategies of
undermining adversaries. It also produced populist techniques of rep-
resentation and overt manipulation of central symbols and “legitimate
problematics” in the political field, such as secularism and national
unity. Congress deployed these new techniques of government and
representation to contain the many new forces and contentious issues
unleashed by the intensified democratic revolution in the 1980s.

The first years of Rajiv Gandhi’s tenure as prime minister were
marked by a initially successful staging of him and his group of young,
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“cosmopolitan” advisors as “modern,” in the sense both of being west-
ernized and of being dynamic, self-reliant, and self-confident. Rajiv
Gandhi blamed the degeneration of the party for having caused a gen-
eral decline in popular faith in politics and politicians, and he promised
to cleanse the body politic of these vices. However, neither internal
elections in the party nor the long-overdue panchayat elections sched-
uled to be held all over the country in 1989 were ever implemented.5

Instead, the populist governmentality was further developed. Central-
ization of institutions and policy making continued, and the framing of
policies seemed still more to be informed by short-term electoral ra-
tionales—consolidating constituencies as well as weakening potential
adversaries—rather than by the pursuit of any consistent administra-
tive practice aimed at producing more general effects.

The enthusiasm for advanced technology within the party leader-
ship produced a peculiar technocratic mode of governance through
communities. The party headquarters’s extensive, centralized compu-
terized mapping of the caste and confessional composition of every
district and taluka in the entire country became an indispensable tool
in selecting and fielding party candidates at all levels, but also in fram-
ing policies, special programs, symblic gestures, and so on. This gov-
ernmentality rested on a rather unveiled arrogance vis-à-vis demo-
cratic processes, as well as a peculiar computerized version of the
objectified (colonial) knowledge of the electorate as a series of cultur-
ally defined communities that could be reached and mobilized through
effective engineering of their respective symbols of community.

Within the agricultural sector, the Union government ignored the
discretion of state governments in this area and launched a number of
large and high-profile schemes such as the “Prime Minister’s Massive
Program,” waiving loans and extending new credits through the dis-
trict administrations without involving the state level. A series of em-
ployment-guarantee schemes launched by Rajiv Gandhi to commemo-
rate his grandfather Jawaharlal Nehru bypassed state governments
and was designed to maintain the dynastic aura of the Nehru family,
and to prove the patronage power of the party. The fact that in several
states this program actually did ameliorate the lot of landless poor and
raise rural wage levels somewhat was one of the few substantial suc-
cesses of Rajiv Gandhi’s administrative strategies.

Throughout the 1980s Rajiv Gandhi developed TV coverage of his
day-to-day activities to an extent that he, in the popular wit, had more
screen presence than even the leading film stars. The national tele-
vision station, Doordarshan, also launched major TV serials that were
presented as beneficial to national integration, such as a semi-drama-
tized version of Nehru’s Discovery of India and the more controversial
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but hugely popular serialization of the Mahabharata and Ramayana
epics.6

Circulation of newsreels, video machines, and satellite TV quickly
went beyond the larger cities and the English-language audience, and
spread to rural areas and provincial towns as well.7 This opened new
opportunities and mass audiences to critical journalism and provided
unprecedented opportunities for articulation of opposition, just as
the introduction of regular TV coverage of parliamentary sessions de-
prived the parliamentarians in the ruling party of a good deal of their
earlier aura. During the general election in 1989, electronic media were
massively introduced in electoral campaigns with wide circulation of
election propaganda on videocassettes, and video raths—trucks with
huge screens and video equipment—were taken from village to village.
Although the effects of this escalation of media technology in election
campaigns seemed of limited significance in terms of the electoral re-
sults (Rudolph 1992, 86), video circulation and heavily media-borne
campaigns now became regular elements in the inventories of the elec-
toral machines of all political parties in India.

Introduction of advanced technology in the industry, the adminis-
tration, and the media, and an incipient liberalization of the economy
that made importation of technology, technical cooperation, and joint
ventures with foreign firms easier, were favorite themes of the Rajiv
Gandhi administration. The much-publicized dismantling of the “Li-
cense Raj” was, however, gradually played down in the face of resis-
tance from parts of the large-scale sector, the public sector, and agrar-
ian groups. The impact of the liberalization policies was limited to the
expanding consumer goods sector which, aided by numerous joint
ventures with Japanese and western firms, poured a host of new prod-
ucts into the market. Cars, electronic gadgets, computers, and a range
of modern household items appeared and made the consumer goods
sector expand rapidly. The urban middle classes reaped most of the
benefits of the results of the liberalization and modernization programs
as they entered the brave new world of computers, electronics, and
emulation of western consumption patterns and taste. But this “con-
sumer goods revolution” also spread very fast to the rural areas and to
minor towns. Soon, many of the symbols of urban modernity—two
wheelers, electronic devices, VCRs, refrigerators, sunglasses—became
available to the more affluent sections in many villages.8

The designs and quality of a lot of the new products manufactured
in India on a joint venture basis also exposed the poor quality and
technological backwardness of many consumer products from the li-
censed industry in the country. In the automobile sector, the difference
between the modern Maruti car and the traditional Ambassador or
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Premier cars reflected a technological gap of three decades. The incipi-
ent liberalization in the 1980s gradually generated a widespread “for-
eign technology fetishism”—an obsession with the stereotyped sym-
bols of modernity: Japanese efficiency, American ingenuity, German
solidity, French sophistication, Italian taste—as these qualities were be-
lieved to be embedded in commodities. Commercial advertising un-
derlined the nationality of the foreign technology behind the particular
product. It showed rather interestingly that “commodity fetishism” in
the age of globalization is linked not only to certain global styles of
consumption but also to the imagined location of one’s culture and
nation in a global hierarchy.

Not surprisingly, the “foreign technology fetishism” generated a
feeling of displacement of the Indian nation, especially vis-à-vis the
economically successful Asian countries. The success of China and the
East Asian economies attracted considerable attention among educated
groups in India, and produced a feeling of being somewhat left behind
a dynamic economic development in neighboring areas. The exposure
to new technologies and global media flows deepened the sense of
India’s gradual “sliding” downward in the global hierarchy of nations.
This imprecise but powerful frustration in the middle classes further
depleted the credentials of the Congress party in its erstwhile core con-
stituency. A more coherent policy of economic liberalization was, how-
ever, not implemented until 1991, when the Government of India, in
the face of a rapidly growing foreign debt and an acute deterioration of
Reserve Bank deposits, agreed to implement a comprehensive liberal-
ization and reform package negotiated with the International Mone-
tary Fund.9

Competing Populisms

From the late 1970s on, the peasantry of north India began to emerge as
a significant constituency in national politics. In these years, Delhi ex-
perienced for the first time hundreds of thousands of north Indian
farmers staging rallies to express their support of the Janata party.
Peasants in Karnataka, Gujarat, Tamil Nadu, and other states were or-
ganized by independent leaders not directly connected to the political
parties. The common features of these rallies and agitations were their
straightforward staging of economic demands toward the government,
their social base that stretched across various categories of peasants but
gravitated around a core of “middle peasants.” They employed inno-
vative tactics and agitational methods, such as rasta rokos (road
blocks), preventing transport of food to the cities; gavbands, sealing off
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the villages from outsiders such as politicians and officials; and disci-
plined dharnas (sit-in actions).

The primary problem facing this large and amorphous group, whose
production and economic strategies were fully integrated into mone-
tized systems of credit and trade, was profitability of production in the
face of state regulation of prices, infrastructural facilities, and inputs.
Compared to earlier peasant organizations that were often closely re-
lated to political parties, this “new agrarianism” represented, Dhana-
gare argues, a form of “apolitical populism” seeking direct influence on
the formation and implementation of government policies (Dhanagare
1988.

The movements revealed that a language of rights and entitle-
ments—the right to articulate protest, the right to assert oneself, but
also the entitlement to be heard and to be accommodated by govern-
ment schemes—had become naturalized in rural India as processes
of commercialization had transformed structures of class and status
(Lenneberg 1988). The gradual deinstitutionalization of Congress and
the marginal influence of opposition parties had closed the conven-
tional channels of negotiation and accommodation within the political
field. Instead, farmers led by people like Tikait and Sharad Joshi took
to the streets and staged large rallies in Delhi, Bombay, Bangalore, and
many other cities in the first half of the 1980s. (Omvedt 1988).

Paradoxically, the techniques of agitation employed by the move-
ments led to an elaboration of the populist governmentality they op-
posed. The movements actually caused a modification of agrarian poli-
cies in many states, and many of their demands soon became part
of official political rhetoric. They demonstrated, in other words, that
extra-parliamentary campaigns on simple agendas were able to pro-
duce results, as the Congress party found it relatively less complicated
to accommodate such precise demands than to deal with larger issues
of structural reform.

The Rise of the Other Backward Classes as
a Political Identity

Whereas the 1970s were marked by a gradual political mobilization of
the cultivating castes in northern and western India, and a rising asser-
tiveness of cultivating and landowning nonbrahmin groups in south-
ern India, the lower castes—squeezed between the scheduled castes
and the dominant landowning groups—became politically mobilized
in the 1980s.10 These groups were initially targets of Indira Gandhi’s
“garibi hatao” strategy, and a number of leaders from these hitherto
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politically docile groups were promoted by Congress as part of its en-
deavor to reconstitute its popular base after the split in the party in
1969.

The term “Other Backward Classes” (OBC) had been coined as a
residual administrative category as early as in 1950, but it was only
after the Mandal Commission in 1980 recommended the reservation of
27 percent of all educational seats and governmental jobs for this social
category that the OBC denomination gradually acquired political po-
tency as a rallying point for a range of upward mobile groups falling
within these categories.11

In northern India the rather condensed congruence between socio-
economic status, political power, and ritual rank made the OBC for-
mula a potent instrument in the hands of opposition parties. The Janata
Dal sought to forge an alliance between dominant landowning castes
such as Jats and Yadavs and a multitude of OBC groups on a platform
of agrarian populism. The successful mobilization of middle farmers by
the farmers’ movements was simultaneously drawing support from
the same moderately prosperous, socially ambitious, politically asser-
tive, impatient, and politically highly “available” group in north India.

The growing social ambitions and life expectations of the cultivating
middle farmers were directly related to the effects of agrarian commer-
cialization and the general growth of the middle classes in the 1980s.
The political articulation of this amorphous grouping as a distinct po-
litical identity through the employment of the Mandal Commission’s
categories were, however, largely conditioned by two powerful logics
governing the “majoritarian democracy” of the 1980s. One logic was
the search for stable electoral majorities. The tantalizing promise of
a potential 52 percent share of the electorate made appeals to the
OBC categories a central element in Janata Dal’s vaguely socialist, anti-
establishment rhetoric. Another powerful logic was that reservations
of government jobs and education opportunities had developed into a
widely used clientelistic device for securing electoral support from dis-
advantaged groups. In the southern states the reservation providing
for a host of nonbrahmin groups had since the 1960s grown to cover
more than half of all admissions to higher education. The strength of
nonbrahmin sentiment in the southern states had made this gradual
development possible without attracting much political conflict. Gu-
jarat was one of the first states in the northern and western parts of
India to be affected by open conflicts over rising ratios of reserved seats
and jobs. The reservation issue created serious disturbances in that
state from the early 1980s onward, as an alliance of lower and sched-
uled castes emerged as a stable political constituency.12
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What today has become known as “Mandalization” of the political
field in the late 1980s has often been interpreted as a watershed in In-
dian politics, as the beginning of a new phase in which the poor and
lower-caste majority began to assert its rights against centuries of tyr-
anny by the upper castes (see for instance Omvedt 1991). The entire
issue of caste-based reservations seemed, however, neither to upset nor
challenge the logics of the majoritarian democracy. The promises of
social uplift enshrined in the “Mandal formula” were in many ways
premised on the populist governmentality developed by Congress pol-
icy making and implementation bent on high-profile symbolic action
rather than structural reforms.

In fact, the expectations engendered by the Mandal agitations bore
very little resemblance, or reference, to the realities of existing schemes
of reservation and to the very limited number of jobs that could become
available.13 The reservation of 27 percent of all seats and jobs for OBCs
as recommended by the Mandal Commission would in many states
have only a marginal effect on the prospects for OBCs as well as for
higher-caste groups. What the Mandal formula provided was, rather, a
focal point for diverse identifications, a label invented by a statistician
that could provide a common ground for expressing and condensing
multiple subtle exclusions experienced by ever more assertive and self-
conscious groups of upwardly mobile peasants and others outside the
social world of the upper-caste Hindus.

The methodology used by the commission gave economic criteria a
very limited weightage in the overall evaluation of the backwardness
of a person or community.14 In keeping with the prevalent ranking of
status, the most important criterion was whether a community was
“considered backward by others.” Other decisive criteria were high
frequency of manual labor, low age of marriage, and above-average
percentage of working women. The criteria were perfectly suited for
identification of culturally conservative peasant castes. The importance
of status parameters over economic parameters in fact extended the
OBC denomination to the significant number of dominant castes such
as Jats, Yadavs, Lingayats, and Rajputs who rapidly emerged as the
leading forces in this numerically strong vertical alliance of backward
castes encompassing wealthy peasants and businessmen as well as
marginalized landless laborers.

The Mandal Commission scrutinized communities and not individ-
uals. It was assumed that in spite of singular examples of successful
social mobility, the overwhelming majority of “backwards” shared
modest living conditions and bleak prospects of life improvement, and
lived, in the words of the commission, in “a climate of extreme social
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and cultural deprivation.” The community approach reflected the
widespread paternalist assumption entertained in the urban middle
class world that “backwards” and rural people simply live in their
caste world, and that individual assessments of educational and cul-
tural needs was therefore superfluous and not applicable. Besides,
the community approach further entrenched and codified the long-
standing knowledge-practice in the political field of representation,
imagination, and self-objectivation of lower-caste groups.

The commission thus codified the historical mode of production of
the Indian people, and codified the prevailing political practices of de-
mocracy and accommodation between cultural groups—be they caste,
linguistic, religious, or ethnic—objectified by the state and continu-
ously reproduced by self-proclaimed representatives. The endeavor to-
ward objectivation of essential caste cultures, the trust in a symbolic
enfranchisement and populist governmentality, and the belief in a
“natural” solidarity among lower-caste groups were expressed in strik-
ingly naive terms in the recommendations of the commission. Here it
was clearly stated that the objective of reservations was to give OBCs
“a feeling of participation in the governance of this country,” while
admitting that the effect would mainly be “a psychological spin off.” It
was even anticipated that future OBC officers might be “a shade less
competent” but that this would be outweighed by their “first-hand
knowledge of the sufferings of the backward sections of society.”15

Needless to say, this peculiar style of representation in the political
field of the “backward community” had little resemblance to the
widely dispersed and contradictory social, economic, and cultural
practices within each of the categories depicted in the commission’s
report.

The emerging OBC identity thus gave voice and stage to an “intensi-
fied democratic revolution,” as the 1980s became dominated by com-
peting populist agitations—farmers, OBCs, regional formations—
within the overall framework of “majoritarian democracy.” The Man-
dal issue also played a crucial role in providing a distinct focus to the
mounting resentment among upper-caste and middle-class groups
(rural as well as urban) against the growing assertiveness of lower-
caste and less well-educated communities.16 As I argued in Chapter 1,
the urban middle classes (predominantly Hindu) had historically pro-
vided the backbone in Congress’s construction of the Indian nation
state. For decades these groups had been confident that the future be-
longed to them as a socially, culturally, and economically dominant
group, and only a fragment of this group had until the 1980s proved to
be a receptive audience for communalist discourse. The growing re-
sponsiveness within these groups to Hindu nationalist discourses
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revolving around themes of the endangered nation was conditioned by
what was felt as a sense of encroachment on their social world by as-
cending groups of peasants, traders, and entrepreneurs. The feeling of
encroachment had partly to do with sharpened competition over jobs
and education because of the entry of newly mobile social groups. But
it was also linked to a sense of “depurification of values” accompany-
ing the increased visibility of lower-caste groups in the public realm, in
institutions, government offices, and so on. This effect of social trans-
formation and democratic revolution—belated in north India com-
pared to the rest of the country—in turn challenged the sense of secu-
rity, status, and competence in the middle classes, already shattered by
the gradual retreat of the Indian state from the economic and regulative
model of which it had been the main beneficiary. The anti-Mandal agi-
tations and self-immolations of upper-caste students in north India in
1990 must be understood against this background of an established
middle class, haunted by fears of what was seen as a “plebeian” threat
to its hitherto complacent way of life and social position.

CASTE AND THE IMPURITIES OF POLITICS

To most of the families I met and interviewed in Pune, the political
imaginaries and the imagination of the mechanisms of the politi-
cal field were marked by deep ambivalences. On the one hand, poli-
tics was seen as corrupt and politicians generally denounced as dis-
honest and semi-criminal. The political field was depicted as an area
marked by erosion of moral principles and proper behavior in favor
of commercialized and criminalized behavior. In this upper-caste
environment, the “decay” of the world of politics was unequivocally
ascribed to the rising assertiveness of lower-caste politicians—
depicted as “goonda types” or “uncultured types.” Similarly, the os-
tensible decline in the quality of public administration was attributed
to the influx of ever more officers from the lower castes.

Almost all the families denied that caste was an active factor in the
community. The official discourse of caste as a thing of the past has
become integrated into everyday language, not least in upper-caste
educated families. But other discourses on caste did frequently break
through these narratives, as remarks in passing on the essential char-
acter of certain other caste groups, on cleanliness, on the “atmo-
sphere” of an area, and so on. The parameters of caste were in a sense
extended and transformed into an idiom of civic conduct and order:
private purity was extended into public hygiene; brahminical values
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into societal discipline, education, and culture; the notion of a brah-
min caste spirit into “modern mentality”; and erosion of caste
boundaries became translated into erosion of morality and civic
sense, wherein pollution became disorder (dangerous to women),
noise, and dirt in public places.

These changes seem to me to constitute genuine transformations,
and not mere translations of perennial hierarchies into the idioms of
urban modernity. One might say that the conceptual grammar of
caste seems to continue as the reproduction of logics of differentia-
tion and hierarchical separation (see also Gupta 1991). The political
organization of caste obviously contributes in numerous ways to the
consolidation and simplification of castes into states of “sociological
solidity.” Confronted with the problematics of urban modernity, a
competitive labor market, competitive electoral mobilization, the al-
phabet—or signification—of caste is constantly sliding. The mean-
ings of certain practices, boundaries, and caste myths have within
the last few decades increasingly become inscribed into changing
surfaces of democratic competition between groups and communi-
ties, and of competitive access to jobs, business, and education. As
the signification of caste has changed, the signified—the hierarchy of
differences—has also been transformed and extended from ritual pu-
rity toward civic conduct, Oxford degrees, or NRI (nonresident In-
dian) status. It seems, nonetheless, that important dimensions of the
conceptual grammar of caste—separation and hierarchy—tend to be
reproduced again and again.

To the middle-class professionals living in Pune and aspiring to
become as “modern” as those in the Camp area, caste identities ap-
pear obsolete in their older forms. Instead this logic of discreteness
and hierarchization is reproduced in notions of the advanced stage
of their own sophistication (as modern liberals) and as the natural
physical and cultural distance of their community from other, less
advanced groups. In the old city the brahminical ethos is trans-
formed and displaced into a sense of superior ability to capture and
utilize the instrumental rationality of modern knowledge and to in-
ternalize the utility of civic order, without losing the ancient cultural
heritage and the cultural groundedness one requires in the turmoil of
urban modernity. Communities placed lower in the hierarchy do not
possess this shield of cultural sophistication, many brahmins here
argue. When exposed to the perils and temptations of urban life they
become rootless, vulgar, dirty, and greedy for money and power.

Most of the upper-caste people from these environments who dis-
missed politics as immoral were also intensely interested and en-
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gaged in politics, captured by the jouissance derived from the con-
stant display of the “scandalous secret” of politics—corruption and
naked power—that was an obvious drive for most of these persons.
But it was also broadly realized that without political connections
and political brokerage it was next to impossible to conduct a busi-
ness, to pursue a career, to see that one’s children get a good educa-
tion and a job, or to get proper housing, civic amenities, and so on.
As if to disentangle those necessary practices from the “immoral”
sphere of politics, both the “buyers” and “sellers” of dalal employed
a rather depoliticized businesslike vocabulary to depict this sphere
of life—“to get work done,” “a small job,” “everyday business,” and
so on.

Most traits that the families saw as repulsive in politics—corrup-
tion, dishonesty, and vote catching—were at the same time ethically
neutralized as necessities in politics for “our party” to win, or neces-
sary for “our work to be done.” There was, especially among BJP
supporters, an additional dimension to the jouissance, namely, fasci-
nation with and enthusiasm for the adroit management and maneu-
vering by “our people” in the immoral web of intrigues and games
in the political field.

A tale of loss and declining ethics marked most of the narratives of
politics among the middle-class families I interviewed in Pune. Be-
moaning the loss of the “original effervescence” of independent
India in the (golden) era of Nehru and lamenting the declining stan-
dards of politicians often seemed to serve as metaphors for a fuzzier
sense of loss of community, security, predictability, justice, and
meaning and direction of society. These narratives are, to my mind,
intrinsic to modern political imaginaries and “symptoms” of the un-
folding of the democratic revolution. Lack of order, lack of develop-
ment, and the bemoaning of an immoral modernity threatened by
“uncultured people” are all seen as results of a faulty and corrupt
polity producing an excessively liberal, fragmented, and immoral so-
ciety. A brahmin clerk said: “We don’t need these silly corporators
whoever they are, they are useless. . . . There should be a single per-
son to decide. With a thousand persons thinking in all directions
nothing will work out. Nowadays democracy only means ‘by the
political people, for the political people.’” A wealthy Marwari busi-
nessman stated: “Self-discipline is the core of democracy. We need a
clean and tidy house—in elections the candidate must be learned, be
able to think of a democratic way of functioning. I believe in the
background of a person because education and culture must form
the thinking of a person.”
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The narrative of loss of order and democratic ethics applies mainly
to the realm of electoral politics. In the realm of everyday local issues,
the rights to citizenship seem to be interpreted in more mundane
terms as the entitlement to school admissions, “to get work done,” to
be looked after by the corporators—members of the Municipal Cor-
poration. Also in this sense, the primary parameters of public justice
seem to be equal entitlements and endowments of various castes and
cultural groups. The ostensible disorder and the loss of a civic equal-
ity (which only, if ever, has been extended to privileged groups) ex-
perienced by the upper-caste families in Pune was mainly attributed
to a rising assertiveness and a growing will among hitherto ex-
cluded and marginal groups to use whatever channel is available—
democratic or not—to get access to resources and entitlements. Al-
though the rise of more resolute “plebeian” modes of politics among
lower-caste communities is often framed as a way of winning social
respectability, influence, and recognition, middle-class residents in
Pune seem increasingly to dream of “a clean sweep,” an imposition
of an authoritarian moral order that would privilege those in posses-
sion of culture and status.

Religious Symbols in the Political Field

The increasing prominence of religious symbolism in Indian politics in
the 1980s was in many ways initiated by the somewhat paranoid strate-
gies pursued by Indira Gandhi and her sons in order to secure and
consolidate a perpetual Congress majority in national electoral politics.
The political manipulations in Punjab in the 1980s and the subsequent
creation of a “Sikh menace” paid off in the massive victory of Congress
in 1984 due to the wave of sympathy and national rage in the wake of
the assassination of Indira Gandhi.17 To counter the growing assertive-
ness of the Janata Dal and regional parties in the 1980s, the Congress
leadership embarked in the following years on a rather clumsy com-
munal arithmethic, practicing a shifting accommodation of both Hindu
and Muslim communal forces.

In April 1985 the Supreme Court in Delhi delivered an historic ver-
dict granting a divorced Muslim women (Shah Bano) maintenance
from her former husband by applying a section under the general
Criminal Penal Code to the case. The decision broke with the legal
precedents of treating matters of family dispute under the special pro-
visions stipulated in the Muslim Personal Law Application Act, which
was interpreted by the members of the ulama appointed to the
Muslim Personal Law Board (MPLB).18 Muslim leaders influenced by
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conservative and fundamentalist currents in the Islamic world re-
garded the verdict as an infringement on the cultural autonomy of In-
dian Muslims and called for public protests. The agitation started as a
cautious protest call during the Friday prayer, but quickly developed
into a mass movement all over the country, to the surprise of both
Muslim and non-Muslim leaders. Coordinated as a “shari‹a protection
week” by the newly formed All India Muslim Personal Law Board
(AIMPLB), hundreds of thousands of Muslims gathered in October
1985 at rallies against the Shah Bano verdict and for upholding the
status of Muslim personal law. The size and spontaneity of the mass
rallies—such as the 300,000 people who gathered in Bombay on a call
by a handful of relatively unknown Urdu journalists on 20 November
1985—indicated that frustration and a sense of insecurity had been fer-
menting for a long time among the Indian Muslims, especially in the
major cities.

The Shah Bano agitations provided an escape valve for this accumu-
lated frustration, while at the same time it also propelled a new and
more communally minded Muslim leadership into national promi-
nence. In an attempt to align Congress with the most conservative ele-
ments of the Muslim leadership, which appeared to have a grip on the
Muslim community during the 1985 agitations, a bill annulling the
Shah Bano verdict was passed haphazardly in May 1986, in spite of
massive protests from most quarters of political life.19 Seen from an
electoral point of view, the strategy never worked properly for Con-
gress. Since the mid-1980s, the Janata Dal and the Samajwadi party in
Uttar Pradesh emerged as major political rallying points for Muslims in
northern India. Both these parties tried to articulate the interests of the
large numbers of small farmers in the Gangetic area, among them
many Muslims. Both parties also took a firm pro-Muslim stand against
Hindu nationalist claims to the site of the Babri Masjid, the disputed
mosque in the town of Ayodhya in eastern Uttar Pradesh.

The site of the Babri Masjid had been legally contested by Hindu and
Muslim organizations since the nineteenth century, and had been
sealed off for decades by the colonial authorities. The core of the dis-
pute was a small platform (chabutra), inside the mosque, allegedly con-
structed on the site of Ram’s birth, and worshiped by Hindus. In 1949,
militant Hindus—probably militants from the Hindu Mahasabha—
installed sacred Ramlila idols inside the mosque. Shortly afterward the
masjid was again sealed off for worship, and a title suit was filed by
local Muslims, demanding the removal of the idols and reopening of
the masjid for worship. These had been left pending at the local court
in Faizabad since 1950.
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The Vishwa Hindu Parishad began its agitation in 1985 by filing a
writ petition in the local court in Faizabad requesting a reopening of
the “disputed structure” for Hindu worship. To everybody’s surprise,
a court order reopening the premises was issued within a week. There
is little doubt that this swift action was promoted by the Congress lead-
ership in another transparent attempt to accommodate the rapidly
growing constituency for militant Hindu nationalism. The Congress
strategy in 1985–1986 thus displayed the shortsighted rationality of
populist governmentality, now aimed at heightening communal ten-
sion, while hoping to reap the electoral benefits of the ensuing sense of
insecurity among Hindus as well as the minority communities.

In keeping with previous opportunistic election strategies, Rajiv
Gandhi openly appealed to communal sentiments among Hindu vot-
ers.20 He started his electoral campaign in 1989 in Faizabad—the con-
stituency in which the town of Ayodhya is located—with promises of
creating a Ram Rajya (“rule of Ram”) using language in several ways
resembling that adopted by the BJP. This strategy also failed, and in
1989 Congress was for the second time in independent India voted out
of power at the hands of Janata Dal’s anticorruption slogans, and by
the Hindu communal campaign of the BJP deriding the “pseudo secu-
larism” of the Congress.

There is little doubt that these transparent maneuvers in the realm of
symbolic manipulation aggravated tensions between Muslims and
Hindus in north India in the 1980s.21 Congress’s most decisive contri-
bution to this process of “communalization,” however, was its de facto
authorization of a majoritarian discourse on democracy and a cultural-
ist discourse on political loyalties. Furthermore, the continued deple-
tion of the capacity, skills, and legitimacy of the party, especially at the
local level, created important conditions for the subsequent emergence
of communal politics at center stage of Indian politics in the late 1980s.

Muslim Minoritization

Economic growth in the urban sectors and the steady commercializa-
tion of agriculture in large parts of India in the 1980s had relatively few
beneficiaries among Muslims in India. The burgeoning urban and rural
middle classes were overwhelmingly Hindu, whereas Muslims gener-
ally remained stuck in such economically marginal positions as self-
employed artisans, traders, and marginal farmers. Although a middle
class of Muslim traders, and professionals was emerging in the urban
centers of western and northern India, the consistently lower rate of
literacy and the lower attendance in formal education among Muslims
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as compared to Hindus testified to the continued economic marginal-
ization of this very large minority in the Indian state.22

The virulent anti-Muslim rhetoric disseminated by the VHP and the
RSS in the wake of the conversions to Islam of approximately one thou-
sand scheduled-caste people in Meenakshipuram in Tamil Nadu in
early 1981 (Jaffrelot 1993, 407–9), made it clear that the Hindu national-
ist forces were allowed a relatively free hand in public, whereas the
Muslim community stood without powerful public leaders. In this vac-
uum, disparate leaders such as the populist Syed Shahabuddin who
advocated cultural equality, and the conservative Imam Bukhari of the
Jama Masjid in Delhi—previously Indira Gandhi’s informal contact
to the religious establishment—emerged as Muslim leaders on an out-
spoken and culturally conservative platform.

A brief glance at some of the transformations of this rather bleak
horizon of many Muslims may, however, shed some light on the out-
burst of what appeared as “conservative radicalism” in the commu-
nity. From the late 1970s onward, an increasing number of Indian Mus-
lims (and Hindus) had gone to the Gulf countries to work as skilled
workers, technicians, and domestics. They brought back money and
status to their otherwise deprived communities, such as the Muslim
Moplahs in northern Kerala.23 The apparent might and affluence in the
Arab world strengthened the Muslim identity of many Indian migrant
workers, though not without ambiguities born out of the generally bru-
tal treatment of migrant labor in places like Saudi Arabia.24

Simultaneously, the radical antiwestern and assertive rhetoric of Is-
lamic radicalism in Iran and the Middle East impressed a new urgency
of articulation and assertion of a distinct Muslim identity upon groups
of younger intellectuals and journalists, as well as parts of the more
conservative clerical Muslim establishment in India.

The strong assertions of a Muslim identity in connection with the
Shah Bano agitations in Bombay, Gujarat, and Kerala were undoubt-
edly informed by the newfound pride and the quest for recognition
produced by this new flow of wealth and religious discourse. How-
ever, the development of ties between Indian Muslims and the Gulf
countries and the conservative postures of Muslim leaders seemed
to confirm all the run-of-the-mill stereotypes about inherently “anti-
national” Muslims. This contributed in no small measure to making the
Indian Muslims a perfect and demonized other in the Sangh parivar’s
subsequent mass production of communal stereotypes.

A brief, but unexceptional, quote from an 1991 editorial in Shaha-
buddin’s monthly magazine Muslim India, whose title signals the pro-
posed hierarchy of loyalties of the Muslim community in India, cer-
tainly seems to indicate that the Muslim identity propagated here
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tended toward the same essentialist and totalizing construction of cul-
tural and religious identities as those of the Hindu nationalists.25

For a Muslim, at the personal level, his religious identity is supreme, rising
above race, language, geography or political jurisdiction. Indeed he is not
prepared to trade his religious identity at any price—bread, profession, vo-
cation, political ideology or national identity. . . . By Islamic doctrine, the
Muslim family code, to the extent it is based on his scriptures, the Holy
Koran and the Traditions of the Holy Prophet, is universal sacrosanct and
immutable, valid for all times and for all societies. No one has the authority
to change it. . . . In short, for the Muslim, Personal Law is Religion. . . . Even
a welfare state in a developing society, with an expanding role, cannot be
permitted to change the Shariat, or to replace it with a man-made code in the
name of unity or progress.26

The growing Hindu nationalist visibility in the religious and political
field made Shahabuddin’s audience ever larger in the 1980s. The Sangh
parivar’s sustained anti-Muslim campaign and the rapidly escalating
communal violence in many parts of the country, in which Muslims in
most cases were targeted and attacked, produced anger and incipient
radicalism among sections of young urban Muslims.27 A disturbing
trend was that the long-term trend toward dispersion and “normaliza-
tion” of the Muslim vote, that is, its distribution over a number of polit-
ical parties according to social position and ideological inclination, was
abruptly reversed in the 1989 and 1991 elections as Muslims in large
numbers chose to vote en bloc against the BJP, or against Congress
(Graf 1992).

A Hegemonial Crisis

An effective hegemony in the Gramscian sense presupposes an effec-
tive historical bloc—a strategic alliance between dominant social inter-
ests—and a moral and political leadership capable of modifying insti-
tutions and reproducing societal cohesion through the governance of
the state and by virtue of control over “civil society.” In spite of the
continuation of the historical bifurcation between a middle-class soci-
ety and the uneducated communities of the “masses,” the Congress
party was in all these senses a truly hegemonic force in the first decades
after Independence. In the late 1980s the economic basis of this hege-
mony, the “License Raj,” gave way to various attempts to liberalize the
economy; governmental institutions crumbled under the weight of cor-
ruption and were transformed to ad hoc instruments in a new populist
governmentality; the security apparatuses were unable, and unwilling,
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to retain law and order effectively; the political system of institutional
bargaining gave way to competing populist projects; and the moral
and ideological leadership of the secular state disintegrated as the
dominant Hindu middle classes drifted toward Hindu nationalism.

Faced by these challenges, the chaos and the “plebeian” assertive-
ness thrown up by the democratic revolution in the 1980s, the majori-
tarian and populist interpretation of state and society promoted by
the Hindu nationalists began to appear as a more effective guarantee
of stability and continued privilege among dominant strata in Indian
society.



5
The Saffron Wave

Toward a National Hinduism

The Sangh parivar emerged stronger than ever from the upheavals of
the 1970s. The movement was entrenched in an expanded network of
shakhas and subsidiaries all over the country, and was more self-
confident than ever regarding its ability to shape and organize Indian
society. The RSS now devoted most of its energy to relaunching the
original project of Hindu nationalism, Hindu sangathan, the organiza-
tion of Hindu society. With the Ekamata (“one mother”) Yatra cam-
paign in 1982–1983 in south India, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP)
became the main vehicle of this strategy. One of the significant ritual
innovations in this campaign was the incorporation of the image of
Bharat Mata1 along with other deities in the three large yatras, proces-
sions that in 1983 meandered from north to south and east to west in
India to symbolize the congruity between the national and the sacred
geography.2 The yatras as well as a number of large religious confer-
ences organized in Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, and Kerala were conceived
and organized by the VHP and successfully attracted support from nu-
merous sects.3 Though inclusive and syncretic in its design—the Eka-
mata was represented as a spontaneous surge of Hindus irrespective
of caste, class, gender and sect—the entire campaign had a clear anti-
Muslim undercurrent, and derived vital energy from apprehensions
vis-à-vis Muslims and other non-Hindu minorities who were depicted
as “encroaching” upon Hindu culture through conversion. The yatras
and the many smaller upayatras feeding into them were thus, as is
often the case with public, organized manifestations of religious com-
munity, also assertions in space claiming the public space and ulti-
mately the imagined national space for the Hindu community. This bid
to dominate the public space with symbolic manifestations of religious
community in order to give material body, concrete crystallization, and
emotional affiliation to the imaginary national space, became some-
thing of a trademark in most of the campaigns conducted by the VHP
and the Sangh parivar in the years to come.

The Vishwa Hindu Parishad was reorganized and expanded in the
course of these campaigns. A permanent local infrastructure, parallel to
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though distinct from that of the RSS, was established in large parts of
the country. For the first time, the VHP and the Sangh parivar as such
acquired a network in the entire south Indian region, which marked a
significant step toward an actual “nationalization” of the movement.
The local units emerged in the course of the 1980s as more than indis-
pensable local wheels in the larger agitational machinery of the VHP.
In connection with local temples, the VHP formed committees that ini-
tiated renovation and expansion of temples, collected funds among
local traders, and organized social work in the localities, such as distri-
bution of food and free meals, education of women along patriotic
lines, construction of latrines and sewage systems, and childcare
courses in adjacent slum areas. The local units of the VHP were also ac-
tive during the festival season in organizing religious mandals (com-
mittees), and in bringing various sects together on common platforms.
At the level of city, region, and state, the VHP also worked to bring
influential industrialists, politicians, and leaders of religious sects to-
gether on platforms of Hindu unity, or as honorary supporters or bene-
factors of large religious congregations, rallies, or conferences.4

A new emphasis was also put on the literal representation of reli-
gious unity when the VHP organized a series of local margdarshak
mandals (councils of spiritual guides) in several regions and a central
mandal for the entire country in 1981. In 1984 this representational
structure was expanded and formalized in a regular body of sadhus,
the Dharma Sansad, which from 1984 began to organize nationwide
congregations (sadhu sammelans) in various parts of the country in
order to deliberate and discuss “vital spiritual problems.”5

In the same year, the Shri Ramjanmabhoomi Mukti Yagna Samiti
(the committee for sacrifice for the liberation of Lord Ram’s birthplace)
was formed, and in September 1985 a series of processions and
marches to Ayodhya was launched from twenty-five places in north
India. In February 1986 the campaign yielded its first results when the
Faizabad District Court decided to open the Babri Masjid for Hindu
worship. This was celebrated by the VHP as a major step toward the
Hindu nation (Noorani 1991). Though attendance at this yatra was lim-
ited, it succeeded in putting the Ayodhya problematic on the political
map of India. The VHP’s ambitions, however, went much further. In
the summer of 1984, Vinay Katiya, an RSS pracharak, formed the Baj-
rang Dal in Uttar Pradesh as a militant youth wing of the VHP, with the
intention of recruiting young underemployed men from the lower
castes for militant and daring action in conjunction with the ensuing
battle for the Hindu nation that the VHP envisaged. By the late 1980s,
Bajrang Dal had an estimated membership of 100,000 young men
mainly in north India (Jaffrelot 1993, 205). In the late 1980s, the VHP



156 C H A P T E R 5

also started a similar militant outfit for young women, Durga Vahini
(Durga’s battalion), which in many places was put directly under the
guidance of the Sevika Samiti.

Simultaneously, the VHP’s effort to reach out to the large and pros-
perous Indian emigrant communities in Africa, Europe, the Caribbean,
Southeast Asia, and North America was expanded and strengthened.
A series of Hindu world conferences was held in the 1980s in Europe
and North America, where the VHP catered to conventional orientalist
forms of knowledge of India prevailing in the western world and rep-
resented Hinduism (and itself) as a great tradition clustered around an
essential religious core, consisting of peaceful contemplation, toler-
ance, and spiritual development of the self.6 The primary targets of this
strategy were no doubt the Indian migrant communities, whose dis-
entanglement from local religious complexities and politics in India
made them receptive audiences and generous sources of funding for
the VHPs version of a syncretic, nationalized Hinduism. The same re-
moval from the localized complexities of rural and popular religious
practices, and the embrace of a modernized “spiritual Hinduism”
preaching personal development, success, and this-worldly ethics, ap-
plied in many ways to the growing urban middle class in India itself,
which was a main target of the VHP’s campaigns in the 1980s. As
van der Veer has pointed out, the prominence of a modern “spiritualist
guru” like Chinmayananda in the VHP, the proximity between the
VHP and the preachings of the Ramakrishna Mission, as well as the
increasing use of the language of “spiritual Hinduism” by such learned
authorities as the shankaracharyas (heads of prominent Hindu reli-
gious institutions), indicates that the success of the VHP’s syncretism
and nationalized Hinduism in the 1980s was made possible by a
broader transformation of the religious practices and imaginations of
the middle classes in India.7 This transformation was also connected to
a broader transformation of public representations of nation and com-
munity in the majoritarian democracy where, for instance, television
came to play a new and prominent role in modifying the style in which
society, state, and nation were imagined in India. The production and
broadcasting of the epic Ramayana and Mahabharata from 1987 onward,
the enormous attention and interest they attracted all over India
among all kinds of communities, including Muslims, and the multiple
ways they produced images and narratives that fertilized the ground
for the subsequent Ramjanmabhoomi campaign from 1989 onward,
have been widely discussed.8 Though far from ideologically innocent,
these serials were, however, not merely the communal representations
they are sometimes made out to be. They were parts of a qualitatively
new style of national imagination and were actually followed by serial-
izations of Nehru’s Discovery of India; they were also, in keeping with
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the official governmentality of “communal balancing,” followed by a
number of episodes from the Bible.

In sum, one could argue that the Sangh parivar’s strategy of generat-
ing a nationalized Hinduism through production of a new sense of a
religious community imagined around the national geography and
sites like Ayodhya proved to be an apt reading of the conditions of
possibility for ideological intervention provided by the majoritarian
democracy of the 1980s. In the field of political discourse, majoritarian
and communal themes were becoming ever more accepted and legiti-
mate; the nation had been “massified” in a rather concrete spatial
sense, as urbanization and proliferation of relatively inexpensive
means of transport enabled ever more Indians to live and experience
the nation-space through migration, cross-regional family ties, travel,
and tourism. Various religious minorities and hitherto docile lower-
caste groups had become more vocal and mobile than before, and all
these processes had become visible in shared televised representations.
The majoritarian notion of the “rights” of Hindus was gradually be-
coming a “legitimate problematic,” as the dominant interpretation of
secularism as a permanent balance between various communities—in
many ways the central political episteme in the postcolonial democ-
racy—had settled among broad groups as a fundamental principle of
intelligibility of the social world. The label of “pseudo secularism” for
any policy or measure that did not benefit Hindus as a majority was
surely a BJP invention, but its enormous popularity and vernaculariza-
tion in local languages reflected the fact that one of the effects of the
deep enfranchisement of the population through democratic processes
was the “naturalization” of Hindus as majority and as “proprietors” of
the nation. When Hindu communalists today refuse to recognize ma-
jority assertion as communalism, but insist that it is tantamount to
“natural justice” and “democracy,” they do not address the vocabulary
of the political elite but widely held “folk” understandings of what
secularism and democracy mean.

BJP as a New Beginning

In the early 1980s the idiomatic differentiation between the various
branches of the Sangh parivar turned from a division of labor into two
rather disjunctive strategies. In the political field the BJP attempted to
recover and save the moral and secular legacy of the Janata party,
while the RSS and especially the VHP promptly responded to the new
majoritarian, pro-Hindu signals from Congress, as well as to the signs
of increasing cultural assertiveness of various minority groups.9

The BJP’s attempt to display secular tolerance by attracting a number
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of Muslim personalities and candidates for state and general elections,
and by encouraging candidates to participate in Muslim festivals and
so on, engendered widespread dissatisfaction among RSS cadres at the
ground level, and a considerable debate arose within the Sangh parivar
on this issue (Jaffrelot 1993, 389–93). In 1984, leading RSS figures
openly called upon the RSS cadres to support Congress, rather than the
BJP.10 Not only had the sheer force of Congress at this juncture ren-
dered opposition parties weak and fragmented but the party was also
playing the majoritarian and communal cards with far greater force
and efficiency than the BJP was capable of, or willing to, under Vaj-
payee’s leadership (Graham 1987a, 15).

At the first national convention of the BJP, its president Atal Behari
Vajpayee justified the break with the Jana Sangh legacy by referring to
two advances made during the years of the Janata party. First, almost
2.5 million members, many of whom had never associated with the
Jana Sangh, had joined the BJP in its first nine months. Second, the
legacy of J. P. Narayan’s Gandhian “value-based politics” had far from
exhausted its potential as a mass-mobilizing device.11 The new central
party document, entitled Our Five Commitments, enshrined both a basic
commitment to the Nehruvian development model of strong state in-
tervention, planning, and large-scale industry, and a commitment to
small-scale and village-based industry, which the Jana Sangh had
made its trademark.12 The program and strategies of the BJP in the
period between 1980 and 1986–1987 was in many ways based on the
imagined restoration of the broken Janata party: a moderate Hindu
nationalist ideology combined with a cautious moral critique of Con-
gress management of the state, and guided by an overriding “logic of
opposition”—that is, a sustained effort to create a measure of unity
among the disparate forces opposing Congress.

Although the party did relatively well in the state assembly elections
in 1980 in states such as Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Gujarat—all
places where the RSS network was fairly strong and where the Jana
Sangh once had good support—the party incurred heavy losses in the
“cow belt” in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar.13 The BJP participated with
other opposition parties in loosely co-ordinated attacks on Congress on
a variety of issues—Punjab, center-state relations, economic policy—
without much effect. At the 1984 Lok Sabha election, Congress won its
biggest victory ever (403 out of 513 seats), due to the wave of sympathy
generated after the murder of Indira Gandhi, as well as the disarray of
the opposition parties.

Evaluating the reasons for the dismal performance in the elections,
where the BJP only won four seats, Vajpayee admitted the failure of his
centrist politics of loyal opposition to Congress, his personal responsi-
bility for this, and the deep crisis of the party.14 Vajpayee’s mainstream
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opposition line had proven fruitless at a time when Congress was ex-
traordinarily powerful, aggressive, and majoritarian, and when the
RSS proved reluctant to support the party.

The National Executive of the BJP decided to form a working group
to scrutinize the organization, funding, ideology, and political strategy
of the party. The report of the working group, based on a large survey
of attitudes and performance among four thousand party workers, re-
viewed most of the strengths and weaknesses of the BJP.15 From these
intense and protracted deliberations over strategy and organization
emerged a set of new compromises between the contradictory pulls
and compulsions within the Sangh parivar. On internal matters, de-
cisive concessions were given to a more “purist” line emphasizing
the BJP’s profile as the defender of “Hindu society,” in order to win
back the support of the local RSS cadres. Coalitional politics were
scrapped and a solitary strategy more in line with the self-images of
RSS cadres was adopted. However, broader populist themes were also
strengthened: expansion among the poor sections was given priority,
agitational politics was emphasized, electoral strategies professional-
ized, and public relations functions upgraded—all indicating a some-
what belated adaptation to the strategic imperatives of majoritarian
democracy.

Communalizing the Political Field

It has become part of conventional political wisdom in India to attrib-
ute the gradual turn of the BJP toward a clear-cut communal strategy
from 1986 onward to L. K. Advani’s election as party president in 1986.
A closer look at the chain of events reveals, however, that this turn
grew out of events in the political field from 1986 onward that could
not have been fully anticipated. As we saw in Chapter Three, a radical
anti-Muslim discourse had coexisted with political pragmatism within
the Sangh parivar and within the older sangathanist tradition for al-
most a century. What was new in the 1980s was, in other words, not
so much the employment of the idiom of Hindu communalism per se,
but rather the ingenuity and scale with which this idiom was differen-
tiated and disseminated through an array of new technologies of mass
mobilization.

There was, indeed, a clear change of accent from Vajpayee’s tem-
pered condemnation of the Shah Bano agitations and defense of the
principle of a uniform civil code in January 1986 in the name of mo-
dernity and equality,16 to the rather belligerent proposals regarding
control of “Pakistani infiltration” only one year later.17 The illegal
immigration to India of thousands of impoverished job seekers from
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Bangladesh and Pakistan every year was portrayed by the BJP as an
organized Muslim invasion and infiltration into India. This argument
became in the following years a standard element in the building of the
specter of a threatening Muslim menace of destabilization, job snatch-
ing, and exploitation of “goodhearted Hindus,” which other parts of
the Sangh parivar had been building up for years.

In 1989, the communal rhetoric was gradually built up again in a
continuous stream of press releases, resolutions, and statements from
the BJP, which in these years appeared as the most professionally man-
aged, well organized, and public-relations conscious of all the Indian
political parties.18 During this period, the BJP took the lead in Indian
political discourse and mass produced the simple slogans and concepts
alluding to the weakness and effeminization of Congress in the face of
determined Muslims that became so widely used in the years to follow:
“pseudo secularism,” “pampering of minorities,” “appeasement of
Muslims,” “foreign infiltration.”

The Ramjanmabhoomi/Babri Masjid issue, for long staged and fer-
mented by the VHP and RSS, only became part of the official ideo-
logical inventory of the BJP from July 1989 onward, however, not as a
front issue in the first place, but quoted as one of several examples of
Congress’s lingering weakness and subservience to Muslim pressure.19

In spite of the communal tension that had been built up in north India
over the dispute, and the violence it had produced, the dominant
theme of the 1989 election became primarily related to high-level
corruption in Congress, which was also a main target of the BJPs
manifesto.20

The Congress counteroffensive to ward off and preempt the cam-
paigns of the opposition once again revealed the populist governmen-
tality that had developed throughout the decade. To combat the BJP,
the Rajiv Gandhi administration attempted rather openly to buy into
the momentum of Hindu communalism building up in north India.
In September 1989, the government allowed the VHP to undertake the
Ram Shila Puja, a nationwide procession of consecrated bricks col-
lected from all over the country for the construction of a large Ram
Mandir in Ayodhya. The government also declared the plot adjacent
to the Babri Masjid to be “undisputed land,” which amounted to a
thinly veiled invitation to the VHP to begin construction of a Ram tem-
ple on this plot. Six days later the government attempted to accommo-
date Muslim protests by ordering the VHP to stop the construction
work.21

The launching of the Ram shila pujan in 1989 marked the beginning
of a new series of closely coordinated campaigns of the Sangh parivar
in the years to come. Leading BJP figures were appointed to the Kendra
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Karyakari Mandal, the central working committee of the RSS, and
high-level coordination between the BJP and RSS leadership was now
fully formalized.22 Like the Ekamata yatras, the design of the Ram shila
puja aimed at giving materiality and concreteness to the spatial imagi-
nation of a Hindu rashtra. Several hundred thousand bricks were taken
to villages, towns, and residential areas all over the country by VHP
and RSS activists. Village elders or local brahmin pujaris (priests) con-
secrated the bricks in ceremonies prepared by the activists, and funds
for construction of a Ram temple in Ayodhya were collected. The
bricks were then wrapped in saffron cloth, worshiped for several days,
and often carried in processions through adjacent localities. Finally, the
bricks were collected in larger arterial streams heading for Ayodhya.
Before and after the puja campaign, VHP and RSS activists arranged
mahayagnas in the localities—meetings and propaganda that espe-
cially targeted women, who were assumed to be the most receptive
audiences to religious appeals, and young men, assumed to be most
receptive to inciting communal rhetoric.23

Due to its simple but effective symbolic language and its superb or-
ganization, the campaign proved to be a major success for the Sangh
parivar, and became a decisive breakthrough for the Ramjanmabhoomi
agitation at the national level. According to the VHP’s own estimates,
almost 300,000 pujas were performed and more than 100 million peo-
ple attended the processions.24 It remains doubtful, however, whether
one can establish any straightforward causal relationships between the
mass attendance at these ceremonies, that is, watching the spectacle of
consecration, and the subsequent increase in votes for the BJP and the
increased propensity for violent assaults on local Muslims. The rela-
tionship seems rather to be at the level of indirect transformation of the
entire “public atmosphere.” The campaign enabled the Sangh parivar
to disseminate its discourse of Ram as a national hero and Ayodhya as
the symbolic center of the Hindu nation to very large, and rural, audi-
ences. As an example from Aurangabad district indicates, the pujas
were primarily organized as spectacles with limited participation, aim-
ing at strengthening the Sangh parivar networks in the villages in the
district.

PATRIOTIC BRICKS

As in other provincial cities, the VHP network in Aurangabad devel-
oped primarily within middle-class localities where the RSS had
some presence. Activists in the VHP were overwhelmingly drawn
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from middle-class families with prior ties to the Sangh parivar. In the
villages in adjacent districts, RSS shakhas were rather scattered and
rarely organized with regular drills and ideological teaching. Most
village shakhas were organized around a single individual who had
come in touch with the RSS during his education in Aurangabad,
and who gathered a few young people around him for play, sports,
“storytelling,” and so on, and worked as a local contact for the RSS
or VHP in the village. The VHP gained a larger audience in the rural
areas in the district with the Ram shila puja in 1989, especially in the
villages in Paithan and Aurangabad talukas, which were covered in-
tensely and where many hundreds of bricks were collected. The sub-
sequent mobilization of kar sevaks (volunteers for temple construc-
tion) in October 1990 gathered more than two hundred activists from
the entire district, while the local units of the VHP claim to have sent
more than one thousand kar sevaks to Ayodhya in December 1992,
mainly from the rural parts of the district, and including a substantial
number of women.

According to a VHP activist in Paithan, a cloth merchant and a
correspondent of the RSS newspaper Tarun Bharat, the success of this
brick consecration ceremony had to do with its simplicity and its
speed:

Premanufactured bricks were given to us by the Vishwa Hindu Parishad
in Aurangabad. Then we took the bricks in jeeps to the villages. Say ten-
fifteen bricks to each village. There the sarpanch [village headman], the
police patil [commander], or some elderly respected person was asked to
perform the puja: to apply turmeric paste, put flowers, and burn incense
sticks. Then the bricks were carried around in the village, a small meeting
was held with a speech or two, and we then took the bricks by the jeep
back to Aurangabad, and from there by rail to Ayodhya. . . . I think we
covered some one hundred and seventy villages that way (Vasant Rao,
VHP activist in Paithan, interviewed on 3 October 1992).

VHP activists admitted that they were received more enthusiasti-
cally in villages with a substantial Muslim population and a recent
history of enmity between Hindus and the substantial groups of
Muslims in this former part of Hyderabad state. Many of these vil-
lages had seen the revitalization of communal antagonisms pro-
moted and encouraged by Shiv Sena, a Maharashtrian organization
that in the 1980s turned to rabid Hindu communal rhetoric and ex-
panded from Mumbai into the interior of the state.25

The brick campaign was followed by widespread communal tensions
and violent incidents all over the country. A massacre in Bhagalpur in
Bihar in November 1989, where hundreds of Muslims were killed, was
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one of the largest since Partition and took place in the tense and com-
munally surcharged atmosphere created by the sustained Ramjanma-
bhoomi agitation.26

The systematic promotion of VHP and Bajrang Dal leaders as candi-
dates for the BJP in the 1989 elections, vigorously supported in their
campaigns by VHP activists and VHP sadhus, testified to a careful elec-
toral utilization of the communal mobilization hitherto mainly pro-
moted by the Sangh parivar’s specialized branches in cultural mobili-
zation. This division of labor enabled the top BJP leadership to remain
relatively moderate in its public statements on the Ayodhya dispute,
on Muslims, and so on, and thus remain largely within the dominant
parameters of political discourse. The official party discourse, ad-
dressed to a middle-class audience, could focus on the critique of Con-
gress governance.27 Open enunciation of communal hatred could be
left to local-level cadres, and could be reserved for occasions when
more popular segments of the electorate were addressed.

The results of the 1989 election marked a decisive breakthrough for
the BJP, which now emerged as the third largest party in the country.
The increase in votes (from 7.4 percent in 1984 to 11.4 percent in 1989)
yielded as many as 89 seats in the Lok Sabha because of seat adjust-
ments with the left and center coalition, the National Front. The seats
were won in two types of constituencies. They were partly in older core
constituencies, where a strong and well-extended Sangh parivar orga-
nization provided an effective campaign machinery, and where BJP
candidates had a certain reputation for being less corrupt than the
average Congress politician; and partly in constituencies where the
party capitalized on a heightened communal tension and complex pat-
terns of caste mobilization that had fragmented former strongholds of
Congress.

The 1989 election results also seemed to indicate a close correlation
between the routes of the Ram shila puja, the subsequent communal
violence in September-October 1989, and at least 47 out of the seats
won by the BJP in the states of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, Raja-
sthan and, in a less clear-cut manner, Uttar Pradesh (Chiriyankandath
1992b, 68).28

Following the anti-Congress logic of the Indian opposition parties,
the BJP entered, hesitantly, into a precarious position as support party,
along with the Left parties, for V. P. Singh’s National Front cabinet
formed by the end of 1989. The party now found itself aligned with
such MPs as Syed Shahabuddhin of the Babri Masjid Action Com-
mittee, and it constantly found itself in disagreement with the govern-
ment on vital issues on national unity and the Ayodhya dispute. Many
leading forces in the BJP feared that the party would soon jeopardize its
credibility and thus its new-found mass constituency.
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These difficulties were exacerbated at the state legislative assembly
elections in March 1990, where the BJP won a majority and formed
governments in Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Himachal Pradesh,
and won a large number of seats in Gujarat and Maharashtra. Even
more than in the 1989 elections, hard-hitting communal rhetoric domi-
nated the campaign of the BJP, and as in 1989 the party reaped signifi-
cant electoral benefits from the heightened communal tensions in all
the affected states.

The tensions between the National Front and the BJP reached a
breaking point with V. P. Singh’s announcement in September 1990
that his government intended to implement the Mandal Commis-
sion’s recommendation of 27 percent reservation of educational seats
and government jobs for OBC (“backward”) communities. Within the
Sangh parivar and its upper-caste constituencies there were wide-
spread apprehensions regarding the Mandal formula, which was op-
posed on the pretext of its inclusion of certain Muslim communities in
the OBC category. At the same time, it was obvious that a flat rejection
of the Mandal formula would jeopardize the party’s protracted drive to
attract support from lower-caste groups. Encouraged by strong forces
in the RSS and VHP, the BJP decided to break with its position as seri-
ous and “loyal opposition,” to dissociate itself from V. P. Singh, and to
embark even more strongly than before on the platform of Hindutva
and the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation, in order to oppose what was seen
as the “dangerously divisive effects” of the Mandal formula on a pro-
spective Hindu majority nation.

In September 1990, Advani launched the Rath yatra—a procession in
a rath (chariot)—from the rebuilt Somnath temple in Gujarat, winding
some 10,000 kilometers through western and northern India, and
scheduled to conclude in Ayodhya. The idea was, once more, to repre-
sent the national space as sacred space, and this time the full-scale in-
volvement of a large political party made the publicity enormous. The
rath was a modern Toyota van decorated like the chariot used by the
warrior Arjuna in the widely popular televised serial Mahabharata, but
also with the RSS symbol (the bhagwa dwaj, saffron flag) and the BJP
lotus symbol. On the van, loudspeakers played music from the tele-
vised Ramayana and Mahabharata serials, while militant slogans calling
for the building of a Ram mandir (temple) in Ayodhya, and for the
cause of Hindutva, were repeated again and again. Widely reported
in the news, the yatra—which the RSS forthrightly called a dharma
yuddha (holy war), an expression borrowed from Savarkar’s writ-
ings—received an enthusiastic response in many places. The popular
response, often organized and encouraged by local Sangh parivar ac-
tivists, was a mixture of traditional pious worship, political militancy,
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and muscular kshatriya traditions, which had become the trademark of
the Hindutva campaign. Women brought coconuts, incense sticks, and
sandalwood paste, and worshiped the motorized rath in traditional
ways. Youngsters met the Rath yatra armed with bows and arrows,
swords and trishuls (tridents), sadhus applied tilaks of blood on Ad-
vani and other “holy warriors,” and the BJP/RSS organizers organized
rallies and welcome parties in towns and villages along the route.29

Prior to the passing through of the yatra, VHP and Bajrang Dal activists
prepared the route with decorations, and saffron colors, and incited
communal propaganda and a series of minor but effective campaigns
such as the Ram jyoti: a torch lit in Ayodhya was multiplied and carried
to even remote villages, where local people were encouraged to light
their Diwali lamps with this “consecrated fire” emanating from Ayo-
dhya.30 On the whole, the Rath yatra was designed, however, primarily
as a drama which, through careful facilitation of extensive media cov-
erage, was staged on the national arena, rather than the multiple exten-
sions of local networks that characterized the brick-consecration cam-
paign in 1989 as well as the Ekmata yatra in 1983.31

As in the case of the Ram shila puja, the Rath yatra sparked serious
communal tensions and violence. It left hundreds of minor and major
incidents of anti-Muslim pogroms in its trail. The events took a dra-
matic turn when Advani was arrested by the Janata Dal administration
in Bihar in late October, and the BJP used this as a pretext for with-
drawing its support of V. P. Singh’s government. On October 30 a small
group of kar sevaks attempted to storm the heavily guarded Babri
Masjid in Ayodhya, and they managed to place a saffron flag on top of
the structure. Thereafter, a confrontation between the local police and
thousands of kar sevaks escalated and resulted in the death of more
than fifty persons in police firings. Thousands of kar sevaks were ar-
rested, and traffic and trains were stopped in an attempt to defuse and
prevent the yatra from igniting the very combustible communal situa-
tion in Uttar Pradesh. This direct confrontation with the state govern-
ment, headed by what the BJP called a “pro-Muslim pseudo secularist”
(Mulayam Singh), created a heroic legend of kar seva martyrdom in
Ayodhya and provided the optimal habitat of confrontation and clear
frontiers in the ensuing campaigns of the Sangh parivar.32

Contingencies of Electoral Politics

When fresh elections were announced in early 1991, the BJP’s elec-
tion machinery embarked unrestrainedly on the theme of Hindutva.
The areas where the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation had evoked the most
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active response were targeted in an intensive election campaign
marked by an unprecedented number of candidates affiliated with the
VHP (Chiriyankandath 1992b, 71). The swelling VHP-organized “reli-
gious parliament,” Dharma Sansad, was this time involved in the cam-
paign—at least officially—as an “advisory board” representing these
intimate connections between the party and the VHP-styled religious
authority as a kind of spiritual authorization of the BJP. The party also
began to attract support from certain intellectuals, journalists, and pub-
lic figures in the influential English-speaking public sphere. Party ideo-
logues launched direct attacks on what they called “Left intellectual
mandarins,” deriding them as “sarkari intellectuals” (puppets of the
government) and as fellow travelers of the lost cause of communism.
At the level of popular campaigning, saffron-clad sadhus and scores of
young men armed with trishuls, swords, and other weapons became a
regular feature of many election rallies, where the VHP and BJP staged
fiery speakers such as the female orators Uma Bharati and Sadhvi Ri-
tambra. These speakers became known for their inciting oratory and
direct attack on Muslims, not merely as “pampered minorities,” as the
BJP official rhetoric had it, but as enemies of the nation, and dirty, lust-
ful killers—evil incarnated that had to the “cleansed” from the national
body so the Hindus could rise from their state of weakness and lack of
self-confidence.

The 1991 election campaign became the most expensive, the most
violent, and the most brutal election campaign in the history of inde-
pendent India. The parties used modern electronic media—videos, cas-
sette tapes, video raths (trucks with large videoscreens), and public
relations material as never before, along with an enormous variety of
posters, stickers, photo booklets, and leaflets of all kinds. The campaign
was marked by an unprecedentedly sharp and communal tone, and on
numerous occasions election rallies sparked off episodes of communal
violence that sometimes escalated into full-scale riots, even in places
that had not previously experienced communal rioting.33

The assassination of Rajiv Gandhi in Tamil Nadu changed the entire
tone and focus of the campaign, and elections were postponed for a
month. In the new round of campaigning, BJP tried to occupy Con-
gress’s position as the natural locus of national unity and the guaran-
tee of stable and responsible governance, now rendered vacant by the
demise of the Nehru dynasty from the political scene. Congress suc-
ceeded, in turn, in extracting a considerable “sympathy effect,” but
could not prevent the BJP from emerging as the second largest party in
the country, with 119 seats in the Lok Sabha, expanding its share of the
total vote from 11.4 percent in 1989 to 19.9 percent in 1991.



167T H E S A F F RO N WAV E

Polls suggested that the large constituency won by the BJP was gen-
erally fairly young, predominantly male, urban, and upper-caste,
though the party also gained a considerable rural constituency, partic-
ularly among upper-caste communities in the north, whereas the
party’s voter profile was somewhat more broadly based in parts of
Gujarat and Maharashtra.34 Although the election results did not meet
the high expectations of the BJP workers, the party managed to break
out of its north Indian heartland and expand to the east and south, and
to make itself a “respectable” choice in the fast-growing middle class in
the many provincial cities. It was able to attract large funds from the
business community and from many non-resident Indians, who in-
creasingly saw it as the party of the future. Finally, the BJP became
widely popular among retired army personnel and inside the armed
forces and the police, where the promises of a stronger army, nuclear
armament, strong-arm policies in Kashmir and Punjab, and the general
celebration of national strength, honor, and a martial stance found a
receptive audience.35

The BJP was also able to win a majority in the simultaneous state
legislative assembly elections in Uttar Pradesh, after a thoroughly com-
munalized election campaign that divided the electorate deeply along
community and caste lines (Hasan 1996).36

In spite of its astounding success, the 1991 elections also revealed
some of the BJP’s limitations in terms of retaining its electoral support
beyond the enthusiasm generated by electoral campaigns. On the one
hand, although the party was successfully riding the emotional wave
generated by the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation, the enthusiasm and
emotions this generated were unstable and could not always be con-
verted into votes for the BJP. Voters could well support the construc-
tion of a Ram mandir and share the communal agenda but still cast
their vote for Congress. At the levels of state and district, on the other
hand, the political machine of Congress and the political culture of
clientelism it had nurtured for so long remained superior to the BJP’s
capacity in this field. However, Congress’s resort to majoritarian elec-
toral populism had undoubtedly opened a new set of strategic possibil-
ities for the BJP and the Sangh parivar in the late 1980s, which was
utilized to the hilt with a host of innovative technologies. The BJP had
only recently begun to practice institutional politics on a larger scale,
and to grapple with the patronage structures and flows of money per-
vading this field. The resulting “amateurism” of the BJP in institutional
politics and governance resulted in a mixture of paralysis, inflexibility,
and cases of blatant abuse of office that contributed to the subsequent
defeat of the BJP in several state elections in 1993.
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Opening Other Fronts

After the 1991 election, the Sangh parivar sought to diversify its strate-
gies. The Kashmir problem had already been the target of a campaign
by RSS’s student wing, ABVP, in 1990. The climax of the campaign was
a march of 10,000 students determined to perform satyagraha (“truth
force”) in Srinagar and unfold the national flag in the central square,
Lal Chowk, where Kashmiri militants had repeatedly burned the In-
dian flag. The ABVP activists were wearing blouses with such slogans
as “I am ready to kill Bhutto”; thousands of letters pleading for firmer
action, all signed in human blood, were sent to the president of India;
and shastrapujas, that is, worship of arms symbolically meant for the
liberation of Kashmir, were performed during the campaign.37

In early December 1991, BJP president Murli Manohar Joshi com-
menced an ambitiously designed Ekta yatra (procession for unity) from
Kanya Kumari on the southern tip of the Indian peninsula, winding
through fourteen states, and scheduled to reach Srinagar, the curfewed
capital of Kashmir, in order to hoist the national flag on Republic Day.
The yatra was designed to project the BJP as more devoted to patriot-
ism than any other political party.38 Along the route of the yatra, Kash-
miri Hindus narrated their stories of displacement, and video films of
Hindu refugee camps in Jammu and destroyed temples in Kashmir
were shown. In each state and major city the yatra was joined by a
number of local yatras in the area, and as in all the previous yatras,
public rallies were held along the route. The BJP claimed to have orga-
nized a kesaria vahini, half a million young volunteers determined to
sneak into the curfewed state of Kashmir and appear in Srinagar on for
the Republic Day celebrations, which Kashmiri militants had success-
fully prevented for some years.

The response to the yatra was generally lukewarm, except in BJP
strongholds such as Bangalore, Indore, and cities in Rajasthan and Gu-
jarat where the BJP’s organizational machinery displayed its consider-
able efficiency in organizing rallies as “popular welcomes.” As the
yatra approached Delhi and proceeded northward, it took on critical
political dimensions. The BJP had made the arrival of the yatra in Delhi
a conspicuous event. After a large rally in Delhi, where more than
100,000 party workers from all over the country had gathered to see the
yatra off to its last and dangerous phase, the mood of the participants
in the rally was militant and upbeat.39

The yatra entered Punjab under heavy security arrangements. This
could not prevent attacks on the convoy. Four BJP workers were killed,
and they were immediately projected as national martyrs in the almost
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epic atmosphere of sacrifice and honor that the BJP propaganda ma-
chinery worked hard to generate. This staging of martyrdom, widely
covered by national and international media, transformed the hitherto
“sober” line of the party leadership into belligerent jingoism. The de-
mands for nuclear armament, for a heavy hand in dealing with what
the party called “insurgency” in Kashmir and Punjab, and for a heavily
armed “security zone” along the Pakistani border were advocated in
still more militant forms.

For security reasons the yatra, with an estimated 100,000 partici-
pants, was stopped before entering Jammu. After prolonged negotia-
tions, the BJP leadership—visibly loosing courage when faced with the
actual sites of combat—agreed to cut down the contingent supposed to
reach Srinagar to a few hundred persons. The diminished BJP yatra
proceeded by military helicopter to Srinagar, where Joshi, in a very
brief and pathetic ceremony under tight military security, hoisted the
national flag at the central Lal Chowk in Srinagar and hastened back to
the military headquarters, only to leave the state of Kashmir a few
hours later by military helicopter.40

The Ekta yatra, like the Rath yatra, was designed to acquire nation-
wide dimensions through extensive press coverage, and was clearly
targeting a middle-class audience supposed to be concerned with mat-
ters of national unity rather than religion. Narendra Modi, chief BJP
organizer from Gujarat and organizer of the Ekta yatra, stated: “All
those liberal sophisticated people who could not associate with us
through the Rath yatra are now able to come out openly in support of
the Ekta yatra.”41 However, the political gains from the yatra were
modest. Unlike the draconian measures that made heroes out of the kar
sevaks when entering Uttar Pradesh and that made it possible to pro-
ject Mulayam Singh as the incarnation of all Muslim evils, the accom-
modating tactics of the government vis-à-vis the Ekta yatra deprived
the BJP of any such clear villain.

The following example from Maharashtra indicates the compulsions
and risks involved in relying on high-profile media-borne political
campaigns, and reveals that the Sangh parivar was far from having
developed any stable, unassailable constituency or even audience for
its nationalist discourse.

ROADSIDE PATRIOTISM

In Maharashtra, the BJP staged a upa yatra, a kind of local yatra that
would join the larger Ekta yatra once it reached Aurangabad. To the
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BJP it was important to demonstrate its standing among the
nonbrahmin communities, and the upa yatra was consequently led
by a young Dalit, Sandesh Kondwilkar, state secretary of the BJP,
and a Maratha, Vijay Kalke, municipal corporator from Pune. In a
bid to rid itself of the brahmin stigma still attached to the party in
Maharashtra, and in order to challenge the Congress power in the
state, the yatra moved through the sugar districts in western Maha-
rashtra, the traditional stronghold of Congress in the state. The yatra
was launched at the so-called “Holy Pass” where a famous warrior
of the Shivaji period was killed, and ended in Aurangabad (or Sam-
bhajinagar in the parlance of Shiv Sena and the BJP) six days later.
The yatra carried saffron-colored urns with holy water and soil gath-
ered along the route, played patriotic film songs, and displayed most
of the public rituals that had become associated with the peculiar
genre of what Richard Davis has called “Sangh Hinduism” (Davis,
1996: 51). Nonetheless, it had limited success in terms of evoking the
mass response it aspired to. The lack of a developed infrastructure of
the Sangh parivar in the affluent sugar belt of western Maharashtra,
the historical center of Maratha power, made the yatra a rather un-
successful undertaking. The only well-attended mass meeting was in
Aurangabad, where both the BJP and Shiv Sena had considerable
backing and were able to mobilize a few thousand activists. The Ekta
yatra also failed to attract public attention or arouse nationalist feel-
ings in the predominantly rural districts of Marathwada and Vi-
darbha it passed through in early January 1992. Villagers in a road-
side village on the highway to Aurangabad recalled: “We had heard
rumors of a new yatra coming through our village. We heard the
music long before it arrived and we ran to the roadside. There were
thirty to forty cars and trucks. But they didn’t stop or anything. They
just rushed through and went straight to Aurangabad. We didn’t
even see Joshi.”

A leading BJP man in the state attributed the failure of the yatra to
the fact that there “had been no major opposition to the yatra in the
state,” and that there had been “insufficient press coverage, even
from the Marathi press.” Although the official self-image of the
Sangh parivar emphasizes hard and systematic work as the key to
success, the adoption of new political technologies revolving around
public rituals meant for mass consumption had made the BJP cru-
cially dependent on sustained media coverage and on the incessant
production and public staging of “political events.”

After the new economic policy, including liberalization, deregulation,
and privatization of the public sector, had been proclaimed by the gov-



171T H E S A F F RO N WAV E

ernment in 1991, the RSS embarked on a campaign for a swadeshi
approach to economic development. The RSS published a pamphlet
listing the brand names of 326 consumer products manufactured by
multinationals and mentioned an Indian-produced alternative to each
product. The pamphlet called for a popular movement against multi-
nationals, and called upon its members and supporters to divert their
consumption away from the products of “exploitative multinational
companies” and toward Indian-produced goods. In a central passage
in the pamphlet it was stated: “Every morning we begin the job of
cleansing our body with the help of products manufactured by these
filthy companies which have a history of exploiting poor countries of
the world.”42

The rhetoric of swadeshi and the call for nationalist consumption
had deep resonances in modern Indian nationalism. The critique of
multinational investments and the notion of swavalambhan (self-
reliance) were borrowed from the Left and from Gandhian discourse.
RSS sarsanghachalak Deoras compared multinationals to the East India
Company, and claimed that swadeshi was but the natural continuation
of the anticolonial struggle; he called upon “patriots to shun every-
thing foreign and prize everything swadeshi.”43 Throughout, the pam-
phlet employed metaphors of purity and pollution to allude to the
depurification of culture and values brought about by “modern con-
sumerism.” The pamphlet thus tried to make itself resonate with
broader historical themes of nationalist discourse and attempted to
draft the Sangh parivar’s desire to control (capitalist) modernity—here
equated with economic globalization—as the natural desire of every
true patriot. The swadeshi campaign of the RSS did, however, bring
BJP into a somewhat awkward position. The party had initially wel-
comed the economic reforms of the Congress government, a move that
had caused disgruntlement among older RSS leaders. In the RSS fort-
nightly Organiser, a series of articles hammered on the Congress gov-
ernment as “bonded to the Worldbank” (8 March 1992); one described
multinational corporations as “imperialist designs, subjugating and en-
slaving the developing countries” (15 March 1992). At the same time,
there were fears in the BJP that the new liberal policy of Congress now
would make inroads and create sympathy in the erstwhile backbone of
the Sangh parivar constituency, the small traders and the small indus-
trialists. (Organiser, 15 March 1992).

The BJP soon modified its pro-liberalization line in the face of pres-
sure from the RSS to adopt a more swadeshi-oriented line. The revised
economic policy statement referred to the marginalization of India in
the global context: “India is today at the bottom of the international
pile . . . an abject basket case that has to beg regularly for alms from
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International agencies that treat it with disdain.”44 Likewise, the in-
creasing gap in technology, productive power, and standard of living
between India and most other Asian countries served as background
for the quest for a new model. The answer to the new challenges was to
develop an “Indian model,” in nurturing “self-confidence and capabil-
ity in consonance with our cultural mores and ethos,” and in a “swade-
shi of a self-confident, hardworking modern nation that can deal with
the world on terms of equality.”

A remarkable contradiction ran through the entire document. On the
one hand, it expressed a desire to achieve national strength as fast as
possible through a strong, high-tech type of capitalist growth while, on
the other hand, it was woven around an equally powerful desire to
control and check the consequences of such a development within a
vision that elevated “cultural harmony” to be the main component of
the economic strategy. Throughout the policy document this contradic-
tion appeared as series of attacks on the regulative policies of the Con-
gress in all fields, followed by suggestions that mainly recommended
a slightly trimmed version of these same policies.

The launching of the new economic strategy of the BJP and the Sangh
parivar revealed a new displacement and recasting of the older an-
tinomy between culture and politics as strategic fields of operation. On
one side stood the older generations of RSS pracharaks—highly critical
toward liberalization and the prospect of India getting further en-
tangled in global currents of trade, investment, and cultural products.
On the other side stood a growing section of leaders and activists, espe-
cially in the BJP—many of them involved in private enterprises—who
welcomed the break with decades of semi-planned economy, and who
regarded liberalization and integration in the world market as the only
viable course.

Ayodhya and Organized Communalism

The political potential of the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation and its many
derivatives lay primarily in the multiple ways it engaged with the
dominant discursive formations created by the postcolonial democratic
revolution in India: the Nehruvian state as the embodiment of modern
rational governance of the “masses” by the “educated sections”; secu-
larism as the condensed signifier of tolerance and “communal balanc-
ing”; Indian society as dominated by an inherently tolerant Hindu cul-
ture; the moral high ground and purity of religious idioms vis-à-vis the
“polluted” character of pragmatic politics; communalism as sectarian
and antinational sentiments among minorities; and the continuous
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production and reification of communities through extension of quasi-
collective rights and benefits to cultural communities through legisla-
tion, to mention but a few.

The power of the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation also resided in the
intricate economy between metaphor and metonymy in its many dis-
cursive modalities. Ayodhya was made the central and highly mobile
metaphor of a “lack” among the Hindus, and the Babri Masjid was
made a sign of this traumatic wound in the nation and in Hindu civili-
zation—a “lack” that could be healed through removal of Babri Masjid
and construction of a Ram mandir in Ayodhya.45 The metaphor of
“lack” and its possible overcoming by the Hindu nation was imposed
on an array of connotative fields—law and politics, history, religious
devotion, and nationalism and gender, in order to halt the incessant
sliding, differentiation, and relativization of the signification of the sa-
cred, of political rights, of culture, of Hinduism, of national pride, and
so on. In various discursive modalities, the construction of a Babri
Masjid-Ramjanmabhoomi couplet—as a sign of an “original lack” (in
Hindu society) and a prospective “fullness” (of the Hindu nation)—
sought temporarily to reorganize the entire discursive formation of In-
dian society and politics.

First, Babri Masjid signified the violated rights of the Hindu majority
within a paradigm of “equal rights of communities” that remains at the
heart of the notion of secularism authorized by the postcolonial state.
Articulated around slogans like “pseudo secularism,” “pampering of
minorities,” and “minority appeasement,” this discursive modality
emerged as an important anti-Congress and anti-establishment idiom
within the BJP. In this majoritarian idiom, the democratic principle of
the superiority of decisions made by ad hoc majorities became dis-
placed to be an a priori right of a pre-given majority. In a political field
organized as majoritarian democracy it was easy for this discourse to
become “political common sense”—as self-evident truisms about the
character of power, state, and politics—not least in the urban middle
classes. This majoritarian discourse was organized around metaphors
that sought to infuse a sense of radical rupture: of the awakening of the
dormant, hitherto silent Hindu majority, rejuvenation of the Indian na-
tion, and the beginning of an epochal change from the old humiliating
order to a new, proud, and bright future. The notion of epochal change
was related to the breakdown of the Nehruvian model of planned
economy, to the worldwide retreat of socialist-egalitarian rhetoric, to
corrupt Congress practices favoring minorities; to stalled and slow eco-
nomic development; to alliances with the communist bloc, and so on.
The collapse of communism and the collapse of “Nehruism” in India at
the hands of the Ramjanmabhoomi movement were thus claimed to be
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connected with manifestations of popular resistance elsewhere in the
world to arrogant, oppressive political elites who in the name of equal-
ity and progress had perverted their societies. By ruling through “for-
eign ideologies” such as communism and Islam, these elites had pre-
vented their societies from finding their true and essential cultural
identity.

Hindutva, it was claimed, was the only possible road to a new,
strong, developmental, and competitive Indian state, respected by the
rest of the world because it was “true to itself,” in Lacanian terms en-
joying an (impossible) “fullness.”46 An influential producer of this dis-
cursive modality of Hindutva underlined during the 1991 election cam-
paign that middle-class support for Hindutva stemmed less from devo-
tion to Ram than from a persistent disgruntlement with corruption and
disillusionment with Congress, and from a desire for modernity and
equality with other nations in the world.47 In this discourse designed
for the political field, Ram was openly depicted as an agitational device
mobilizing the masses on religious and emotional grounds, while it
enabled the allegedly rational middle classes to restore the moral fiber
and pride of Hindus in their own nation and culture—a pride that had
allegedly been suppressed and ridiculed by Congress. BJP leaders,
among them Advani, publicly announced that they were irreligious
and never went to temples. They posed for the educated urban middle
classes as “political Hindus” in a modern, secularized (but not secular)
and nationalist sense of the term.48

Second, Ram was made into a metaphor of the essential Hinduness
of Indian culture—a Hinduness claiming to encompass the authenticity
and tolerance espoused by Gandhians as well as militant and martial
traditions. Although the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation in the political
field was staged as a break and a rupture in the politics of modern
India, the RSS discourse on “Hindu culture” emphasized the founda-
tional significance of Ram to the Hindu nation. The Ramjanmabhoomi
agitation was staged as a modern manifestation of an ancient, irresisti-
ble cultural stream, a corporate Hindu culture. To subdue and destroy
this perennial Hindu culture, Muslim invaders had to destroy the su-
preme symbol of national pride, the ancient mandir claimed to have
existed in Ayodhya, and erect a masjid on the spot. This created

an eternal blot on the secular face of India. . . . Hindus over the centuries
have been subjected to aggression, tyranny, and indignities. Thousands of
temples have been destroyed. . . . This sordid tale is too deep for tears. But
Hindus don’t talk of revenge or destruction of Holy places of others. We
Hindus are magnimonious [sic] people—docile, gentle, godfearing, con-
siderate for others. . . . Well, Muslims did beat Hindus time and again, not
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because Hindus lacked bravery or sacrifice, but just for one reason—
Disunity. . . . After centuries of humiliation the Hindu’s Atma [soul] has
arisen like Phoenix from the ashes. Hindus want to possess what is theirs
(Daljit Singh, columnist, Organiser, Deepavali Special, October 1990).

In this discursive modality, Ram was a national symbol, Hindutva sig-
nified national pride, and the removal of Babri Masjid and construction
of a Ram mandir in Ayodhya was the great symbolic purifier of “the
Hindu psyche,” which would remove the “eternal blot” of humiliation
and prove the existence of a common Hindu national will. The RSS
always worked to produce this “abstract Hindu” as a united culture-as-
nationality, as a “Volk,” and Ram was fielded as a superb unifying
figure in the cultural work of reconstruction on the part of the RSS. The
materiality of a “magnificent Ram mandir”—portrayed in widely cir-
culated posters and miniature cardboard models—was meant to be a
tangible touchstone for national grandeur. But the blossoming of this
grandeur was prevented by an even more tangible and material repre-
sentation of a negativity—the Babri Masjid—a negativity radicalized
by its alleged construction on the rubble of an older temple for Ram.
This now long-abandoned and “dilapidated structures,” as it was
called in official discourse—as if to diminish its significance and assert
that it belonged to a bygone age of humiliation—represented the trau-
matic historical kernel of Hindu disunity and effeminacy that had to be
removed to produce a Hindu Volk. At the same time, the presence of
this radical negativity was the indispensable condition of possibility for
this Volk ever to exist.

It was exactly because of the significance of Babri Masjid as radical
negativity that it was of paramount importance to the Sangh parivar to
establish the historical facticity of an older temple structure beneath the
mosque.49 This would not only lend scientific credibility to the Hindu
nationalist claim of the systematic destruction of Hindu places of wor-
ship but would also lend scientific positivity to the VHP’s claim that
Ram had always been a paramount god in the Hindu pantheon, a
mythical figure symbolizing the entire Bharat. Yet this act of symbol-
ization could neither be fully supported by “facts” nor recognized by
historical circumstances, just as the VHP’s attempt to insert Babri
Masjid in a narrative of Hindu subjugation was constantly questioned
and undermined by counterarguments from the All India Babri Masjid
Action Committee (AIBMAC), from the Left, and from independent
experts. This undecidability of the Babri Masjid, in spite of its materi-
ality, provided in turn an even stronger argument for its removal. In-
terestingly, whenever the VHP or BJP was challenged on the flimsy
factual evidence supporting their claims, they displaced the entire
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question of the historical veracity of the preexisting Ram mandir into
a question of faith and thus beyond the reach of the “rational dis-
course” of science, which otherwise played such a vital part in the en-
tire attempt to rewrite history from the point of view of majoritarian
communalism.

Third, Ram was employed as a metaphor for the catholicity of tradi-
tional Hindu forms of devotion and piety, depicted as a tolerance and
pluralism intrinsic to Hindu culture. This discourse was mainly articu-
lated by the Vishwa Hindu Parishad, which in partial contradiction to
the BJPs “political Hindu,” appealed to prospective kar sevaks on the
following note:

Shri Ram is not a political idea. It is not a historical idea. Shri Ram is the very
existence of every Bharatiya. . . . As a Bharatiya you are a descendant of Shri
Ram. For crores of Hindus Shri Ram is a God, an article of faith, and more
real than living human beings. . . . The common man understands Ram in-
stinctively and responds to Him positively, e.g. in the TV serial Ramayana. . . .
The reconstruction of Shri Ram Mandir at the birth place of Lord Ram at
Ayodhya is an issue of religious faith for crores of Hindus. 350,000 Shilas
[bricks] were consecrated and worshipped from as many places in India now
awaiting the construction of the dream Mandir. These religious feelings and
fervour of millions of people, rich and poor, with different regional, lingual,
caste and class-distinctions is a supreme example of unity of religious feel-
ings amongst Hindus. . . . Such unanimity amongst the sects of Hindus and
their acharyas [religious teachers] is a unique event in the history of Hindus
(VHP, Facts and Our Duty, Bombay, n.d.).

Hindu culture, always inclusive, tolerant, and syncretic but also always
lacking a clear center, a clear-cut identity, unity, and sense of cohesion,
has finally come into itself, as a nation, through the Ram janmabhoomi
movement, the VHP rhetoric went. Through the collective worship of
Ram, posed as a latent nationalist practice, the Hindus have come to-
gether on a common platform and have made the Hindu nation mani-
fest, not as a series of “lacks” as in the orientalist renditions but as a
positivity.

With this discursive operation, the VHP tried to transgress both the
classical problem of identifying a positive “core” in Hinduism and to
transgress the semitizing strategies of the Hindu reform movements.
The greatness of Hindu culture, according to the VHP, was exactly its
antiquity, its continuity, its catholicity, and its doctrinal breadth. Hin-
duism is a culture, a “way of life,” and not a religion organized as an
institution or a set of doctrines with all the intolerance and fanaticism
that implies, the VHP argument went. The Ramjanmabhoomi agitation
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asserted the greatness and unity of Hindu culture in the form of the
multiplicity of traditions within Hinduism—its inherent “secularism,”
as a popular argument went. With the discourse on Ram as the para-
mount god in the Hindu pantheon, the VHP sought to derive, recon-
struct, and superimpose a symbolic center—Ram in Ayodhya—on a
large and diverse field of ritual practices. It thus sought to transform
the worship of Ram from a localized and heterogeneous set of religious
practices to be a symbolic expression of a supposed syncretic and in-
herent “unity in heterogeneity” of Hindu culture.50 By charging Ram
with national significance, the VHP could claim that even the simplest,
most inconspicuous popular form of worship of local varieties, or deri-
vations, of Ram, essentially amounted to daily affirmations of adher-
ence to Hindu culture as such. However, unlike Renan’s concept of the
nation as a “daily plebiscite,” VHP’s cultural determinism left no room
for dissent. This sliding, or reconfiguration, of the signification of ritual
practices away from the sacred and onto a larger field of objectified,
national culture was a crucial innovation in the politicization of Hindu
symbols, which had precedents in Gandhi’s notion of Ram Rajya, but
indeed transformed the practices of devotion to Ram in a more militant
and martial direction.51

In sum, this “religious” modality of the VHP’s discourse was aimed
at popularizing the idea of Hindus as a “people-nation” engaged in
perennial conflict with alien and intolerant semitic faiths. The struggle
of Ram against Ravana in the Ramayana epic was displaced into a strug-
gle between Ram and the Mughal emperor Babur, the Muslim invader.
The VHP’s “national Hinduism” was rendered as a martial kshatriya
Hinduism, depicting Ram as a warrior, a “Rambo,” with bow and ar-
rows and in heroic postures with a bare, muscular chest.52 This was an
imagery in keeping with the overall sliding in the representations of
Hindus from being peaceful believers toward being assertive and ag-
gressive men, which was always a trademark of Hindu nationalist rep-
resentations. With the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation this imagery found
a receptive audience among peasant castes and the masses of young
uneducated and semi-educated men in cities, small towns, and villages
in northern and western India.

The final layer in the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation was the discourse
on the danger and demonic character of the Muslim other, both as a
geographical other (Pakistan and the Muslim world), and an internal
other, the Indian Muslims with extraterritorial loyalties. The sharpest
edge of the entire Ram agitation, which sought to create a collective
Hindu subjectivity as it spoke, lay exactly in the constant drawing of
the external boundaries of the “Hindu-community-becoming-nation.”
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It was the Muslim otherness that by its threat(s) engendered a Hindu
positivity as a self-conscious culture, blocked by the permanent “in-
sult” of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya; as a territorial bounded state,
threatened by Pakistani aggression; as a cohesive state unity, threat-
ened by Kashmiri separatism; as a continuous historical entity, muti-
lated by Muslim invasions; as an inclusive, syncretic culture, threat-
ened by Muslim exclusiveness and proselytization; and as a modern,
homogenous nation, threatened by Muslim resistance to a uniform
civil legislation.

Just as it was imperative almost to fetishize the materiality of the
Babri Masjid, it was imperative to essentialize the Muslim other. In this
energetic and hateful modality in the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation,
Muslims were depicted as essentially intolerant and unfit to live under
the conditions of democracy: “Democratic and secular India has gone
soft in the face of Islamic subversion. They [Muslims] use the secular
pretext to strike at India’s very cultural roots. . . . Muslim society here
has failed to imbibe the Indian spirit. Thus secularism for their leaders
is only a one way traffic, a system to promote separatism and seces-
sionism so that they can destroy the very system ultimately” (V. P.
Bhatia, Organiser, Republic Day Special, 1993).

Islam, this discourse suggested, was always and essentially expan-
sive, aggressive, intolerant, and a latent threat to Hindu culture. By
virtue of faith, any Muslim embodies the doctrinal inflexibility and fa-
naticism associated with Islam. Any Muslim, therefore, always has a
capacity and propensity for violence, secrecy, and dominance. As in the
writings of the older Hindutva ideologues, the tight-knit, corporate,
and secretive Muslim community was assumed to be an always/
already existing entity, more immediately threatening than the equally
essentialized “Christian West.” Alluding to the orientalist depictions of
the “primitivity” of the Muslim invaders conquering the refined and
peaceful agrarian Hindu civilization, the alleged resistance among
Muslims to both birth control and a uniform civil code (extended to
family legislation) was ascribed to the “backward,” “feudal,” “male-
dominated” nature of the Muslim community in India. There were also
more subtle allusions here to racist myths of the superior procreative
powers of “primitive peoples” (Muslims), as a compensation for their
lack of civilization, as against the more feeble physical frame of the
more advanced and modern people (Hindus); this echoed colonial
myths of the excessive sexuality and masculinity of Muslims—as
against the effeminacy of Hindu men—and seemed to energize these
many varieties of anti-Muslim discourse.

The demonic power of the Muslim community not only threatened,
it also disorganized and divided other nations; its very existence pre-
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vented the jouissance of the Hindu nation, as it “stole the national en-
joyment” and weakened Hindu identity by the fear, envy, and “per-
verse attraction” (jouissance) it engendered. The centrality of this “per-
verse attraction” came out earlier in the twentieth century and before
as the drive to semitize and organize Hinduism. A similar trend was
articulated in the obsession with the strength and determination of
modern Islamic fundamentalism. “The only answer to Muslim funda-
mentalism is Hindu unity” (D. Singh, ibid.); “in a nutshell, Hindus and
Muslims are two ideological groups and the supreme Islamic mission
is to convert the Hindus, one and all. It is the ideological struggle for
Hindustan, and it has grim lessons for the easygoing Hindu. As long as
the Hindus do not believe in conversion it will be a oneway traffic. That
only underlines the importance of a powerful Hindu resurgent move-
ment (“A Missionary’s Manifesto,” ibid., Republic Day, 1990).

The obsession with fantasies about the brutality and evil ingrained in
Muslims reached a rhetorical crescendo in the speeches of Sadhvi Ri-
tambra, a young woman who from 1986 on gained a position as one of
the most effective crowd pullers in the VHP, and Uma Bharati, another
young woman with a meteoric rise through the VHP to the leadership
of the BJP. Ritambra took the vow of sannyasa and posed as a sadvi
(feminine form of sadhu) who sublimates her femininity in an im-
mensely passionate rhetorical style in the service of the Hindu cause.
Tapes with her speeches were widely circulated throughout the coun-
try, and they represented one of the clearest examples of how the dis-
course of Hindutva and Ram for mass consumption effectively re-
cruited a variety of fantasies of violent Muslim threats against the
everyday existence of the equally phantasmagoric notion of the “ordi-
nary peaceful Hindu.” It was Ritambra’s position as an “abstract
Hindu woman,” yet protected by her sublimation of sexuality, that en-
abled her to provoke and mobilize the hurt and deprived mascu-
linity—the lack of status, power, and access to women—of her pre-
dominantly male audience for the cause of Hindutva. Her speech was
dramatic, high-pitched, intense, and without breaks. She was able to
speak continuously for hours, rhythmically, in verses and rhymes nav-
igating in a sea of mythical metaphors that all were given a strongly
communal twist. While speaking she gasped, moaned, and worked
herself up to what sounded like almost orgiastic climaxes at strategic
points.

The favorite theme of Sadhvi Ritambra’s speeches was the Muslim
menace, destruction, bloodthirstiness, and brutality—epitomized in
Partition, which she depicted as a “vivisection of Bharat . . . now a
country without arms.” Muslims were the cause of the sense of inferi-
ority and the ridicule of the Hindu culture, the cause of latent fear of
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violence, of anxieties and imbalances in a broader sense. However, Ri-
tambra went much further into connotations that referred to Muslim
rape of India and Hindu women: “In Kashmir, the Hindu was a mi-
nority and was hounded out of the valley. Slogans of “Long live Paki-
stan” were carved with red-hot iron rods on the thighs of our Hindu
daughters. . . . The state tells us Hindus to have only two or three chil-
dren. After a while, they will say do not have even one. But what about
those who have six wives, 30–35 children and breed like mosquitoes
and flies?”53

One of the main attractions of Ritambra’s oratory undoubtedly lay in
the call for action—collective action—to overcome the weakness, impo-
tency, and fear of the demonic, stereotyped lustful Muslim. Here was
a woman—an abstract woman, that is—who challenged the Hindu
man to protect Mother India and the Hindu woman, and who offered
a ready-made vehicle for action, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad.

Uma Bharati, who took the sannyasa vow after rumors of a secret
love affair with a leading pracharak of the BJP, was projected as an
OBC leader and, as part of her public staging, adopted an even more
direct, rabid, and supposedly “plebeian” anti-Muslim style than that of
Ritambra. As her rhetoric goes in one of the widely circulated tapes:

Declare without hesitation that this is a Hindu rashtra, a nation of Hindus.
We have come to strengthen the immense Hindu shakti [force] into a fist. Do
not display any love for your enemies. . . . The Qur’an teaches them to lie in
wait for idol worshipers, to skin them alive, to stuff them in animal skins and
torture them until they ask for forgiveness. . . . [We] could not teach them
with words, now let us teach them with kicks. . . . Tie up your religiosity and
kindness in a bundle and throw it in the Jamuna. . . . [A]ny non-Hindu who
lives here does so at our mercy (Uma Bharati, election-speech, 1991).

This type of militant rhetoric coming from young women presented a
double subversion of the hegemonic image of peaceful and tolerant
Hindus rendered by orientalist knowledge and official ideology. One
part of the message was that the “silent majority” of otherwise peaceful
Hindus had lost patience with the essentially violent Muslims, and that
Hindus now would show that they can fight. The other subversion was
the demonstration that now even women, conventionally depicted—
within the Sangh parivar as well—as more religious, tolerant, and for-
giving, as quintessential mothers and Hindus, would take to a more
aggressive course. The staging of Uma Bharati as a young, angry, and
impatient OBC woman also played subtly on the upper-caste fear of
and fascination with stereotypes of lower-caste aggressiveness. The
message was that if Hindus were provoked further, the cultivation and
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restraint of upper-caste Hindu culture could no longer hold back and
control the anger and wrath of the lower-caste Hindus vis-à-vis the
Muslims.

These four discursive modalities of the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation
were intermingled in various combinations, adapted to their audience
and circumstances, but all revolved around the narrative of “lack” and
the “exorcising” of Muslims in order to create the Hindu nation. Like
other effective ideological discourses, the strength of this discourse was
neither its sophistication nor its correspondence with any “social real-
ity,” but its ability to recruit widely held myths and ideological fanta-
sies around a construction of an antagonistic and “radical evil.” The
power of the discourse of Hindutva also had to do with its capacity for
bifurcating political and societal space, that is, building “chains of
equivalence,” recruiting and fixing still new differences, or floating ele-
ments, as signs of either Hinduness or a reified otherness on either side
of the antagonism. The discursive power of Hindutva rested, therefore,
on the perpetual extension of the political fronts it produced to encom-
pass still new arenas and problematics. The example of the hateful
campaign against the intellectual “mandarins” in Delhi showed how
the inferiority complexes of the vernacular intelligentsia, along with a
broader populist anti-intellectualism, were brought to bear on the
Hindu-Muslim antagonism. The secular intellectuals were denounced
as alienated pseudo secularists full of contempt for true Hindu culture,
in stark contrast to the “organic” intellectuals supporting the Sangh
parivar, allegedly in touch with an authentic, popular Hinduism. This
extension of political fronts into various fields did not displace and
deplete this “original” antagonism. As an adept producer of ideologi-
cal forms, the Sangh parivar succeeded throughout a decade to re-
impose the common symbolic center, the Ramjanmabhoomi/Babri
Masjid couplet on multiple discursive forms and thus reproduce the
grammar of inclusion and exclusion, of holism versus fragmentation,
of “us” versus “them” in new situations, with still new ideological
material.

The Demolition of Babri Masjid and After

When the BJP government came to power in Uttar Pradesh in 1991,
Chief Minister Kalyan Singh said that it had come to power through a
“referendum on Mandir,” a mandate from one-third of the voters to
go ahead with the construction of a Ram mandir in Ayodhya. Once
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in office, the BJP government became entangled in the web of legal
and bureaucratic intricacies that the issue had produced, and faced
the prospect of dismissal if the court orders directing a stay on any
construction activity at the site were violated. Meanwhile, the VHP
and the Dharma Sansad wished to push the agitation further and go
ahead with the construction of the temple regardless of resistance from
the BJP.

The problem for the BJP was to work its way out of a mounting
dilemma between a somewhat forced compliance with the Congress
central government, whose evasion of any confrontation presented a
tactical problem; and on the other side the still heavier pressure from
the VHP and the RSS to step up the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation. This
strategic impasse in the BJP was complicated by increasing cleavages
within the party between a relatively pragmatic wing represented by
Advani and Vajpayee, who sought a broad constituency for Hindutva
by demonstrating “clean” and competent governance in the states
ruled by the BJP; and a wing led by Murli Manohar Joshi who, after his
failed attempt to match Advani’s stature in the party, had aligned him-
self still more with the ideological hardliners of agitational politics in
the VHP and RSS, and the many upper-caste BJP leaders who regarded
the systematic inclusion of individuals from OBC communities into
the apparatus of the party as a depletion of the RSS ethos. The former
group had adopted the dominant rationale and parameters of the po-
litical field in order to win political power through a mixing of agita-
tion with a communal bent, electoral arithmethic, and selective popu-
list governance; meanwhile, the latter group dreamt of accumulating
a large mass backing through cultural transformation, which would
enable it to take over the “rules of the game” in the political field al-
together and impose the discourses and rationales of the Hindu nation-
alist movement upon it.

In a bid to conceal the internal squabbles in the larger Hindu nation-
alist movement, the RSS embarked in June-July 1992 on an intensive
campaign for kar seva and temple construction. However, the ensuing
kar seva proved disappointing to the RSS and the VHP both in size and
nerve, and the RSS opted instead for a settlement with the central gov-
ernment, now carried out directly between VHP sadhus and the prime
minister, with the RSS, personified by Rajendra Singh, the powerful
RSS coordinator in north India who in 1944 became sarsanghachalak of
the RSS, in the role of mediator.

In the following three months, the BJP kept a very low profile on the
entire Ayodhya issue, gave few comments on the matter in interviews,
and passed no resolutions. In October 1992 the VHP embarked on what
was supposed to be a replay of the grand success of the Ram shila puja,
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this time as a nationwide Paduka puja, worship of thousands of copies
of Ram’s sandals and a collection of donations for the construction of
the Ram mandir. The campaign attracted much less attention than the
previous ones had, and betrayed a certain “Ayodhya fatigue” among
activists.54 It was amply clear that the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation
could not go on forever, and that more tangible results had to be pro-
duced at the site in Ayodhya to keep up the momentum and political
potential of the issue.

On the date when the agreed period for deliberation of the issue
expired, six thousand sants and sadhu (holy men) were assembled by
the VHP in Delhi in a sammelan called by the “Religious Parliament,”
Dharma Sansad, to discuss the Ayodhya problem. As expected, the
VHP announced unilaterally that it would start kar seva on Decem-
ber 6 in Ayodhya, and would not stop until the temple was completed.

As the negotiations stalled in November, the BJP entered the field
once again and recommended performance of a symbolic kar seva con-
sisting of the singing of bhajans and kirtans (devotional songs and
prayers) at the place where the temple construction had initially been
allowed to start by Rajiv Gandhi in November 1989. The response of
the Union government was hesitant, but eventually a symbolic kar
seva was allowed; thousands of paramilitary troops were sent to the
area to prevent the kar sevaks from physically attacking the Babri
Masjid.

Seen in retrospect, it was clear that the Congress leadership had
overestimated the extent to which moderate elements in BJP could in-
fluence the Sangh parivar, just as it had underestimated the inner com-
pulsions of the Ayodhya agitation, and the determination and zeal of
the VHP and RSS leadership. For the leadership of the RSS, the Ramjan-
mabhoomi agitation had to be concluded once and for all. The staging
of an almost epic final countdown between “true Hindus” and “pseudo
secularists”—as the RSS jargon had it—would also sanitize and force
the “politically infested” (read: moderate) elements of the Sangh pari-
var back under the hegemonic control of the RSS. All over the country,
activists from various branches of the Sangh parivar were now mobi-
lized in large numbers, and some of the most able organizers were
selected to be in charge of the activists in Ayodhya, in what promised
to become a protracted and delicate clash of strategic rationales be-
tween the RSS and the central government. Kar sevaks were pouring
into Ayodhya from all over India, while BJP leaders tried to hang on to
the imbroglio by staging small yatras, starting from the famous (and
disputed) temples at Kashi (Varanasi) and Mathura and headed for
Ayodhya. On December 6 more than 200,000 people had assembled,
ready to perform symbolic kar seva.
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In the afternoon a small group of well-prepared kar sevaks started
systematically to attack and demolish the Babri Masjid, guarded only
by a handful of police officers under the command of the BJP state
government. Some RSS and BJP leaders did for some time call upon the
kar sevaks not to attack the mosque, and groups of RSS workers tried
to prevent more people from entering the area. Shortly afterward, the
BJP leadership left for Delhi while the firebrand orators of the VHP and
the local BJP took charge of the situation. Throughout the afternoon
they shouted slogans from the stage and encouraged the massive con-
gregation of kar sevaks to go on with the demolition. As if to conceal
the act and prevent documentation, journalists and photographers cov-
ering the event were chased and beaten up, and cameras and films
were smashed and destroyed.55

The BJP cabinet in Uttar Pradesh resigned on the same afternoon,
and in the evening paramilitary troops started to clear the area. The kar
sevaks quickly dispersed, leaving the entire country in a state of shock.
In the following days events moved very fast. BJP leaders of a more
liberal mold, such as Vajpayee, appeared repentant in the press, and
Advani resigned as leader of the Opposition in the Lok Sabha in re-
sponse to what was widely seen as his public humiliation. Large-scale
riots broke out in cities all over India. On December 8, Advani, Joshi,
Ashok Singhal, and several other VHP leaders were arrested and on
December 11, the RSS, VHP, and the Bajrang Dal were banned. Less
than a week later, the BJP-run state governments in Madhya Pradesh,
Himachal Pradesh, and Rajasthan were dismissed on the grounds that
they were unable to maintain law and order and prevent riots from
raging.

This sudden change in government strategy from soft accommoda-
tion to legal repression worked as an almost instant energizer of the
BJP and the Sangh parivar. The RSS had clearly sensed that in spite of
the government actions against the movement, the demolition of Babri
Masjid had created a sort of “Hindutva wave,” a wave of untrammeled
pride in Hindu strength, a wave of revenge vis-à-vis the Muslim com-
munity, and a new jingoist self-confidence among broad sections of the
Hindus—middle and lower classes, rural and urban. The triumphalism
came out in frequent comments in this period about “teaching the mi-
norities a lesson,” “do not take on the Hindu wrath.” These fragments
of Hindu nationalist discourse gained enormous popularity and ubiq-
uity, fueled by the fear of violent Muslim reactions, and a sort of col-
lective jouissance organized around transgressing the norms of public
utterances, around saying the “unsayable”—sensing “the real” of com-
munal hatred and fascination floating freely. If not before, the idea of
Hindu rashtra—as a sense of common “flow” of Hindu communitas—
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lived transiently in these short days and weeks when “Ayodhya” be-
came the common symbolic locus of the political field, before the multi-
ple complexities of the political field again splintered the political
imaginaries into their normal state of fragmentation.

The ban imposed on the RSS and VHP was unusually light compared
to earlier bans. Most arrested leaders were quickly out on bail and
swung back in action, giving interviews and issuing statements. In
spite of the closing down of offices and financial accounts—which had
been declared days before its implementation and had offered ample
scope for preparation for the ban56—and the termination of certain
public activities, such as daily shakhas, the Sangh parivar seemed al-
most unaffected by the very soft, almost token ban. After some initial
preparations for a jail bharo (fill the prisons) action, and identification of
“safe havens” for the RSS leadership as in 1975, it became clear that in
keeping with the populist governmentality of the Congress administra-
tion this was merely a “political ban,” a symbolic action to affirm the
secular and democratic commitments of the Congress party.

The Disjunction of Agitational and Electoral Politics

The preceding analysis allows us to see that neither a conspirational
master plan nor mere political tactics can account for the emergence of
the “saffron wave.” It grew out of a complex interplay between the
inner tensions and logics in the Sangh parivar and the strategies these
had engendered, the strategic impasse in the ruling party, and the pres-
ence of large “available” audiences in the broader political field, which
made the mobilizations of various agencies of the Sangh parivar both
possible and successful. The main objective of the entire Ramjanma-
bhoomi agitation had been to build up and expand the Sangh parivar,
but not necessarily to demolish the Babri Masjid. The gradual exhaus-
tion of the energy of the agitation in 1992 compelled the RSS to make a
decisive move, and the carefully planned “spontaneous action” in
Ayodhya was probably decided and planned from some time in No-
vember, when it became clear that the negotiations were stuck and that
the popular mobilizations no longer produced sufficient enthusiasm.

To the VHP, the objective was to construct a powerful symbolic cen-
ter in Ayodhya for its own brand of syncretic “nationalized Hindu-
ism,” but certainly also to survive as a large agitational movement. To
the RSS, it was a compulsion to consolidate its growing mythical au-
thority in the public, as well as to “cleanse” the larger movement of the
pragmatism creeping in, and to reunite the movement for a greater and
loftier cause by plunging it into its preferred habitat, that of agitational
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confrontation. For this purpose, the state governments run by the BJP
and some of Advani’s personal prestige had to be sacrificed.

To the BJP leaders and to the Congress government, the entire
Ayodhya imbroglio was part of a tactical game of winning the upper
hand in the press, in the legal battles, and in the elusive sphere of as-
serting leadership, credibility, and political cunning. In that game, Ad-
vani and his lieutenants were fine-tuning a host of strategies and dis-
cursive modalities—negotiations one day, radical agitational postures
the next, legal intricacies the third—in order to humiliate the Congress
and further expand the BJP. This methodology was, at least temporar-
ily, defeated by the “antipolitics” of the RSS in these tense and con-
fused months.

The demolition suddenly opened up an articulation of the mass com-
munalism that the Sangh parivar offensive had been building up for
years. This brief and intense articulation showed that elements of the
Hindu nationalist discourse had filtered down and connected with a
more common-sense skepticism vis-à-vis politics and politicians. The
question before the BJP and the rest of the Hindu nationalist movement
was at that juncture to capture this moment of ideological domination
and convert it into the changes in the “the rules of the game” in the
political field it desired—changes that had rarely been specified be-
yond the lofty declarations of janpad, government by the people.

An indication of the BJP’s difficulties with even articulating such a
new political culture was revealed during the nationwide campaign of
the former chief minister of Uttar Pradesh, Kalyan Singh, who in a se-
ries of rallies in early 1993 was staged as “the hero of Ayodhya,” as the
man who protected the kar sevaks and resigned “voluntarily” from the
“murkiness” of politics in the service of a greater cause. Interestingly,
the main content of Kalyan Singh’s discourse in the meetings was a
long and detailed narration of the law-abiding actions of the Uttar
Pradesh state government, and the injustice done toward Hindus by
taking an article of faith to court. Singh did not fill in the role cast for
him as a triumphant, saintly victor of noble battle elevated above the
nitty gritty of politics, but appeared precisely as a politician justifying
his own acts and denouncing adversaries within the larger discourse of
rights and legality of government, which remains a crucial “legitimate
problematic” in Indian politics.57

The crux of the problem seemed to be that although the BJP and the
Sangh parivar had introduced a host of innovations and new idioms
into the practices of agitational politics, and had set up a finespun net-
work of committed activists all over the country, their lack of a more
concrete societal vision beyond the fuzzy rhetoric of social harmony
and general social conservatism also meant a lack of an alternative vi-
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sion of what political practice in government and at the local level
could be like. In this field, the BJP remained largely a captive of the
dominant political culture of populist governmentality developed by
Congress, and only added notions of the high quality of moral “charac-
ter” and decency that political representatives ideally should possess,
but rarely did.

The Sangh parivar had certainly changed the “economy of stances”
in the political field and had also challenged several fundamental “le-
gitimate problematics” in the political field, such as the official defini-
tion of secularism and the secular state. But this challenge only rejected
secularism in its strictest sense as the separation of politics and religion,
while de facto it endorsed the prevailing practice of secularism as a
system of communal balancing and separation of a profane sphere of
politics from a sublime sphere of culture. The edge of its majoritarian
critique of “pseudo secularism” was the lack of balance in this distribu-
tion, giving undue advantages to minorities while neglecting the ma-
jority who deserved the major share of political space, rights, and re-
sources, according to this logic. This critique obviously presupposed
official secularism as it was practiced through the dominant populist
governmentality of the Indian state—as selective distribution of repre-
sentation, spoils, and benefits between cultural groups—and as it had
settled as a dominant political episteme wherein secularism figured as
a “nodal point,” a condensed signifier of the (inherent) multiplicity,
tolerance, and democratic character of Indian (Hindu) society, enacted
through the constant symbolic representation of cultural groups. The
Sangh parivar’s challenge to the secular state in the 1980s was there-
fore, as pointed out above, founded upon a majoritarianism that Con-
gress had already made dominant in the political field. The entire
Ramjanmabhoomi agitation did not actually demolish secularism as a
“legitimate problematic” but recoded it to signify in “high” political
discourse what it already meant in political practice: the competitive
mobilization of more or less intersecting majorities and minorities in
the political sphere, combined with a certain measure of everyday co-
existence along increasingly non-negotiable community boundaries.

The “saffron wave” obviously did not undermine the stability of In-
dian democracy to the extent that was believed in the heated climate
after 6 December 1992. But it irreversibly challenged the optimistic be-
lief that democracy in the long run harbors the growth of tolerance and
humanization, and reduces the likelihood of intergroup rivalries and
enmities. The intensified democratic revolution, that is, the consistent
social displacements as well as upward social mobility of large social
and cultural groups, and their political mobilization in the course of the
1980s, provided crucial conditions of possibility for the “saffron wave.”
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This intensified mobilization provided manpower and energy for the
communal and xenophobic projects of Hindu nationalism—both from
within the upper-caste groups who feared social displacements and
from within the upwardly mobile lower-caste groups—but also for so-
cial assertion around the “Mandal formula” and the rising assertion of
scheduled castes all over India. Less than a year after the euphoria fol-
lowing the demolition of the Babri Masjid, a part of the energy of “ple-
beian” assertion proliferating throughout the political field began to
turn against the Hindu nationalist movement itself in the legislative
assembly elections in several states in 1993.

In a somewhat larger perspective, the “saffron wave” undermined
elitist forms of knowledge of a peaceful and tolerant democracy evolv-
ing under the Congress hegemony. What had emerged for all to see
were the much less tantalizing contours of an immensely dynamic sys-
tem of competing populisms, and Hindutva as a millenarian discourse
which, at least temporarily, had been “normalized” by the structural
compulsions of this larger system to become a more flexible, but no less
sinister, “communal populism,” oscillating between pragmatic elec-
toral politics and high-pitched anti-Muslim agitations.

The complex ways in which the BJP’s networks were involved in,
and dependent upon, local configurations of power and strategic possi-
bilities, and the various ways in which its discourse spiraled in and out
of everyday practices of community and politics may be exemplified by
the following account of the BJP’s development and environment in
Kalwa, a Mumbai suburb.

HINDUTVA AND RESPECTABILITY

Kalwa is a densely populated satellite town adjacent to Thane city,
forty kilometres north of the center of Mumbai. The area was a fish-
ing village on the brink of Thane creek inhabited by the agris—a
large, landowning caste community in the coastal zone in Thane dis-
trict. From the 1960s on, the area developed fast and became con-
nected to Thane city with a bridge, and a suburban train station was
built. The agris developed and sold their land, and as in other parts
of Thane city they emerged as a very affluent and influential commu-
nity. The first RSS shakha was opened in Kalwa in the early 1950s,
and a small unit of the Jana Sangh was started a few years later by an
RSS man, Shriram Kunthe, who also started a local school, Dnyana
Prasarani. The shakha and the school mainly attracted children from
trading and upper-caste families, whereas few agris or other commu-
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nities attended the shakha. As the development of Kalwa accelerated
after the early 1970s, Shiv Sena also opened one of their shakhas and
attracted many young agris, and soon Shiv Sena emerged as a strong
contender for power in the area. From 1981 on, the BJP started sys-
tematic work in the area, and in 1982 Datta Kamat ran for the Munic-
ipal Corporation for the first time, though unsuccessfully. The BJP’s
work was gradually built up throughout the 1980s. A regular office
was opened, the party took up many of the urgent civic problems,
such as lighting, drainage and roads, pollution from the nearby in-
dustrial area, enlargement of the narrow bridge to Thane city, and
so on.

The fast and haphazard development of Kalwa in the 1960s and
1970s left the area without proper infrastructure and there was a gen-
eral feeling of neglect in the area. It was felt that the considerable
funds at the disposal of the wealthy Thane Municipal Corporation
were either stolen by corrupt politicians or spent on huge prestigious
projects in the city.

Datta Kamat has made a name for himself as a good provider of
municipal funds to the area, and as a competent and uncorrupted
local troubleshooter. He has provided an active environment around
the BJP office, which in the evenings has become a regular meeting
place for the more than fifty activists in his own municipal ward.
Kamat has also started a local Ganpati mandal, Namaskar Mitra
Mandal, which has become one of the largest and most active man-
dals in Kalwa, and another popular meeting place for young people
and activists.58 Kamat’s successful projection of the BJP as a dynamic
and uncorrupted force, representing and taking care of the some-
what overlooked and peripheral Kalwa vis-à-vis the Municipal Cor-
poration, has given the party considerable goodwill in the area. Un-
like central Thane, where the support for the BJP is connected to the
general image and cultural activities of the Sangh parivar, the base in
Kalwa is not equally dependent on the RSS. There is still only one
shakha in the area, which along with the Dnyana Prasarani provides
the core group of activists, but the BJP is the primary Hindu national-
ist force in Kalwa.

Thane city was one of the Bombay suburbs where in the late 1960s
Shiv Sena quickly developed strong support and significant repre-
sentation in the Municipal Council. The organization built a network
of local branches (shakhas), which provided social services, ambu-
lance services, and a meeting place for young men in slums and mid-
dle-class areas. Shiv Sena borrowed the term shakha from the RSS, but
although in the RSS the shakhas are sites for daily exercise and other
routines, a Shiv Sena shakha is a building—often decorated as a for-
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tress from the time of the seventeenth-century Maratha king
Shivaji—that functions as a meeting hall and office for the local lead-
ers of Shiv Sena. The organization used to be very strong in Kalwa,
and there are still many activists attached to the large shakha at the
central square in the area, but in the late 1980s the Shiv Sena was
displaced as the dynamic organization capable of attracting young
activists. This used to be one of Shiv Sena’s “safest” municipal
wards, but new legislation reserved it for female candidates. This
created difficulties in Shiv Sena, and the political significance of the
area was hence lowered somewhat in the distinctly macho atmo-
sphere of the party.

In spite of its high-profile activism, the BJP remains marginal to the
powerful patronage structures controlled and operated by the agri
elite in Kalwa, through banks, real estate development, various edu-
cational and social welfare trusts, school admission boards, and so
on. Due to their positions as brokers of accommodation, credit, and
civic amenities, the local elite—overwhelmingly organized in Con-
gress—has repeatedly been able to get their candidates elected for
the Municipal Corporation in several of the four municipal wards in
the area.

The BJP in Kalwa has been able to attract support from some
lower-caste voters and a sizable chunk of the middle-class vote, dis-
gruntled with the corruption in Congress, and uneasy with what is
widely regarded as “criminalization” of Shiv Sena. The advances
made by the BJP in Kalwa also reflected the gradual demographic
transformations in the area. In the 1980s the number of high-rise
apartment blocks expanded significantly and attracted still more up-
wardly mobile lower-middle-class families from the entire Mumbai
region in search of a “respectable” neighborhood at an affordable
cost. The BJP’s brand of “respectable Hindutva” appealed more to
the desired lifestyle and self-representations within this large group
of newcomers than did the strong-man style of politics practiced by
Shiv Sena.

The changing patterns of political loyalties in Kalwa in the early
1990s thus represented a scenario that many BJP leaders in the Mum-
bai region hoped would develop on a larger scale. The BJP, due to its
image of middle-class respectability and a consistent and disciplined
grassroots-level work, would get access to middle-class groups and
constituencies previously attracted to Shiv Sena. More generally, the
party hoped that it would reap the electoral benefits of the commu-
nal seed sown and nurtured by Shiv Sena. The attraction of this sce-
nario was that it would provide a certain mass base to the BJP’s cul-
tural “cocoon” and still allow a division of labor between the two
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parties, which rendered the mobilization of low-income, “plebeian”
groups to Shiv Sena. The cultural codes and social world of these
groups still remained alien and frightening to most of the BJP activ-
ists and leaders.

POLITICAL IMAGINARIES IN SUBURBIA

As in the other areas I studied, I was interested in the interpenetra-
tion between organized political discourses and local grievances and
imaginings. I tried to explore to what extent the conceptual grids
generalized in the political field provided “knowledge,” frames, and
conceptual tools through which local conflicts were interpreted, and
to what extent the local dynamics had their own logic and conceptual
frames. I interviewed a cross-section of families in Kalwa with differ-
ent political views, from a range of caste communities and class loca-
tions. During our conversations, I tried to probe into how these peo-
ple perceived their locality and its configuration of communities;
how their political imaginaries were structured; and how they felt
about Hindutva, other communities, and communal stereotypes.

According to most of the families I interviewed, Kalwa was not
really thought to be an integral part of Thane city, but a place of its
own. Three main features, not entirely consistent, seemed to appear
in most representations of Kalwa. First, it was a place dominated by
agris, who owned the land and controlled business in the area. Sec-
ond, Kalwa still was like a village—divided into caste hamlets, with
agris as the village elite, with lower-caste slums, Muslim pockets,
and so on. Third, Kalwa was mainly a middle-class area with “a cul-
tured atmosphere,” as higher-caste residents put it.

A prosperous accountant whose wife was active in Congress said:
“The agris are dominant here. By money but also in politics—they
are specifically in the Congress party. Manohar Sahir, Rajaram Sahir,
they are brothers [in charge of the dominant bank in Kalwa], and
Janardhan Gawli are all important Agri Sena leaders. . . . Gopinath
Patil, another agri, is powerful here and he is involved in a bank, a
consumers’ society, a library, in Janata Dal, and so on. . . . Politics in
Kalwa is like in a village.”

A retired brahmin schoolteacher regarded the rise of the agris as a
“sign of the times”—the declining value of earlier standards, loss of
respect for the authority of the higher castes, and the rule of money
rather than culture and education. “In terms of numbers agris are not
more in numbers than other communities, but they have money—
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they buy votes and people vote for them. . . . Most of the land and the
buildings are owned by agris and they are in the Congress party.
Some of them are intelligent and some have come up because of
goondaism. Real wisdom and education has no value any more, and
what really counts is the money one has.”

The imagination of numbers and sizes of other communities de-
pended on the configurations of power and status these communi-
ties were entangled in. Most of the upper-caste people and support-
ers of the BJP, whom I met in Kalwa believed that the agris made up
more than a third of the population in Kalwa although, according to
a survey I made in the area, they hardly constituted one-fifth. Simi-
larly, the minuscule Muslim population in Kalwa (less than 5 percent
according to my survey) was considered by many to be one-fourth of
the population or more. Similarly, it was commonly assumed that
the relatively limited share of the people in Kalwa living in zopadpat-
tis (slums)—less than 20 percent—was so large that elections were
decided solely on the basis of purchase of votes in these slum areas.

These inflated assessments reflected, as we saw above in Pune, the
deep-running sense of insecurity vis-à-vis lower-caste communities,
and the social world of the zopapattis prevailing in the middle class
in larger urban areas. There was a sense of being beleaguered by
these unknown, uncultured, and violent agris, who were intoxicated
by their (undeserved) success, and by dirty slum dwellers. BJP sup-
porters saw themselves as threatened by Congress’s unholy alliance
of the vulgar economic interests (agris), aligning themselves with the
anti-national, and numerous, Muslims, jointly buying support in the
slums.

The uneasiness with the questioning of caste hierarchies was, as in
Pune, expressed in the transposition of brahminical notions of spiri-
tuality and culture into notions of education and modernity. A brah-
min clerk who had abandoned the Sangh parivar because of its “lack
of real thinking and reflection” held that brahmin leadership was
“natural.” “People know that you are a brahmin, and still, to be
frank, an honest man would consider a brahmin to be a person to be
followed—for his intelligence, his good habits and all that.” To a
family of kayasta prabhus, in which four brothers were retired civil
servants, the assertiveness of the lower castes had meant loss of
status. Their sons were rickshaw drivers and manual laborers, and
the social derailment of the family was blamed on the reservation
system:

Promotions are given to people who cannot read and write; in spite of the
fact that I was to get promotions, I did not because another man who was
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junior to me and belonged to a weaker section was promoted. I lost three
chances because of such a policy. [Another brother:] I can speak English
fluently, but today even a graduate cannot speak English. The teachers are
taken from the lower class, who do not even speak their own language
properly, so how can they teach the subjects to students. . . . The govern-
ment is not paying attention to the middle class. They are just trying to get
votes from laborers and other uncivilized and uncultured people.

The sense of threat from an uncontrollable social world—gov-
erned by a distant, powerful elite aligned with the underworld, the
lower classes, and the minorities—was a powerful feeling, which
was crucial to the receptivity of BJP and RSS notions of a “controlled
modernity” in the middle classes who are in search of security and
respectability, anxious to defend their haven of “order and cleanli-
ness.” It was indicative of the more radical nature of the urbanization
process in a rapidly expanding suburb like Kalwa that the perceived
threats to the social order were experienced as acute and ubiquitous.
Families from many different communities were settled in the same
block, and the habitation patterns had not evolved around caste clus-
ters, as in villages or older urban areas. Notions of class, caste, and
education were collapsed into an imagined middle-class world of
order, striving to expunge every trace of the “plebeian” from this
world by projecting broader anxieties onto an imagined threat from
slum dwellers and other “uncultured” people.

As elsewhere, one found in Kalwa general apprehension regard-
ing the corruption of political life and a never-ending jouissance de-
rived from revealing the secrets of the political world. This ostensible
cynicism regarding politics actually seemed to conceal a widespread
longing for some sort of belief in “dedicated leaders,” “a moral
force,” and “men of moral stature,” which would enable one to for-
get, and efface, the profane truth of politics. A retired civil servant
expressed this peculiar jouissance when he recounted the widespread
narrative of loss and decline that also was pronounced in Pune. “For
many years there were dedicated workers in Congress, who had
fought for Independence. We may have given them bad names once
in a while, but morally they were far superior. . . . Today a person is
selected as candidate on the basis of money and muscle power. That
means that the person who is more likely to be elected will get the
ticket. This is something radically wrong—even in the BJP.”

The widespread image of Datta Kamat as an honest and sincere
person was intimately connected to his work in the locality—work
conceived as “community work” and therefore uncontaminated
by politics. Kamat’s greatest asset, according to many informants,
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including Congress supporters, was his “culture and education.”
But, according to an older RSS sympathiser, there was little hope of
finding these in democratic politics, where governance is based on
“illiterates.” “Many people from the lower classes are backing the
Congress, and the BJP people are a few educated people. In this
country the illiterates are more and the educated the few, and that is
the reason why BJP will never sweep the polls.” His son believed that
Hindutva could provide a regeneration of politics, because even
lower-class people “have some feelings.” Once the enlightened sec-
tions of the Hindus, the only true Hindus according to many of the
BJP supporters, awaken the “lower class,” everything will change.
“Congress wins the polls because of lower-class people, but even
they have some feelings—and when their suppressed feelings come
out they will vote for the BJP. As Hindus their blood will boil and
they will vote for the BJP.”

A group of enthusiastic young BJP workers also had high hopes
tht the BJP would reform and “cleanse” the “dirty” political field by
introducing a “good and clean alternative.” The recurrent use of
metaphors circling around cleanliness in the discourse of BJP sup-
porters obviously referred to a wider field of connotations, all vital to
the “cultural narcissism” prevailing among many upper-caste and
middle-class groups.

Now people enter politics to make money and politics has a touch of gang
war, and hence people get disturbed. But their approach toward the BJP
is much better, and when we make people realize that they have to exer-
cise their right to vote and elect the right person, only then politics will
be smooth. . . . As a remedy for this the BJP has introduced good and
clean workers to show the people that the BJP can provide a good
and clean alternative. The BJP workers who were left aside by the dirty
politics will be reintroduced into the national mainstream and given some
position in the party.

The BJP discourse of representing the clean, the educated, and the
cultured connected effectively with the generalized feeling of be-
trayal, and the loss of respect and order prevalent in these strata. At
the same time, the paternalism inherent in this discourse, which was
aimed at reconstructing the self-respect and security of the middle
class by extending “values,” “culture,” and arousing “emotions” in
the lower castes, once more testified to the limitations inherent in the
BJP’s strategy, and the compulsions within the party to use the only
“popular idiom” it had mastered, that of communalism.

Nowhere in my field work did I find any indications that Hin-
dutva meant anything but assertion of an extremely fuzzy Hindu-
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ness vis-à-vis a phantasmagoric construction of a Muslim threat. Al-
though the desire to assert a larger identity obviously flowed from
the complexities and pressures of a “depurified” and chaotic every-
day life in the turbulence of metropolitan Mumbai, the communal
consciousness, the fear of Muslims, seemed to have two main
sources. First, fragments of the communal discourse of the BJP and
Shiv Sena had clearly settled as stable elements of the common-sense
knowledge of Muslims—especially the notion of Muslims as a “pam-
pered minority,” which had gained a popular currency and credibil-
ity reaching far beyond the actual supporters of the BJP and Shiv
Sena. Second, a certain fear based on older myths of the inherent
aggressiveness and power of the Muslim community seemed to pre-
vail in a place like Kalwa. It was a fear reproduced by the actual
physical and social intimacy of the two communities, combined with
a virtual lack of knowledge of each other, a lack of communication,
and a general lack of friendships and personal relations across the
community boundaries. This situation, which resembled what one
finds between caste communities in many places, tended to repro-
duce a sort of mythical knowledge that in itself prevented its adher-
ents from encountering differences and complexities within the Mus-
lim community, even where the Muslims lived virtually next door.

The “knowledge” of “pampering” was cautiously articulated by a
moderate Congress man from the Jain community: “The facilities
that are enjoyed by the minorities are given by the government be-
cause of its interest in them. From the beginning there was a feeling
that the minorities were enjoying more facilities than they de-
served. . . . Hindutva is more like a reaction among Hindus that
Muslims are getting more benefits and that the government has a
soft corner for them. The conversion to Islam was also noted, and the
permission granted to loudspeakers for namaz [call to prayer]. There
was a distinct feeling among Hindus that they were being domi-
nated.” The same argument was put forward, more crudely, by a
retired civil servant: “The government is trying to accommodate all
communities and giving several facilities to all other religions except
Hindus. Why is this so ? Why should not the Hindus live with
honor? We are in the majority. . . . We have given their part to them
as Pakistan, and according to me they should not live here, except
with the consent of Hindus.”

Another construction boosting communal consciousness was the
BJP’s demand for a common civil code, and the dismantling of the
Muslim personal law. This had been effectively combined with the
widespread “knowledge” that the Muslim population was grow-
ing because of promiscuity and sexual excess. A clerk in a private
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company could not conceal a certain envy. “Laws for the Muslims
are different and marriage laws are also not the same. Muslims have
four or five wives and ten-twelve children. Only for Hindus the rule
is that one should have two children. We want the same rules.”

The myth of “pampering” and the many facilities allegedly given
to Muslims were never specified, except for the Shah Bano case and
the permission to have loudspeakers on mosques. The feeling of
being dominated and displaced as Hindus was obviously, as in all
true ideological causes, “undefinable.” The Babri Masjid therefore
served as an important example of the alleged denial of the right to
be Hindu, for low and profane “political reasons,” as a BJP supporter
expressed it: “We feel bad because we in our country cannot build a
temple for our God. We have to fight with our own people and the
Congress is opposing us for political reasons—because they want the
Muslim vote. . . . After the Ramjanmabhoomi issue we have to tell
the people that they are Hindus. We have to tell the people that we
who live in Hindustan are Hindus.”

The local Muslim population was concentrated in a few areas, pre-
dominantly in Mumbra, a township adjacent to Kalwa but separated
by a steep hill. In Kalwa there were only few dispersed Muslim fam-
ilies. A schoolteacher from Kalwa collapsed the categories of Mus-
lims and dreaded “plebeians” in the following way:

In Mumbra area their number is so high that it is as good as a mini-Paki-
stan. [In Kalwa] we are friendly to all, but only maintain relations for
specific reasons. We do not interact with them on a daily basis and nor do
we keep friendships with them. . . . [M]ost of the Muslims belong to the
lower class and they stick to themselves. That is the reason why we don’t
have friendships with these people. When there was a riot last time in
1984, the Muslims were beaten up by the people very badly, and hence
they did not make any moves this time [after the demolition of Babri
Masjid].

It is evident that the widespread anti-Muslim sentiments and fears
among many Hindus in Thane in general, and in the the BJP and Shiv
Sena strongholds in particular, constitute important factors in the
consolidation of a constituency for the BJP and the Sangh parivar.
Communalism has effectively condensed the general feeling of loss
and displacement in the middle class in the face of continued democ-
ratization and lower-caste assertion, and the frustration with politics
and politicians, with a tangible and threatening Muslim enemy por-
trayed as the concentrated mark of impurity, the objet petit à, that
refers to the larger chaos and “political” origin of every ostensibly
stable social form.
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After the Wave

In late 1993, elections were scheduled in the four states ruled by BJP
governments prior to 6 December 1992. The party portrayed the elec-
tion as a “referendum” on whether the Ram mandir should be built in
Ayodhya, as a “mini-general election,” with slogans like Aaj panch
pradesh, kal sara desh (victory in five states today, the rest of the country
tomorrow). Kalyan Singh was fielded as the “hero of Ayodhya,” and
he and other BJP leaders represented the demolition of Babri Masjid as
the climax of the “largest national movement” in the history of India.
The cost of the BJP’s election campaign was estimated at approximately
250 million. rupees, much more than that of Congress.59 The party
fielded a large fleet of more than one hundred videoraths—vans and
trucks carrying large video screens—a large number of video films,
and advertising tailored and applied to various audiences: specific lyric
versions to a rural audience, more violent and hard-hitting ones for
urban youth, and even special video rickshaws that targeted house-
wives for special afternoon shows in residential areas. Interestingly,
the BJP avoided direct references to religious or communal themes and
concentrated on caricatures of a sleepy and inactive Congress prime
minister, Narasimha Rao, as responsible for the general state of chaos,
violence, and opening of the country to “foreigners,” be they multi-
nationals or illegal immigrants from Bangladesh. The VHP, now work-
ing at full steam under the name Virat Hindu Sangam, supported the
election campaign by circulating audio and videotapes, and the RSS
supported the campaign by staging thousands of meetings at which
sadhus and sants asked to voters to vote for the Ram bhakts (devotees
of Ram) in the BJP.

The dramatic loss of seats and of the majority in both Himachal
Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, however, marked an unexpected and
unceremonial punishment of the ineffective, corrupt, and often high-
handed style of administration on the part of the BJP cabinets in those
two states. In Himachal Pradesh only four out of its forty-nine MLAs
elected in 1990 were reelected.60 In Madhya Pradesh the party lost
more than one hundred seats and more than 5 percent of the popular
vote, while Congress regained dominance in the state. There was a
high degree of negative voting against the BJP administration, whose
resistance to implementation of reservation policies, and whose drive
against illegal encroachments on public land by slum dwellers,
hawkers, and small workshops had generated enthusiasm in the urban
middle class and deep resentment among urban and rural poor (Jaf-
frelot 1996). In Rajasthan, the BJP retained its position as the largest
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party in the state, and even expanded its network to the entire state
(Jenkins 1994).

The most significant effect of the elections came from Uttar Pradesh,
where the alliance between the Samajwadi party (SP) and the Bahujan
Samaj party (BSP), drawing primarily on votes from minorities, OBCs,
and scheduled castes won a slim victory over the BJP. As a succinct
analysis of the electoral outcome has pointed out, however, both the
major blocks enjoyed substantial support from OBC groups (while Da-
lits and Muslims rather massively voted for the SP-BSP combine), and
a majority of voters actually favored construction of a Ram mandir in
Ayodhya (Yadav 1993). Even though it lost power and seats in the
state, the BJP nonetheless consolidated its position as the single largest
party in the state and the heir to Congress’s earlier constituencies there.

The election results demonstrated the complex stakes and expecta-
tions of voters in the fiercely competitive theater of electoral politics,
and brought an end to the complacent hopes nurtured within the
Sangh parivar of riding to political power on the Ayodhya issue. The
“victory” in Ayodhya had, paradoxically, caused some confusion in
the Hindu nationalist movement, which by then had experienced a cer-
tain “loss of the loss,” that is, a “loss” of what previously had been
made the condensed signifier of the Hindu “loss”—of unity, pride, po-
litical power, and so on. Although the ban on the RSS and VHP and
other “injustices” done to the Hindu nationalist movement could pro-
vide, at least for a period, a new “loss,” it could not rival the complexity
of signification organized around the Babri Masjid. After a period of
strategic reorientation, a new line of diversification of issues was
adopted. Several branches of the Sangh parivar plunged jointly into a
campaign against the new GATT agreement that was designed to boost
international trade (the “Dunkel Draft”). Prompted by clear signals
from the state elections in 1993, there was a concerted effort within the
BJP to promote more OBCs, Dalits, and tribals as local leaders and con-
testants in elections.61 This move caused apprehension among the more
orthodox RSS leaders, but there were several signs that the RSS under
the new leadership of Rajendra Singh, known as a keen observer of the
complexities of the political field, began to take the rising assertiveness
of OBC and Dalit groups very seriously.62

With the BJP scaling down its dependence on religious symbolism
and steering toward a more diversified strategy in compliance with
what had proved to be the rather resilient “rules of the game” in the
political field, the VHP—largely unaffected by the “phony” ban im-
posed on the organization—emerged once again as the main carrier of
the continued Hindutva movement. The more than 30,000 sadhus and
religious heads organized in the Dharma Sansad emerged as an ever
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more active and somewhat “freebooting” organization, which on sev-
eral occasions proved difficult to control for the deputed RSS prachar-
aks in charge of the organizational apparatus of the sansad. At a large
gathering at Hardwar in April 1994, the VHP decided to step up the
campaign to “liberate” the shrines in Mathura and Varanasi from
“Muslim structures” allegedly imposed on them. The Dharma Sansad,
however, also adopted resolutions against the Dunkel draft, against
the “casteism” of OBCs(!), against “Bangladeshi infiltration,” and so
forth. The message was clearly that although the BJP tried to dissociate
itself somewhat from the VHP and the direct involvement of sadhus in
electoral politics, the VHP was not prepared to accept such a division
of labor.

In the state elections in late 1994 in the southern states and in early
1995 in Maharashtra and Gujarat, the BJP seemed to recuperate at least
part of its earlier electoral strength and political initiative. Given the
changes that had taken place in the political field with the powerful
assertion of the lower castes as a prospective and impatient constitu-
ency, and the new emphasis on social and economic issues and the
liberalization of the economy, it was important for the BJP to demon-
strate that it could win elections without resorting primarily to reli-
gious symbolism and the sustained power of communal antagonisms.



6
Communal Identities at the Heart
of the Nation

The Normal and the Pathological

Canguilheim argued with respect to the human body that pathologies
are known as deviations from notions of normality that in themselves
are always/already products of contestation and historical change.
Medical thought is marked by two alternating conceptions of the path-
ological—one locating the cause of pathology in disturbances caused
by factors external to the healthy organism, another locating the cause
in internal imbalances transforming an otherwise healthy function into
a state of excess that damages the body. In the first case the “evil” is
constructed as extrinsic, as something to be expunged, in the other case
it is intrinsic, as an excess to be suppressed or controlled by other in-
trinsic forces (Canguilheim 1994, 321–25). Similar models of causality
are at work within the social sciences, especially in debates on violence,
civil strife, and xenophobias. In the classical modernization teleology of
development, politics, and public life, postcolonial societies were often
depicted as “incomplete.” These realms were marked by traces of (ab-
normal) irrationality and incoherence because they were suffused with
a “tradition” originating outside the edifice of the modern state and
public sphere, and therefore unstable and prone to recurrent patholo-
gies of violence and strife.

Within colonial epistemologies, communalism and sectarian vio-
lence were regarded as exaggerations of the “pathologies” of the East—
the uncontrollable, deeply rooted religious sentiments that made the
Orient oriental. However, communalism seemed to apply more to the
“masses” than it did to the reasonable “educated sections.” During
the serious Hindu—Muslim riots in Bombay in August 1893, the Times
of India observed “a disturbing and most dangerous element in the
riots—that the millhands responded in large and apparently well orga-
nized gangs” (14 August 1893). On the same day the daily Bombay Sam-
achar observed “the authorities will find it difficult to deal with the
millhands now that they have learnt to act in concert with each other.”
(14 August 1893). The Bombay Gazette reported on the same day, how-
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ever, “one gratifying circumstance in this outbreak of lawlessness is
that amongst the hundreds that have been arrested, there is not a single
respectable Hindu or Mahommedan.” Press, police, and officials
agreed that the cause of the riots was the inciting of the “lower classes”
and the instigations by criminal elements, badmash, residing in the
slums. Lord Harris wrote to the governor general, “It gives me pleas-
ure to state that the rioters appeared to have included among their
number only the lower classes and that the better educated sections of
both communities did not take part in the disturbances” (Krish-
naswamy 1966, 39). After administering a draconian and violent polic-
ing on the unruly mobs, the police commissioner decided, in keeping
with the governmentality of the colonial state, to call a meeting of “rep-
resentatives and respectable members of the communities” to discuss
how normality could be restored and how these “respectable citizens”
could control and influence “their” communities and thus limit the cor-
rupting influence of the badmash on the lower classes (ibid., 39).

This construction of communalism as the irrational force of primitive
and atavistic hatred emanating from the “masses” steeped in tradition
and superstition, and easy targets for manipulators, has remained
dominant within the “educated” middle classes and the political elite
in India to this day, albeit in slightly changed forms.

With the advent of the sovereign nation-state born in streams of
blood during Partition, communalism was constructed in similar ways
as a “primitive” community feeling that now finally had been rendered
obsolete and relegated to the past by the new “normality” of the Indian
state, which belonged to a higher stage in history. Communal utter-
ances and attempts to restage what now was constructed as “older
forms” of communal politics were ideologically constructed as an ab-
solute evil emerging from the “outside,” that is, from the distortions
inflicted by colonialism or “tradition.” Communalism was now a
“pathological” upsetting of the proper historical course of events, and
by virtue of its divisive effects on the secular nation the issue of reli-
gious community had to be “depoliticized” and moved to the realm of
culture and religion, beyond politics.

This signified not only the enactment of a new bureaucratic ethos of
production of normalized citizens of the Indian state but also a strategy
of national unification and political accommodation that yielded con-
siderable dividends in the first three decades after Independence. At
the political level, in the judiciary, the bureaucracy, and the new educa-
tional institutions, and in most of the national press, the new political
episteme of “communal balancing” and equal respect for all religions
was squarely linked to the discourse of national unity.
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Communal violence did not vanish altogether, but until the late
1960s communal disturbances were so localized, scattered, and ostensi-
bly depoliticized that they conformed with their categorization as “pa-
thologies,” that is, irrational eruptions of community enmities gener-
ated by extraordinary social tensions or by relative backwardness of an
area or certain communities.1

The incidence of communal riots and tensions escalated throughout
the 1970s, along with increasing fragmentation of the Congress party
and sharpened competition in the political field. The role of warring
local politicians from the ruling party and from communal organiza-
tions in organizing such riots, which often involved complicity from
the lower rungs in the police and the administration, became still more
evident. But in the public debate it was still possible, and plausible, to
regard communal disturbances as pathologies generated by imbal-
ances such as a distorted class formation in a backward economy, or as
instigated by outsiders, such as, professional “troublemakers” in the
recurrent wars between “slumlords,” gangsters, and local economic in-
terests.2 In both constructions the body of “the people” remained an
“empty signifier”—healthy, sane, and secular, provided that none of
these external evils of politics, or the badmash, got access to and weak-
ened the social fabric to the extent that “communal poison” could enter
and pollute this (abstract) people.

This discourse of the intrinsic tolerance and goodness of the people
was, nonetheless, founded on a basic suspicion regarding the commu-
nal consciousness and potential barbarism of the so-called “general
people” not yet touched by the civilizing project of education and secu-
lar tolerance promoted by the Indian nation-state. Educated people
were generally believed to possess a certain capacity for secular reason-
ing and tolerance, whereas this capacity was assumed to be weak or
absent among uneducated people; hence the need for keeping the
“venom” of communal ideology out of the body politic.

As we have seen, religious symbols and communal stereotypes
began to circulate in the public realm in the 1980s. These events forced
a rethinking of the entire problematic of communalism upon the politi-
cal field and the academy, as it became clear that the problem of com-
munalism could no longer be reduced to episodic pathologies. Com-
munal riots on the scale experienced in the late 1980s and 1990s could
not be viewed as occasional aberrations from an average of genuine
tolerance and cohabitation of an essentially secular and tolerant peo-
ple. Communal discourses obviously resonated with an array of mu-
tual distrust and resentment between Muslims and Hindus, which con-
tinued to evolve, and were more widespread than had previously been
acknowledged. The model of communalism as generated by external
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evils thus gave way to an understanding of communalism as an articu-
lation of certain features within the historically produced sense of nor-
mality itself.

The most urgent questions raised by the cataclysmic events pro-
duced by the “saffron wave” was, in other words, how “communal
consciousness” and the so-called “poisonous atmosphere” that precip-
itated riots were constructed and sustained. How “normal” was it, how
was it mobilized in communal subjects capable of unspeakable and
often ritualized violence, and how did it produce political subjects
available for collective action and new patterns of voting?

Violence and Communal Consciousness

The key to an understanding of the complex links between communal
violence and the discourses of militant nationalism lies, to my mind, in
the production of nationalist and communal identities and subjectivi-
ties at the level of everyday life. We need, in other words, to analyze the
identity effects engendered and shaped by everyday proximity and so-
cial relations between communities, by localized histories of violence
and antagonism, and by the communal forms of “knowledge” natural-
ized and sedimented over longer stretches of time. One needs to recog-
nize that communal identities are not just effects of poisoning of the
people by manipulators or criminals. They are widely existing forms of
subjectivity, based on broadly disseminated forms of knowledge of
the other community, often originating in nationalist discourses of an
earlier epoch, and amplified by the everyday forms of mutual misrec-
ognition and suspicion that characterize the coexistence of Hindus and
Muslims, as well as of caste groups, in so many places in contemporary
India.

For the sake of clarity it may be useful to identify three processes that
interact and overlap in complex ways in the perpetuated construction
of communal identities. First, there are everyday practices of neighbor-
liness, often marked by discrete separations and “back-to-back inti-
macy.” The relatively limited interaction across community boundaries
have historically been substantiated by patterns of settlement in sepa-
rate parts of villages or urban neighborhoods; by a relative separation
of economic activities that in many places has isolated Muslims in self-
employed service functions, trade, and so on; and by relatively limited
practices of friendship and extremely rare cases of intermarriage across
the community boundaries. The limited social interaction has, as Kakar
points out in an interesting study of communal violence and identities
in Hyderabad, everything do with the widespread stereotypes among
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Hindus concerning the “dirtiness” of Muslims. These stereotypes are
intimately linked to food habits, that is, to the fact that Muslims eat
beef, which Hindus believe contaminates both the body and the mind,
and to the corresponding Hindu beliefs in purification through con-
sumption of only the appropriate types of food (Kakar 1995, 138–39).
An equally persistent stereotype entertained among Hindus is that of
the lecherous Muslim always staring at Hindu women who, uncovered
by purdah, are exposed to Muslim youths, who only await the right
moment to abuse and rape them, while Muslim women are covered
and inaccessible to the gaze of the Hindu man. Among Muslims, the
mixed and ostensibly unorganized religious practices of Hindus and
their liberal attitude to interactions among the sexes are interpreted as
lack of control and unpredictability, as if Hindus are slaves of their
impulses, people without moral rules and fiber, cruel and pitiless—in
brief as people to be neither respected nor trusted. Another stereotype
flows from the same source, namely, that of Hindu cowardice and lack
of organization and firmness (contrasted to the self-images of disci-
pline and “hardness” entertained among Muslim men). Hindus only
dare to fight in groups and mobs, the myth goes among Muslims; on
their own they are weak and afraid, whereas Muslims are brave, know
how to fight, and never give up even when outnumbered.3

Second, the narratives, rumors, and sometimes experiences of riots
establish the other community as the source of absolute evil and brutal-
ity. To the vast majority, such “facts” of brutality and atrocities are
encountered through circulation of rumors and “wandering stories”
recycled again and again (gang rape, decapitations, and Muslim poi-
soning of food and water), especially during times of riots, when con-
ventional criteria of credibility and judgment seems suspended. The
climate of fear during riots also engenders a paradoxical sense of fear-
ful fascination with detailed accounts of excesses of rape and brutality
committed by both sides. The proliferation of this narrative genre fur-
ther demonizes the other community and further suspends the “nor-
mal” parameters of honor and humanity, thus allowing for excesses
that almost match those of the rumors. Tambiah emphasizes the coexis-
tence and paradoxical reinforcement of fear and anger during riots,
which leads to mounting tension and explodes in violent excesses be-
cause this brutality is driven by a mortal fear of reprisal. As Tambiah
aptly puts the frightening and immensely energizing mood of crowds:
“the reverse of their sense of power is their sense of vulnerability. . . .
Panic frequently leads to the disintegration of the crowd and the evap-
oration of the emotional ties that hold it together. . . . They go on the
attack again, feeling euphoric and omnipotent, but retreat is not far
behind.” (Tambiah 1996, 285).
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In his study, Kakar provides unique accounts of the moral economy
among communal warriors in Hyderabad, the pehlwans—the profes-
sional wrestlers-cum-strongmen who play pivotal roles among both
Muslims and Hindus in organizing attacks on the neighborhoods of
the other community. The pehlwans involved in communal rioting are
projected as heroes and icons who condense the martial power and
prowess of the communities, while they try to uphold an older code of
martial honor and conduct that forbids rape or assault on women and
children. At the same time, their often deep involvement in criminal-
ized activities and local politics undermine their elevated moral stat-
ure.4 Kakar shows that whereas warriors and rioters on both sides take
pride in being part of a straight fight against the men from the other
community, and everybody uniformly condemns the killing of chil-
dren and the rape of women, these actions have, nonetheless, become
still more routinized parts of riots. This violence often takes ritualized
forms, but the ritualization cannot completely “purify” the violent acts
or neutralize the transgression, as Girard suggests (Girard 1977, 36).
Although such transgressions committed by the other community
serve as important reasons for retaliation, they also seem to justify sim-
ilar atrocities and transgressions committed in the course of these re-
taliations. This, in turn perpetuates the conflict and consolidates the
myths on both sides concerning the other community’s cruelty and
cowardly attacks on women and children.5 These transgressions, these
unspeakable and morally indefensible acts—also indefensible in the
world of their perpetrators—thus remain the kernel resisting symbol-
ization, that which is done but cannot be talked about, that kernel
around which fear as well as retribution is organized.

Many of the communal riots in contemporary India, especially those
occurring in what police records often term “trouble spots” with a long
record of such ritualized violent encounters with the other community,
do not appear as pathological parentheses in a sea of normality. They
are, rather, points of condensation where the everyday knowledge,
events, and interactions that may take the form of “joking relation-
ships” or minor irritants which in themselves cannot constitute a major
insult, suddenly coalesce with older myths and narratives of enmity
and violence into chains of equivalence, (re-)constructing the perennial
enmity and antagonism between the groups. The provoking event is
often teasing girls, fighting among youths, or police brutality that in
combination with a communally charged atmosphere built up over
some time may ignite large-scale violence. In such areas, communal
violence and enmities are regular features of their social and political
organization, with local strongmen and political activists maintain-
ing systems of organization and vigilance with predesigned roles and
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choreography, ready for the next confrontation, or what Brass has
termed “riot systems.” (Brass 1996, 12–15).

Recent experiments by police authorities with the so-called mohalla
(neighborhood) committees in the western parts of India are designed
in ways that strikingly resemble strategies of policing deployed a cen-
tury ago in Bombay: bodies of concerned and “respectable” citizens
from all communities in a neighborhood are called upon to take re-
sponsibility, to calm down sentiments, and to assist the police in taking
preventive action. When the mohalla committees were initiated in
Bombay in 1994, mainly individuals with education and status from
the Muslim community were recruited. Among police officers it was
assumed that the Muslims constituted the problem and cause of the
riots—in spite of the fact that radical Hindu nationalists were instru-
mental in organizing the anti-Muslim pogrom in January 1993. A po-
lice officer stated frankly: “We want to generate a new leadership
among the Muslims.” However, as political attention faded, the com-
mittees were subtly transformed into occasional “summits” between
the police and their networks of informers and friends in the localities,
who now were recruited in large numbers as committee members.
These were individuals involved in a variety of semilegal activities,
often known as small-time “fixers” and brokers in the neighborhood,
and often seeking to be recognized as prominent men in the locality.

The committees were explicitly set up in this way in order to contain
communal violence, that is, to reduce it to occasional outbursts of ir-
rational social behavior and to reduce the element of “political manipu-
lation” that standard common sense among police officers (and many
social scientists) in India hold to be the main reason behind riots. Mem-
bers of political parties or local politicians were not admitted into the
committees, in order to retain these committees as instruments in the
hands of the police, and as police officers put it “to curb the divisive
effects of partisan interests.” These measures have indeed reduced the
incidence of violence, but they have neither removed the mechanisms
producing communal enmity nor removed the organizations and net-
works perpetrating this violence. On the contrary, the mohalla commit-
tees have in many ways only provided an instrument through which
the police may keep order in what is known in the public as “notorious
trouble spots” though a network of underworld operators. Needless to
say, this well-known nexus between police and underworld is also per-
petuated by the enormous flow of black money and other assets it
channels and protects.6

The example of the mohalla committees sheds some light on how the
dominant governmentality of the postcolonial state in India has in mul-
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tiple ways reproduced the position of the colonial state as a “neutral
arbiter” between warring communities among the “lower classes,” that
is, positing itself as a locus of a higher rationality outside the com-
plexities and irrationalities of the lives of the “masses.” As in the colo-
nial period, the state seeks today to govern by authorizing and pro-
ducing self-styled representatives of these communities as governable
representations of “the people.”7

This brings us to the third dimension of the complex reproduction of
communal violence: the formation, organization, and dissemination of
political identities around discourses on the other. One may somewhat
conventionally distinguish between one form of identification of the
self and the community that is derived primarily from experiences of
riot situations, rumors, and daily practices, and the form of identifi-
cation of the community and the nation that derives its principles of in-
telligibility from larger ideological constructions and political prob-
lematics of a more general nature. To understand communalism, it is
crucial to scrutinize the interface between these two modes of identi-
fication, their imbrication, and especially how the generalized dis-
courses disseminate knowledge and modes of reasoning that structure
everyday practices. There are obvious differences and discrepancies
between the more generalized communal and majoritarian discourse
of, say, the Hindu nation and localized expressions of Hindu commu-
nity and communal enmities, always circumscribed and conditioned
by local circumstances. As Kakar shows in his study of the lower-caste
Pardis in Hyderabad, the question of honor and the reputation of fight-
ing skills within this community in repetitive confrontations with Mus-
lims was inextricably linked to a long-standing strategy of earning rec-
ognition from the higher castes through a gradual sanskritization of
habits and practices.

It is, however, equally clear in Kakar’s study, as well as in my own
material and other accounts of recent riots, that the high-profile com-
munal discourse of the Sangh parivar has left a large number of traces
in everyday discourse—new slogans, mythologies, and other discur-
sive fragments—that have contributed in crucial ways to exacerbate
tensions between Hindus and Muslims all over India. The waves of
rioting between 1990 and 1992–1993 were in most parts of India rarely
triggered by local circumstances but rather by the ideological fantasies
and Hindu communal discourse systematically circulated and orga-
nized in the public in the preceding years.

Among Muslims the modes of identification of self and community
seem in many cases to be organized around a sense of fatalistic accep-
tance of being caught in a marginalized position in Indian society
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because of an excessive obedience to religion and religious community.
Social conservatism and lack of integration into the modern economy
are widely recognized as important reasons for the loss of hukumat
(ability to rule). A somewhat melancholic myth of the fall of Muslims
from power and civilization is probably most pronounced in the for-
mer strongholds of Muslim rulers, as in Hyderabad, analyzed by
Kakar, and Aurangabad (see Hansen 1996c, 199–202). It is probably
also indicative of the frame of mind engendered by minority status that
this sense of loss often is turned inward, as a punishment for not being
observant enough in one’s religious practices, for not having attended
enough to the inner bonds that tie the community together.8

As in the case of Hindu communalism, Muslim communal organiza-
tions have also actively contributed to strengthen the isolationist and
communalist tendencies in the Muslim community by pointing to Is-
lamic culture and the Middle East as primary loci of identification. To
many conservative Muslim leaders, integration into the economy, the
educational system, and the labor market was often secondary to the
attention paid to maintenance of personal law and administration of
religious institutions.9

The question is, how can one make sense of the processes that make
communal identities attractive and at times make communal violence
the most plausible, and even necessary, line of action? Can one find a
way between, on the one hand, a simplistic reduction that attributes the
conversion of misrecognition into violence to mere manipulation, and,
on the other hand, an essentialization of the divided and separate
Hindu and Muslim social worlds and imaginaries?

Communal identities can obviously provide strong loci of group for-
mation due to their radical message of a deadly threat from the other,
given the generally high demand for secure and stable identities in a
society marked by multiple social dislocations. Communal identities
are built around a clear, strong, and threatening other whose size and
might in itself bestows a sense of urgency on the communal venture
and is also driven by what Girard has called “mimetic desire” (Girard
1977, 18–30).

Kakar has argued in his latest work that the particular fervor that
characterizes communal identities stems from the vital religious conno-
tations invoked by symbols that refer to “truths” and imperatives of a
higher moral order, and thus allow and justify extraordinary acts of
violence. The specific intensity of immersion of the individual in a col-
lective body, a larger whole of sounds and sensory experiences, that
characterizes religious processions and communal riots may also ac-
count for the extraordinary moral transgressions committed by ram-
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paging mobs that in some cases develop from such processions (Kakar
1995, 245–49). Here, Kakar moves very close to an endorsement of the
classical model of communalism as a premodern pathology, as exces-
sive religious fervor on the part of groups and individuals exposed to
“abnormal” stages in a larger societal (mal-)development; pathologies
that would seem inescapable in “deeply religious” as well as develop-
ing societies like the Indian.

I would suggest instead that we regard communal violence as inte-
gral to the specific struggle for constitution of national and ethnic com-
munities within the historically produced political field in India. The
historical evolution of this field was, as I have argued, marked by mobi-
lization around a communal antagonism so deep that one may argue
that the majority of Indians who came to know themselves as political
subjects did so through categories, knowledge, and stereotypes that,
one way or the other and not always explicitly, were woven around
communitarian symbols and related to this communal antagonism. In
fact, Kakar has himself produced an indication of the extent to which
the Hindu-Muslim antagonism has been naturalized and has struck
deep roots in unconscious layers of the mind. In his study of spirit
possession in rural north India, Kakar found that in fifteen out of
twenty-eight cases the malignant spirit possessing Hindu men and
women was identified as Muslim. According to the cured persons,
these evil spirits had attempted to make the possessed persons eat beef,
kill family members, and commit other unspeakable acts (Kakar 1990,
136–37).

The structure and psychic economy of this “communal unconscious”
should, I believe, be regarded as an ideological construction similar to
that of anti-Semitism and racism, and thus not strictly dependent on
exposure to certain social experiences or certain specific social milieus.
Among people or families who were exposed to the horrors and dis-
placements of Partition, the communal disposition is naturally sedi-
mented in family narratives and is often, but far from always, readily
available for open enunciation. On the whole, however, the “commu-
nal unconscious” is shaped by exposure to ideological/mythical
knowledge of the other rendered in tales, myths, and narratives. Like
racism, it works as “ideological fantasies structuring reality,” a form of
disposition that shapes actions and “gut reactions,” not easily suscepti-
ble to modification by arguments and evidence, and often invisible in
more consciously held beliefs of an individual. The sense of fear and
fascination that the display of discipline and power at Friday namaz in
India or anywhere in the Muslim world evokes in many Hindus, as
well as others, may be an example of how a single symbolic formation
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(objet petit à) can open an entire field of “knowledge” of Muslims and
concomitant connotations that the spectator may not even not recog-
nize as “knowing” or possessing.

Second, I would propose that communal violence be seen as a spe-
cific historical articulation of a broader logic of formation and stabiliza-
tion of identities through a constitutive attempt to exorcise the other,
attempts to expunge the objet petit à, the sign of the “lack,” to expunge
that “impurity” which produces subjects as “subjects of lack,” orga-
nized around the ultimate impossibility of producing positive and
“full” identities.10

As tižek argues, the national or ethnic community is ultimately un-
definable and only manifest through symbolic re-presentation.

National identification is by definition sustained by a relationship towards
the Nation qua Thing. . . . It appears to us as “our Thing” as something only
accessible to us, as something “they,” the others, cannot grasp, but that is
nonetheless constantly menaced by “them.” It appears as what gives pleni-
tude and vivacity to our life, and yet the only way we can determine it is by
resorting to different versions of an empty tautology: all we can say about it
is, ultimately, that the Thing is “itself,” “the real Thing,” “what it really is
about” and so on. . . . All we can do is to enumerate disconnected frag-
ments of the way our community organizes its feasts, its rituals of mating, its
initiation ceremonies—in short all the details by which is made visible the
unique way a community organizes its enjoyment (tižek 1992a, 196; italics as
in original).

A nation, like other objects of ideology, is an imaginary “cause”—
paradoxically produced by its effects. It only exists as long its subjects
believe in it. Yet the nation can only proliferate as a mass phenomenon
if crystallized around a nondiscursive kernel of social practices, such as
rituals and festivals, that is, enjoyment both as fun and as pain, in brief
as jouissance. But the nation is not identical to enjoyment as such. The
nation is this “Thing” that endows this enjoyment with its meaning, its
significance and its sense of purpose.
tižek argues that the essence of the nation-community qua enjoy-

ment can ultimately only be expressed through the narrative of its loss
and impossibility, ascribing to the “other” (nation, group, community)
an excessive enjoyment, which “steals our enjoyment” and prevents a
community from fully enjoying its particular way of life. What is con-
cealed by this construction of a “theft of enjoyment” is the fundamental
“lack,” namely, that the community never possessed what is allegedly
stolen from it. Or to put it in the terms referred to above, the only
“secret” of the community is that there is no substantial secret to pro-
tect, but that “it,” nonetheless, belonged to us.
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Hindu nationalist discourse reflects, as we saw, this paradoxical
ideological structure by posing the other as Muslim or Christian—as
extraterritorial by origin and loyalty. Golwalkar referred to the Hindu
as “undefinable” and identified the Hindu nation only as the feeling of
presence, of being one with the world, while serving the nation. The
coherence and unity of the Muslim community was, on the contrary,
assumed without hesitation and exaggerated into myths of “excessive
enjoyment.” The search for fullness as Hindus, the overcoming of the
“lack” of being a full community, constitutes the national cause to
Golwalkar. It was precisely only through striving, “service to the moth-
erland,” that the recuperation of the not yet fully fledged national spirit
at all became possible—and hence ultimately impossible ever to realize
as a self-evident positivity.

The fundamental reason behind the capacity for ethnic hatred and
violence appears thus to be lack of self-esteem, lack of self-respect in a
community because of its perceived lack of self-discipline and strength.
The image of the strong and lustful “other” is always characterized by
fascination with his excessive enjoyment. Communities always fanta-
size about the special and inaccessible ways in which the other enjoys
life—how others have more fun—ultimately revealing to themselves
ways in which they also could enjoy themselves, and their ambivalence
toward these forbidden enjoyments. The inability to control the self, to
discipline one’s enjoyment and fantasies, and to unfold fully one’s own
enjoyment as part of a nation or community, institute self-hatred and a
sense of castration. The community is weak, sinful, and unfulfilled. The
only way to remedy this is by destroying the other, whose very pres-
ence (as threat qua temptation and fascination) weakens and prevents
the inherent discipline, strength, and manliness in the community from
blossoming (tižek 1992a, 200).

Again, this seems to illuminate the ideological fantasies at the heart
of Hindu nationalism. The myths of the lustful, wily, and over-enjoying
Muslim with many wives and secret links to rich Arabs are widespread
in India. Not that such persons actually exist out there, or are known to
anyone—it is an entirely “abstract” or phantasmagoric Muslim exist-
ing as an ideological fantasy in the popular imagination among many
Hindus. It is this “abstract Muslim” rather than actual physical Muslim
cohabitants in a slum who is the object of intense communal hatred.
Similarly, imaginings of the hedonistic Westerner—the excessive, in-
toxicated, and immoral consumer—is an established and fascinating
other, not hated intensely, but rather somehow ambivalently admired
for technical capability, while ridiculed for lack of self-control. Both
represent “excess” in various forms, an excess that has to be controlled
and mastered in the Hindu in order for Hindu culture to become
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strong, pure, and full. This is the point at which communal ideology
has an elementary appeal as an ideology of control, promising to disci-
pline the weak and undisciplined Hindu. Since excess is tantamount to
fascination with the other, which causes cultural displacement and im-
balance, only purification of the self can deliver the ultimate national
fullness.

One finds a similar logic at play among radical Muslims, although
here the “structure of othering” privileges the western other above that
of the Hindu other. The West and especially practices of promiscuity
and nudity among western women are often depicted as signs of moral
decay, of the lack of self-respect among westerners, and a sign of the
weakness of the western male and his inability “to protect his women.”
At the same time, these features of western culture are objects of in-
tense fascination and preoccupation, especially as they appear through
satellite TV, music, films, and advertising, and thus threaten to weaken
the Muslim community by “diverting and perverting the minds of our
young men,” as an elderly Muslim in Bombay put it to me recently. The
Muslim construction of the Hindu other often revolves around a simi-
lar contempt for, and fascination with, the more overt display of eroti-
cism in religious art, in dress, and in contemporary Hindi movies.11

This excessive eroticism is sometimes used to account for what is seen
as the treacherous and morally degenerate status of Hindus. Every act
of violence, the recurrent evidence of pro-Hindu sympathies and com-
plicity with Hindu communal forces within the police force, and the
dominance of the political realm by Hindus seem only to reinforce and
add new layers to the stereotyped knowledge of the Hindus as weak
and unworthy people only protected by the powers of the state.

These processes of attaining self-respect, of overcoming the funda-
mental “lack,” are general in nature, but become problematic and an-
tagonistic—and thus potentially violent—in situations of continuous
social dislocation. To human beings experiencing social mobility, or a
loss of socioeconomic and cultural status produced by urbanization or
“minoritization,” the issue of identity—the urge to eradicate the doubt
that splits the subjects—becomes more acute than in situations of rela-
tive social stability. The receptivity to discourses of cultural purifica-
tion and social harmony as enunciated by Hindu nationalism and Mus-
lim fundamentalism are thus in a general sense made possible by the
larger processes of urbanization and capitalist development. The logics
of “theft of enjoyment” and recuperation of discipline and self-restraint
appear as particularly relevant in periods of rapid political and cul-
tural change, when authority and certitudes are undermined, and
when enjoyment (as practices of identification, for example through
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public rituals) may be in short supply as well as unstable and indeter-
minate in their meanings and forms.

Religious festivals in urban India have become condensed displays
of the problematic of the community-as-enjoyment, and of enjoyment
as the expression of the national/communal “thing” that can never
be fully possessed or grasped. During religious festivals, thousands of
frustrated young men seek to organize their enjoyment in a literal
sense and to manifest themselves momentarily, that is, to sense and
enact their own communitas. This is done by noisily occupying and
domesticating public spaces that are normally seen as neutral ground
between the more permanently domesticated community spaces in
and around streets, houses, temples, and mosques belonging to one or
the other community. Religious festivals also display the co-articula-
tion and imbrication of religious and nationalist rituals in public
spaces, which has a long and specific history in the Indian subcontinent
(van der Veer 1996).

It is no mere coincidence that violence so often occurs at these junc-
tures. The frustration of being neither “full”, and strong nor sufficiently
manly; and the experience of the festivals as not really being the “real
thing” anyway, because of lack of money, cultural restrictions on con-
duct, and sublimated sexual desires sometimes explodes in collective
rage that is let loose on the neighborhoods of the others, as “thieves of
enjoyment.”

The discourse of the expunction of the Muslim other is ceaselessly
circulated by Hindu nationalism. So are the myths of the excessive sex-
ual desire of Muslims in popular discourses (four wives, too many chil-
dren, easy divorces by a threefold declaration). The myths of Hindu
weakness, effeminacy, and lack of discipline correspond neatly to
myths of the manliness, secret organization, and corporate strength of
the Muslims. To young Hindu men without steady jobs, deprived of a
chance to support a family and thus deprived of essential prerequisites
for proving their manliness, the Muslim other can easily become an
object of intense hatred: stealing his job, stealing his pride as a man, his
enjoyment of community, and his sense of the self.

Conversely, the myths among equally displaced and deprived Mus-
lims of the inert strength, discipline, cultural superiority, and former
hukumat—capacity for rule—in India, now suppressed and threatened
by arrogant and complacent “Hindu idolators” protected by a partial
state and police, provide a corresponding sense of humiliation and
sense of “theft” and weakening.

To join the communal bandwagon, to attack homes and shops, to
burn, kill, rape, and loot becomes a way of shedding this perceived
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humiliation, and a way of restoring masculinity. The well-known prac-
tices of women who distribute bangles to men who do not participate
in the fighting, ridiculing them for their effeminacy, indicates that the
theme of restoring masculinity through communal violence has been a
central component in the communal common sense for a long time. In
“popular” neighborhoods, this theme of proving ones masculinity is
not necessarily couched in the oedipal metaphors that abound in more
elaborate forms of Hindu nationalist discourse, but is often more di-
rectly linked to fascination with the assumed sexual power, physical
strength, and martial prowess of the pehlwan warrior icons. When vio-
lence is perpetrated within such ideological registers, bodies of the
enemy as well those of the perpetrators are constructed as “histori-
cal bodies,” that is, condensations of the history and destiny of the
community (“defense for survival”) or as condensations of the spatial
history of the ethnic community (when an other is caught in “our terri-
tory” this body is an alien substance “out of place”). The individual
body becomes a metonymical representation of the community (Feld-
man 1991, 78–81).

In contemporary India, communal discourses such as those es-
poused by the Sangh parivar have clearly not created communal ste-
reotypes ex nihilo, but have worked upon existing ideological fantasies
and fears that they have condensed and organized into ever-new local-
ized dyadic forms. In most cases, they have derived their energy from
their often tacit promise to control the erosion and contamination of
cultural values and communities in the face of capitalist development
and democratic assertions, and to deliver a “modernity minus excess of
enjoyment.”

Communal Subjects and Political Action

Communal riots tend to harden communal antagonisms, myths, and
separations, and tend to diminish the everyday interactions between
the affected and adjacent communities. Riots tend, in other words, to
(re-)produce their own cause and to spread varieties of rumors and
narratives widely beyond affected localities and communities. In ensu-
ing periods of relative stability and nonviolent interactions, these nar-
ratives either settle in the “communal unconscious” or are converted
into important motivations for political action and mobilization. As
mentioned above, rather clear correlations can be established between
the occurrence of riots after 1989 and the pattern of BJP voting in many
places in northern and western India. There seems, on the whole, to be
strong evidence for the conclusion that the BJP’s electoral fortunes re-
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mained vitally dependent on reaping the votes that grew out of the
seeds of communal propaganda and campaigns sown by other agen-
cies of the Sangh parivar.

This smooth-running argument must, however, be somewhat quali-
fied. Evidence presented by studies over the years suggests that com-
munal stereotypes and attitudes are widely dispersed across regions,
communities, and classes; that they, indeed, vary in intensity with out-
breaks of riots or public staging of communal antagonisms, but also
that they are as strong or stronger in groups and sections not directly
affected by riots (such as the urban middle-class groups in Pune and
Thane analysed in the previous chapters), than among those directly
affected. There is also persuasive evidence which suggests that com-
munal consciousness does not always spill over into voting for parties
with communal programs.12

The process through which communal mythologies are abstracted
from their context, generalized, and hence sedimented in localized
forms far beyond their place of origin is captured well by what Tam-
biah terms the process of nationalization and parochialization. Tam-
biah cites Ayodhya as the prime example of a process whereby a na-
tional issue (carefully constructed through what Tambiah would call
“localization” of a conflict) “explodes like a cluster bomb in multiple
context-bound ways” (Tambiah 1996, 257).

The appropriate conclusion seems to be that the Hindu nationalist
movement, with innovative technologies and on a scale unprecedented
in independent India, has brought communal discourses and attitudes
to the fore in public arenas and in electoral politics. This has contrib-
uted to ignite an unprecedented number of communal riots, but the
ideological fantasies feeding into the communal antagonism, the rising
levels of public assertiveness, and the fierce competition over jobs and
education have not been created by the Hindu nationalists, and cer-
tainly the more general dislocations of urbanization and modernity
conditioning this entire process are not their doing. The heightened
communal tension could, during certain conjunctures, help the BJP se-
cure electoral gains or political power, which was often lost again due
to administrative incompetence and the inability to convert the logic of
militant agitations into credible forms of governance.

By way of returning to the starting point, I will argue that if commu-
nal consciousness and stereotypes are not a normal state, they are at
least integrated parts of the social and political imaginary in many
parts of India. It is only when this consciousness is articulated in com-
munal riots, or in clear-cut communal agitations, that it appears as
“pathological.” The communal violence in western India in 1992–1993
betrayed not only signs of new levels of brutalization but also wider
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dispersion of rioting in many types of neighborhoods without any tan-
gible local rivalry going on, and far beyond the areas marked by estab-
lished “riot systems.”

This development, and the reports of systematic and growing partic-
ipation of women from various classes in both looting and atrocities,
have in public debates been taken as a sign of the gradual “normaliza-
tion” of communalism—or, in the words of Sudhir Chandra, as “an
ominous portent . . . of a general lowering of the middle-class Hindu’s
resistance to communal violence” (Chandra 1993, 1884). To my mind,
there is an element of hypocrisy in this discomfort with the ostensible
“normalization” of communalism. It indicates a discomfort with the
dismantling of the classical colonial and postcolonial image of commu-
nalism as pathological irrational violence between bands of (primitive)
uneducated and manipulated men from the lower castes and classes.

The discomfort arises because the Hindu nationalist movement has
been able to create a discourse capable of activating the “communal
unconscious” among individuals who may not otherwise subscribe to
its political program. This reactivation has revealed that communal
consciousness is enormously widespread and exists and thrives in the
middle-class society at the core of the nation, to the extent that edu-
cated men and women, believed to be good-hearted and susceptible to
reason and secular practices have shown their capacity for hatred and
violence. The hypocrisy, to my mind, lies in the fact that the “patholo-
gization” of communalism into a matter for primitive, criminalized
lower-caste males “outside” normal social life conceals the historical
origins of communal myths and stereotypes in educated groups, al-
ways more anxious to protect status and purity.

As the Hindu nationalist mobilization in India has demonstrated,
education was historically never the road to eradication of communal
stereotypes and promotion of secular values, as the Nehruvian creed
went, but rather the site of their production and perpetuation. A simi-
lar hypocrisy has been involved in the idealization of women as inertly
peaceful and forgiving, as unilaterally victimized by riots, and never
communal subjects themselves. This mythical construction has been
undermined by the successful mobilization of women by the Sangh
parivar and the new visibility of women during communal conflict.

If nothing else, the “saffron wave” and the widespread violence it
engendered have demonstrated that the “massification” of national
identities in the last decades in India has produced public enunciation
of communal myths and enmities, not least within the upper-caste
Hindu middle class as a reaction against the sustained political mobili-
zation of cultural communities and cultural differences from the lower
and hitherto marginalized rungs of Indian society and polity. The
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anger vis-à-vis the Muslims might be seen in this context as the rage
against the Muslims as an objet petit à, the symbol that condenses a
larger and more fuzzy anxiety engendered by the rising plebeian asser-
tiveness in the postcolonial democracy in India.

An older “truth” of Indian politics and society has thus been re-
turned to the forefront of contemporary debates, namely, that commu-
nitarian identities remain crucial and constitutive substrata of the
national identity. Communalism and the violence it engenders is thus
neither a “pathology” nor the antithesis of nationalism, but merely its
dark underside that refuses to go away.



7
Hindu Nationalism, Democracy, and
Globalization

IN THE GENERAL elections in 1996, the BJP emerged for the first time as
the largest political party in India. Atal Bihari Vajpayee was given two
weeks to explore the BJP’s possibilities of forming a government, but
the party’s systematic use of communal rhetoric had antagonized both
Congress and left-of-center political forces to the extent that no coali-
tion was possible. The BJP had won the election but not power, and was
soon returned to a position of “mighty marginality.” Once again, the
party could portray itself as the unjustly neglected voice of the true
majority of Hindus. In the following months, however, the BJP leader-
ship embarked more fully on a strategy aimed at creating alliances with
a host of “regional interpreters” in a range of states where the BJP’s
own potential for further electoral consolidation was circumscribed by
language, caste, and by the fact that the Hindu nationalist movement in
the eastern and southern parts of India is strongly associated with the
Hindi-speaking “cow belt.” The first result of this strategy appeared in
March 1997, when the alliance between the premier Sikh party, Akali
Dal, and the BJP in the state of Punjab won a resounding victory in the
polls for the state legislative assembly. In the following months the BJP
continued this strategy, and as general elections were held in early
1998, the BJP had made electoral alliances and adjustments with a
range of smaller political formations in different states—formations
with constituencies based on regional sentiments or caste communities
to which the BJP had no access on its own. These maneuvers enabled
the BJP to strengthen its popular mandate once again, but the political
price of this pragmatism was considerable. In the difficult and pro-
tracted negotiations in March 1998 leading up to the formation of a
multiparty government headed by the BJP, the party had to compro-
mise on most of the issues that had been at the heart of its campaigns
for more than a decade: the imposition of a uniform civil code, the
scrapping of Kashmir’s special constitutional status, the construction of
a Ram temple in Ayodhya, and so on. Of the BJPs high-profile themes,
the only ones remaining were the tougher line toward Pakistan, the
decision to set up a National Security Council, and the decision “to
re-evaluate the nuclear policy and exercise the nuclear option,” as was
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written in the “National Agenda for Governance” agreed upon by all
the coalition partners in late March 1998. The decision to start the nu-
clear test program was taken immediately thereafter, ostensibly in an
attempt by the BJP to demonstrate political will and determination on
an issue that was bound to generate national enthusiasm. Given the
considerable consensus on foreign policy matters, and in particular
on the relations with Pakistan, from left to right in India, it was a low-
risk decision in terms of its domestic political repercussions, especially
as the critical reactions from western opinion and the sanctions im-
posed by western donors almost inevitably turned out to benefit
the BJP.1

To conclude the arguments developed in this book, I briefly discuss
here the future of Hindu nationalism from three distinct perspectives.
First, I discuss how the Hindu nationalists look at the structure and
practices of the Indian state, on the basis of statements, programs, and
the emerging evidence of the BJP’s practices of governance in Delhi as
well as in certain states in India. Second, I take stock of the gradual
transformation of the Hindu nationalist movement from a strictly disci-
plined cadre movement to a more amorphous mass movement ever
more deeply entangled in the logics of the political field, and ever more
confronted by the compulsions of democratic politics in India. Third, I
take stock of the ambiguous but to my mind crucial desire driving the
Hindu nationalists for cultural and political recognition of India and
Hindu culture, and of the Hindu nationalists as the appropriate repre-
sentatives of both, from powerful nations in the world.

Hindu Nationalism and Governance

Can one identify a distinctly Hindu nationalist practice of governance,
or even a distinct vision of the appropriate relationship between the
state and its subjects and citizens? Do this vision and these practices
depart from dominant forms in contemporary India to the extent that
we have reason to believe that the coming to power of the BJP will
entail a restructuring of the Indian state and a curb on democracy in
India? Bearing in mind the overall ideological construction of the RSS,
one could expect the contours of a somewhat more centralized, author-
itarian kind of relationship between state and citizens. One could ex-
pect that the RSS would mold itself as a “moral force” outside politics,
while the BJP and other Hindu nationalist organizations would inter-
vene ever more deeply into social life, seeking to impose a sense of
loyalty and commitment of citizens and communities vis-à-vis the state
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and the cultural practices of the Hindu middle classes. As I have ar-
gued, the ideological frame of the Hindu nationalists points, at one
level, toward a virtually nineteenth-century vision of the Hindu nation
as a cultural-civilizational unit expressed in a centralized, uniform, and
culturally homogenous nation-state with a self-reliant economy and
technology and defended by a strong military force.

Many of the points of the BJP’s 1996 election manifesto, and its only
slightly revised manifesto in the 1998 elections—where many of the
Hindutva themes were downplayed—certainly point in that direction.2

The long-standing quest for a uniform civil code and a national register
with ID cards for all Indian citizens (to detect illegal immigrants, as it
is said) suggests a desire for a state with stronger capacity for surveil-
lance.3 The ethnic-majoritarian subtext of these proposals was clear
when BJP leaders suggested in 1996 that ID cards would make it possi-
ble to differentiate between non-Hindu and Hindu immigrants. Just as
Israel is the homeland for Jews all over the world, it was suggested,
India should be made the “natural” homeland for Hindus, where any
Hindu could freely come and settle. The implication that non-Hindu
Indians did not have this “natural” entitlement to citizenship was evi-
dent, though unstated.

The demand for assertion of Indian sovereignty in Kashmir, the sug-
gestions of barbed wire and heavy vigilance along the borders, and the
quest for speeding up indigenous production of missiles and a full-
fledged nuclear program indicate a desire to make India more heavily
armed and, it is hoped, respected for its strength. After the nuclear tests
in May 1998 and the Pakistani response, the regional “cold war” be-
tween these two countries has indeed received more international at-
tention, and has forced the American government to rethink its strate-
gies and alliances in South Asia.4

The RSS’s campaigns against foreign investments in the consumer
goods sector and foreign fast-food chains which are “contaminating
Indian culture and food habits,” and the restrictions on foreign invest-
ment to high-technology sectors (“Potato chips, no; Computer chips,
yes!” as the slogan went in 1996), all seem to point toward a notion of
a “patriotic capitalism.” BJP strategists are fascinated by the history of
self-reliance, the high rate of domestic savings, and the ostensible com-
mitment to domestic consumption in countries like Japan and Ger-
many. But swadeshi should not be enforced through bureaucratic regu-
lation, they believe, but, in line with the organicist discourse of the
nation-as-community, should flow from the patriotic commitment of
Indians.5

The ambiguities of the Sangh parivar’s peculiar quest for a strong
nation-state combined with a pronounced distaste for the rehearsal of
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social splits and contradictions in the sphere of politics also manifests
itself in the recurrent suggestions for a “presidential system” that
would produce strong governments instead of the “instability of par-
liamentary democracy,” as Vajpayee put it prior to the election cam-
paign.6 Similar ambiguities apply to the BJP’s and Jana Sangh’s long-
standing demand for subdividing the Indian states into smaller units
and regions. Although this is represented as a policy to deepen and
extend democracy, it is also informed by a desire to limit the consider-
able power of the states, the regional sentiments, and vernacular public
arenas that since the 1950s have become ever more crucial units in
governance, in forging political alliances, and so on. The demand for
decentralization is undoubtedly linked to the underlying agenda of
strengthening the Union government and the national state.

As I have tried to show in the preceding chapters, however, the orga-
nizational practices and the techniques of political mobilization em-
ployed by most of the Hindu nationalist organizations are deeply
structured by the constitutive difference between middle-class “soci-
ety” and the communities of “the masses,” upon which the govern-
mentalities of the modern Indian state are founded. Judging from their
political practices, Hindu nationalists do not desire to transcend this
bifurcation of Indian society. On the contrary, Hindu nationalism argu-
ably represents an attempt to renew and reinvigorate the paternalist
spirit of reform, enlightened and committed leadership, and “uplift” of
the masses through their gradual incorporation into the national mo-
dernity of the middle classes—visions which, as we saw in Chapter
One, had their heyday in the 1950s but in some ways were also re-
newed by the Gandhian wave in the 1970s, and even in strangely per-
verted ways served to justify the authoritarian policies of order and
reform pursued during the Emergency period. But this is certainly also
a construction of politics that would attempt to “stem the rot of politics
in our society,” as BJP activists sometimes put it, and to reconstruct
politics as the “virtuous vocation” it was imagined to be prior to the
“plebeianization” of Indian politics, at a time when democratic politics
was the pursuit of “cultured individuals” from the middle-class core of
the Indian nation.

But how have these high-minded visions fared when confronted
with the complexities and stratagems of the populist governmentality
refined by Congress for more than a decade? As has already become
evident in the short life of the BJP-led government in Delhi, coalition
politics with many different partners who have specific interests and
less inclination for ideological elaboration than the BJP makes it diffi-
cult to implement the “principled” policies and the new “cleanliness”
in politics promised by the BJP. The BJP’s experiences of coalition
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government with the otherwise “like-minded” regional party Shiv
Sena in Maharashtra since 1995 has demonstrated that handling the
process of economic liberalization, as well as the question of corrup-
tion, proved to be particularly difficult.

Soon after the new cabinet in the state had been sworn in, a critical
review of a disputed power station to be built in collaboration with the
American company Enron south of Mumbai was commenced. The RSS
had earlier set up a nationwide organization, Swadeshi Jagaran Manch
(SJM), to promote the notion of swadeshi and economic nationalism.
SJM was a prominent force in the anti-Enron campaign, involving local
protests and physical confrontations at the construction site, which BJP
leaders in Maharashtra made a big issue in the elections in early 1995.
The issue at stake was whether Enron would be allowed to charge what
was claimed to be excessive electricity tariffs, and whether the previous
Congress cabinet had been bribed into forging this deal with Enron.
The Shiv Sena leadership, which unlike the RSS had always been eager
consumers of the signifiers and products of modernity, felt uncomfort-
able with this result.7 Pressed by Shiv Sena, the BJP finally agreed to
resume negotiations with Enron, and in January 1996 the redrafted
project was finally approved without major amendments.8

In this perspective, the unbridled technological fetishism of up-
coming strata of new entrepreneurs and parties like the Shiv Sena—
however philistine they may be—seem nonetheless to mark a more
radical departure from the hitherto dominant political culture of the
Indian state than the “swadeshi alternative.” The mixture of a Gan-
dhian-inspired swadeshi rhetoric thundering against “consumerism”
and a quest for a disciplining state seems to be informed by a paradox-
ical yearning back to the heyday of the Nehruvian state (minus socialist
rhetoric), a state that was able to assert itself in an international context
and yet protect the national culture of India because it was held to-
gether by a single party, and not constantly weakened by compromises
and the incoherence of policies that characterize competitive demo-
cratic politics.

The handling of the Enron affair seemed to indicate that the new
cabinet, like Congress governments before them, governed through
high-profile symbolic “raids,” token actions and decisions—often sup-
ported by a press willing to quote ministers and officials at length—
rather than through administrative reform. On many of the vital issues
of economic policies and of the intensity and form of state regulation in
all spheres, the cabinet seems, so far, to deviate only marginally from
the practices of the preceding Congress administration. BJP ministers,
and even more so their Shiv Sena colleagues, operate largely according
to the established modalities of administration and what one may call
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an “economy of loot”: the channeling of resources to one’s constituen-
cies and networks of patronage, involvement in the real estate mar-
ket, appropriation of government funds for private and semi-private
purposes, and so on. Corruption had been one of the main targets of
the campaign conducted by the BJP in Maharashtra in 1995. One of
its unexpected allies became the Gandhian reformer Anna Hazare,
who ran a successful, almost classical “antipolitical” campaign for aus-
terity and moral integrity in public office. After the formation of the
BJP-Shiv Sena cabinet, Hazare was invited to be a member of a high-
powered committee encouraging responsible citizens to report exam-
ples of corruption. After a year, the evidence of large-scale involvement
of both BJP and Shiv Sena leaders in massive corruption was over-
whelming. Hazare left the committee, and the ensuing inquiry did sub-
stantial damage to the BJPs carefully built image of providing “clean
government.”9

Recent evidence from other states such as Gujarat and Rajasthan
seems to indicate that the concrete “economy of politics” intrinsic to
many practices of government in contemporary India is not easily con-
trolled by the ideological edifice of the RSS, or by the “men of charac-
ter” deputed to act and live in this profane world of money and power.
Older RSS men attribute this to the declining quality of BJP activists,
who in Maharashtra and states like Gujarat are increasingly individu-
als drawn from peasant and lower-caste communities and therefore,
according to conservative but powerful forces in the RSS, lack the in-
trinsic moral and cultural fiber that can enable them to withstand the
temptations of power and money.

Hindu Nationalism and Democracy

The Sangh parivar had by 1996 successfully built a large constituency,
but the price has been a certain social isolation in the middle-class
world in India, and a pronounced political isolation from other na-
tional parties. This isolation stemmed in no small measure from a cul-
tural narcissism and a “cocooned” worldview within the movement,
which at times have tended to produce a condescending misreading of
the popular mood, or clumsy and transparent attempts to manipulate
symbols.

The RSS remains deeply committed to an overall vision of control—
controlling its members, its organizational family, and ultimately the
entire society. This is a vision nurtured in a limited political subculture,
for decades working for a long-term gradual expansion toward becom-
ing coextensive with the entire Hindu society. As the Sangh parivar has
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grown increasingly into a mass movement, this vision and method
have been challenged.

The imperatives of large-scale agitational politics and the BJP’s en-
trenchment into institutionalized politics of patronage seem to affect
the authority of the RSS within the Sangh parivar. Within a political
subculture one could uphold the idea of directing and shaping “the
masses,” because the ideology and organization of most of the Hindu
nationalist movement protected it from the actual anarchy and dis-
order of mass politics. Once the Ramjanmabhoomi agitation became a
mass movement, from the late 1980s onward, sustaining this immense
source of power also became imperative. Two different strategies were
deployed to consolidate and further widen the popular base of the var-
ious Sangh parivar organizations: on the one hand, the movement con-
tinuously staged and reinvented new techniques of mass mobiliza-
tion—seen as “the unique selling point of the party”—usually on issues
with a communal bent: Kashmir, the “liberation” of Hindu shrines in
Varanasi and Mathura, and in 1995 and 1996 increasingly on socio-
economic issues, swadeshi, and anti-corruption issues. This methodol-
ogy remained the same, while returns were diminishing.10 On the other
hand, the mass organizations in the Sangh parivar tried to popularize
themselves in order to transgress the middle-class, higher-caste cocoon
within which the political subculture had so far existed. Especially for
the BJP, operating within the compulsions of a political field that forced
it to construct itself as a genuinely popular alternative to Congress, this
consolidation predominantly took the form of promotion of a lower-
caste public face of the party.

The challenge before the RSS is, hence, to cope with a new role as
arbiter among an expanding array of interests and compulsions inside
the movement as well as outside its own ideological and social uni-
verse. I argue that the Hindu nationalist movement faces two major
obstacles to its further expansion and consolidation in Indian society.
The first and most important problem is the relative isolation of the
movement in social and cultural terms, confined as it is mainly to
Hindu upper-caste and middle-class milieus. However dominant these
milieus may be, the compulsions of electoral politics compel the BJP
to transgress these social groups one way or the other. The “anti-
minority” image of the BJP is also not only damaging their prospects of
ever attracting support from Muslims or Dalits, it has also jeopardized
the BJP’s room for maneuver in the political field and is likely to be a
liability for the movement, given the current trend of lower-caste asser-
tiveness in many fields of the public culture in India. The second ob-
stacle is the questionable inner cohesion of the larger Hindu nationalist
movement—especially the relation between the RSS and an ever more
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powerful BJP, plagued by mounting tensions between those valuing
internal discipline and ideological purity, and those who favor a more
pragmatic approach to political power.

As I have argued throughout this book, the decisive breakthrough of
Hindu nationalism in Indian politics and public culture took place as a
systematic and unfettered mobilization of existing anti-Muslim stereo-
types into a widely disseminated and popularized set of “truths” about
Muslims, as what I termed a “communal common sense.” The BJP
began in 1994 to play down this xenophobic side of its discourse, leav-
ing the agitation around new claims to religious sites to the now fully
legalized VHP.11 The BJP has been lingering on the issues of the “liber-
ation” of shrines in Varanasi and Mathura which have been on and off
the party’s agenda several times. The temptation to make the two
shrines in Uttar Pradesh new targets, in a replay of the Ramjanma-
bhoomi agitation, has so far been resisted, though it was deliberated at
length within the party and the RSS on several occasions.12

The unresolved contradictions between the communal “core” in the
VHP and RSS, and the BJP’s repeated attempts to parade a liberal face
were displayed when in 1995 Advani promised that the BJP would do
its best in the future to support “the integration of Muslims into the
national mainstream.” Advani launched the “three Ts”—taleem (edu-
cation), tanzeem (organization—under the RSS?), and tijarat (employ-
ment)—as the slogan for improvement of the lot of the Muslims in
India. These were largely symbolic measures, a rhetoric as superficial
as that addressed to the lower castes. An example of this condescension
occurred when the Minorities Cell in the BJP, led by what many Mus-
lims sarcastically refer to as the “kept Muslim pets of BJP,” Arif Beg
and Sikander Bakht, announced that they would initiate a translation
of the Koran to Sanskrit in a move to show respect and “to make a
bridge to the Muslim masses,” as party spokesmen said. Given that
translations of the Koran already exist in many Indian vernaculars, the
translation to Sanskrit would hardly have any political impact except
as a remote symbolic gesture. Besides the obvious arrogance of the sug-
gestion in light of the desperate social situation of Muslims, the whole
idea of constructing the translation of the Koran into the “sacred lan-
guage of Hindus” testified more to the degree of cultural narcissism in
the Hindu nationalist movement than to any commitment to dialogue
with Muslims.13

But according to the Muslim leader of the BJP’s Minority Cell in
Mumbai, the BJP is not anti-Muslim; it is only against the “anti-national
Muslims who don’t recognize India as their Motherland.” After all,
M. U. Khan said, religion is not the issue, culture and the way of life
are what matters: “What is Hinduism? Hinduism means the culture
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of India and what is that? Joint family system, respect for elders, for
mothers, fathers, sisters—so we want to maintain this culture against
that of other countries where there is too much freedom, where the
reputation of the ladies is spoilt because they have to show their body
and all . . . we just want our freedom of religion and freedom of mar-
riage, that is all. The BJP wants to protect all that, and I tell Muslims
that they have more protection with the BJP than if they oppose
them.”14 The Hindu nationalist strategy vis-à-vis lower-caste groups is
not dissimilar from the strategy of “controlled emancipation” admin-
istered toward women inside and around the larger movement. The
growing assertiveness of the lower castes and Dalit groups is ap-
proached with a mixture of paternalist condescension and promotion
of the Hindu community as the encompassing national community.
This strategy has, however, only yielded a certain, and often transient,
popular constituency when articulated in situations of communal
polarization.

The BJP administration in Uttar Pradesh tried between 1991 and 1993
to combine its commitment to the Ram temple with a promotion of
OBCs in the state’s administration. This caused frustration in the party
apparatus, dominated by individuals from upper-caste milieus, and in
turn it produced a factionalism that weakened Chief Minister Kalyan
Singh’s authority in the BJP organization in Uttar Pradesh. The ensuing
caste polarization in the state only reinforced the BJP’s image as a
upper-caste, middle-class party (Hasan 1996).

However, the defeat of the BJP at the hands of political parties deriv-
ing their strength from a distinctly lower-caste profile made an impres-
sion on the Hindu nationalist movement. At the celebrations of the first
anniversary of the demolition of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya in 1993,
the obligatory panel of RSS and VHP leaders was flanked by two equal-
sized images of Ram and Dr. Ambedkar, the pioneer spokesman and
organizer of Dalits in western India. The entire theme of Hindutva was
significantly downplayed, and most of the leaders were instead busy
showering praise on Dr. Ambedkar and condemning the practices of
untouchability.15

The RSS seemed, however, to have precious little to offer besides
cultural nationalism bent on anti-Muslim rhetoric. The attempts to por-
tray Dr. Ambedkar, who publicly denounced Hinduism and embraced
Buddhism, as a good patriot, that is, as anti-Muslim and by implication
a good Hindu in a cultural sense, were, like the courting of Muslims on
symbolic issues, marked by the cultural narcissism prevailing within
the movement. In speeches in Ayodhya, Ashok Singhal and several
prominent VHP sadhus praised Ambedkar for resisting the tempting
offers from Jinnah and the nizam of Hyderabad to let all Dalits be con-
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verted to Islam: “Instead he let his people be converted to Buddhism—
a religion grown in the soil of this country. That was the Hindu in
him!”16 VHP president Ashok Singhal expressed this view even more
clearly in an interview a few weeks later: “For us Hindu means all
those religions which have come up from this soil of Hindustan.
Dr. Ambedkar upheld the spirit of this country when he stopped the
flow of Dalits into foreign religions like Christianity and Islam by prop-
agating the ideals of Buddhism. That way he contributed greatly to the
Hindu Dharma. And that is why we consider him one of the pioneers
of our ideology and our movement.”17

The attempt to recruit Ambedkar on patriotic grounds was ex-
panded upon by claiming, almost like the Arya Samaj, the possibility of
a synthesis between the heritage of Ambedkar—a fierce critic of rigid
brahminical Hinduism—and the Manusmriti, the ancient lawbook nor-
mally regarded as an authoritative legitimization and codification of
caste hierarchies: “it is absolutely wrong to interpret Manu as a man
who created differences in society. . . . Manu has to be studied deeply
and the wisdom of this and other Brahma Vidyas have to be incorpo-
rated into a new smriti [scripture]. It is here we see the importance of
Dr. Ambedkar’s work. His preachings would become part of a new
Manusmriti for a modern Hindu society. In this modern society there
would be no place for untouchability. The beauty of Hindu society is its
infinite capacity for change. . . . The next century will be a Vedic cen-
tury. The wisdom of the Vedas will no more be hidden. And we hope
that our movement will create a Vedic atmosphere the world over”
(ibid.).

The mounting quest for recognition by the lower castes in several
places in India has since 1993 been approached with a similar conde-
scending, socially claustrophobic, and narcissist attitude. The RSS
seems to suppose that the innermost desire of individuals of the lower-
caste communities is to be allowed entrance to temples, and to be mag-
nanimously helped and assisted by “cultured people” of the upper
castes, or to be included in a large consensual community, defined and
led by an upper-caste vision—however modernized—of authority, tra-
dition, ritual order, and so on.

A clear example of this was the new Ekamata yatra campaign
launched by the VHP in order to target and attract Dalits and tribals. In
a replay of the earlier campaign in 1982–1983, the concept was to have
ten yatras from different parts of India moving toward Nagpur and
finally congregating at the large memorial constructed for Ambedkar,
the Ambedkar Deeksha Bhoomi, in Nagpur. The yatras did not evoke
much enthusiasm among Dalits, however, and even less enthusi-
asm among cadres who found it difficult to engage wholeheartedly in
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embracing and organizing people they detested and for long had
branded as “antinational.” The final congregation at the Ambedkar
Deeksha Bhoomi in Nagpur, scheduled to be a mass rally with thou-
sands of people and hundreds of sants and sadhus, turned out to be a
small unenthusiastic crowd who met with hostility and apprehension
from bystanders and officials looking after the monument.18 This con-
clusion of a large and high-profile endeavor by the VHP and RSS ex-
pressed succinctly the persistent gap in idioms, approach, and under-
standing between Dalits and the Hindu nationalists.

The second problem facing the Hindu nationalist movement is its own
internal cohesion and discipline, always an object of pride, and a model
in miniature of the vision of the morally controlled nation. As the con-
stituencies of the BJP have grown, it is, however, no longer self-evident
that the RSS family will remain the primary reference point and constit-
uency for the party. There have been inducted into the party a large
number of activists and MLAs with more superficial commitments to—
or no knowledge of—the “spirit of the Sangha,” as old RSS men prefer
to call the distinct atmosphere inside the Hindu nationalist movement.
These “newcomers” have few apprehensions vis-à-vis the economic re-
forms and are in this respect anathema to the “purist” advocates of
discipline and swadeshi. This is in many ways indicative of a conflict
between two visions of politics and modernity—one a pragmatic, pro-
capitalist outlook committed to an often philistine notion of a “clean
society,” the easy life with consumer durables, and modern living; the
other being an austere, ideologically pure, more socially conscientious
outlook, uncomfortable with what it interprets as the brutality, frag-
mentation, and hedonism of the modern world. These two tenden-
cies—car sevaks versus kar sevaks—were for a long time united by a joint
communalism and a joint commitment to asserting Hindu pride. As
the symbolic issues of religion and nation became less prominent items
on the party’s agenda, and more “profane” policy issues have come to
the fore, this long-standing difference has been rearticulated (see Han-
sen 1998c).

The increasingly public face and political involvement of the RSS
after Rajendra Singh took over as sarsanghachalak has made the ques-
tion of politics and electoral strategies of the BJP more important than
ever. The transformation of the RSS’s relation to the BJP from one of
authority to one of competition has been compounded by the de facto
move of the RSS headquarters to Delhi—the city of power—where Ra-
jendra Singh spends most of his time and makes most of his many
public statements. The long-standing representation of the RSS leader-
ship as elderly, quasi-saintly authorities residing in Nagpur, in the
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center of India, representing the Sangha and “Hindu society” versus
the impurities of politics in Delhi, has simply crumbled. The RSS’s po-
sition on political issues, on party preferences, and on electoral strate-
gies were not previously an object of public knowledge, but tran-
spired in private consultations when the party’s leadership collectively
went to Nagpur to “seek guidance.” This arrangement has now given
way to Rajendra Singh’s frequent press briefings on a host of issues.
In March 1996, the RSS held a national convention in Lucknow, the
All India Pratinidhi Sabha, where pracharaks from the entire country
met to discuss political issues and the situation of the country. The
event was widely covered by the press, and the convention requested
Indian voters, through the press, to vote for parties supporting Hin-
dutva and for those who wished to defend the country “against the
plunder of multinational companies.”19 After the formation of the BJP-
led government in 1998 and in connection with the nuclear tests, the
RSS and its leadership have gone public in an unprecedented fash-
ion with countless statements and interviews on global TV networks,
and soon.

The hardened line of the RSS was provoked by the much-debated
defection scandal in Gujarat, where the powerful president of the BJP
in Gujarat, Shankersinh Waghela, staged an open rebellion against the
party leadership. Waghela was all that the RSS would otherwise trust:
a long-standing RSS man from a Rajput family, elected for the Jana
Sangh and involved in the build-up of the BJP to its present position as
the dominant party in Gujarat. Nevertheless, rivalries over the dra-
matically increased stakes after the party came to power in the state
between the chief minister, Kesubhai Patel, and Waghela suddenly
erupted. The central leadership tried to reduce the whole affair to a
“personality clash,” but the crucial issue at stake was whether the RSS
should have a decisive say in nominations for posts and tickets within
the BJP. The logics of competitive politics proved this time to be
stronger than the “controls” of the RSS. Waghela left the BJP in August
1996, formed his own party, and succeeded shortly afterward, with
generous help from Congress and other forces, in toppling the BJP gov-
ernment and acquiring the post of chief minister in the state.

Hindu Nationalism and Globalization

India’s spiritual superiority and the universal mission of Hindu philos-
ophy to be a “spiritual corrective” to a materialistic and overly ratio-
nalist western world remains a cornerstone in contemporary Hindu
nationalism. Golwalkar portrayed Hindus as the “first thought-givers
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to the world . . . long before the so-called modern age the seers and
savants of this land had delved deeply into the vital questions. The
ideal of human unity, of a world free from all traces of conflict and
misery has stirred our hearts since times immemorial”(Golwalkar 1966,
2). Hindus posess the recipe for redemption and may provide what
Golwalkar calls the “last refuge for mankind.”

In a more recent RSS publication, H. V. Sheshadri, a high-ranking
leader in the RSS, argues that true nationalism in India as elsewhere is
“a stage for self-expansion of the human spirit . . . it is a journey to-
wards selflessness; towards sacrifice for the larger whole . . . national-
ism is a stage of human evolution” (Sheshadri 1991, 7) . Thus, the world
mission of the Hindus—to save the world from military aggression,
excessive consumerism, and exploitation of natural resources—can
only be achieved through a proper development of Hindu nationalism
in India itself.20

In another recent RSS publication, the assertion of the Hindu culture
as a path beyond and ahead of capitalism and the collapsed commu-
nism, by virtue of its ancient wisdom, which always upheld the holism
and ecological respect that scientists in the West are only now discover-
ing, is taken further. The twenty-first century will be a “Hindu cen-
tury” based on holism and integralism. The publication goes on to
state, “The proclamation that the coming century will be the Hindu
century is thus not a chimera, but based on hard facts, analysis and
prospects.”21

In 1995, a professor based in Canada, Arvind Sharma, drafted a
“Hindu Declaration of Universal Human Rights” claimed to be derived
from classical Sanskrit texts. This declaration was promoted and much
praised in a number of RSS publications. Contrary to the “Western idea
of rights” based on law and morality, Sharma argued that the Hindu
Declaration is “identified with truth and provided with an ontological
and therefore even more firm basis by being rooted in an isness rather
than an oughtness.” Interestingly, the Hindu Declaration arrives at vir-
tually the same points as those enshrined, for instance, in the UN char-
ter, pertaining to freedom of religion; rights to protection from state
power, to pursuit of happiness, and to legal protection. But the Declara-
tion also contains a right to “freedom from pollution”(!) and a freedom
of unrestricted movement across all countries.22

Although ostensibly fashioned as proud assertions of a self-
conscious Hindu creed challenging western universalism and posit-
ing an alternative to western thought, these formulations clearly ex-
press a quest for recognition in a public sphere dominated by secular
and liberal discourses. This quest is posed in a somewhat paradoxical
way. On the one hand, Hindu nationalist ideologues criticize “western
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philosophy” for producing inhuman, disharmonious societies. In so
doing it reproduces critiques of rationality and exploitation that have
accompanied modernity and organized capitalism from the outset. On
the other hand, RSS publications are full of references to modern sci-
ence (“based on hard facts and analysis”), and utterances of more or
less famous western scientists, historians, and politicians, who either
praise India or criticize certain features of western society. This al-
most constitutive sense of peripherality and concomitant desire to con-
struct Hindu nationalism and its organizations as a pathbreaking and
original, sincere, rational, and powerful force clearly articulate the
Hindu nationalist movement’s attempt to overcome the long-standing
sense of alienation from the political and social establishment in Indian
society.

An example of this craving for recognition that constitutes such a
powerful force within the Hindu nationalist movement was the depic-
tion in an RSS mouthpiece of how the BJP’s 1996 election manifesto was
received. Under the headline “The Critics are Left Gasping,” it was said
that the BJP’s election manifesto had left all its critics “dazzled and
stunned.” The article emphasized that even the Times of India, often
regarded as an epitome of the liberal establishment in India, was “full
of admiration for the manifesto . . . that is modern, daring and for-
ward looking—as no other manifesto in the past.” It was also reported
how the American ambassador had repeatedly invited BJP leaders for
consultations, and how BJP leaders were constantly approached by
“foreign countries.” The report quotes a list of these, clearly compiled
according to their relative importance—beginning with France and
Germany, ending with Nepal and Uzbekistan.23

The Hindu nationalist claim of a universal mission of Hindu culture
is not new to Indian nationalism, as we saw in Chapter 2. But in the
Hindu nationalist appellation, this alternative universalism is no
longer a critique of the West, but rather part of a strategy to invigorate
and stabilize a modernizing national project through a disciplined and
corporatist cultural nationalism that can earn India recognition and
equality (with the West and other nations) through assertion of differ-
ence. The more the Hindus assert their deep and constitutive difference
vis-à-vis the West, and the more Hindu civilization asserts the purity of
its alternative universalism and its civilization, the more it will be re-
spected and admired, the reasoning goes. However, in order to gain
respect from the West and from its neighbors, India must be strong and
powerful. The Hindu nationalists are not the only forces in India that
wish to see India a well-armed major world power. Some of the largest
and most decisive arms purchases and strategies of technological up-
grading took place in India during the tenure of Rajiv Gandhi as prime
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minister. However, it is no coincidence that the most decisive steps
toward going nuclear, and toward extracting the recognition from the
West that the western world was unwilling to extend on its own, were
taken by the Hindu nationalists.

The ambiguities in this quest for equality through difference vis-à-vis
the “big” western others, and the quest for being integrated and re-
spected within a globalized modernity have come out even more
clearly in the writings of BJP ideologue Jay Dubashi. On one occasion
Dubashi took issue with the charge that Hindu nationalists were fas-
cists because they wanted to remove the Babri Masjid. The removal of
the mosque only amounted to what every people does when shedding
the chains of oppression, he argued, removing the monuments of their
former colonizers or old regimes. He compared the Babri Masjid to
a hypothetical monument built by a victorious Hitler in Trafalgar
Square. In this regard there is no “oriental exception” at work: “Well,
India is not different. Hindus are not different. If it is right to pull down
Hitler columns in England, and Lenin Mausoleums in Russia, I see
nothing wrong in pulling down a Babar monument in Ayodhya. He
had no business to be in India just like Hitler would have no business
to be in London.”24 The national rights of Indians were here asserted in
unequivocally universalist terms, as the universal right of a sovereign
people to determine its own future and to get rid of oppressors and
their symbols. This, argued Dubashi, was nothing special to Hindus. It
is a historical right of all people to get rid of rulers who do not belong
to their land.

In an earlier piece, Dubashi went even further, and linked the surge
of Hindu nationalism and the crumbling hegemony of the Nehruvian
state to the transformations in Eastern Europe and epochal changes on
a global scale: “On the very same day the first brick of the Ram Shila
foundation was being laid at Ayodhya, the Berliners were removing
bricks from the Berlin Wall. While a temple was going up in Ayodhya,
a communist temple was being demolished five thousand miles away
in Europe. If this is not history, I do not know what is. . . . [These
events] mark the end of the post Nehru era and the beginning of a truly
national era in India on the one hand, and the end of the post commu-
nist era and the beginning of a truly democratic era in Europe on the
other. History has rejected Nehru in India and also overthrown com-
munism in Europe.”25 The underlying point was obviously that India
was neither different from other nations nor peripheral in the world.
India partakes in the universal history on a par with other nations; the
larger historical developments in the world unfold in India as else-
where; and the Indian people contribute, as much as other peoples, to
global transformations.
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In 1995, the RSS sarsanghachalak Rajendra Singh went on a trip to
the West (none of the former sarsanghachalaks had ever gone abroad)
and returned disillusioned with the stagnation in India, lamenting the
“lack of work culture” and the rampant corruption: “Why is this coun-
try lagging behind, this India which was once hailed as the Golden Bird
before foreign invaders discovered her. . . . Beggars, that is what we
have been reduced to, because we are going with begging bowls before
the affluent nations and multinationals.”26

The confluence of the broader stratagems of “patriotic consumption,”
national purity, and anti-Muslim stereotypes were condensed in a sin-
gle incident in 1995, when the BJP government in Delhi decided to close
down a Kentucky Fried Chicken outlet on the somewhat flimsy
grounds that flies had been recovered inside the kitchen premises of
the restaurant. This rather selective hygienic zeal on part of the BJP
administration, which had previously led to closure of some abattoirs
run owned by Muslims in Delhi, obviously employed, if only by impli-
cation, notions of impurity and amorality of “foreign” as well as Mus-
lim food habits, and broader themes of erosion of the Hindu family and
the Hindu home. The entire problematic of consumption of “western”
products—food, styles of dress, electronic gadgets, music—is among
Hindu nationalists (and others) linked to the contamination, exposure,
and corruption of the body, especially the female body. Foreign food,
and fast food, erode the Hindu family and the observance of ingredi-
ents and procedures of cooking food; western styles of dress—skirts,
jeans, t-shirts, swimsuits, and so on—exposes the female body to the
indecent gaze of the male, including the particularly obscene gaze of
the Muslim and lower-caste male; western music and films incite in-
decent emotions and indecent patterns of intermingling between the
sexes. The male body and the power assumed to derive from the con-
trol of desire and retention of semen are equally weakened by constant
exposure to explicitly erotic imagery and narratives; and the access to
electronic implements, motorized transport, and excessive watching of
TV divert the attention away from healthier and more physically de-
manding pursuits, and so on.

The BJP and other parts of the Hindu nationalist movement do not,
however, take any clear stand against foreign investments as such. In-
stead they seem to negotiate an ambivalent attitude through a peculiar
double discourse that at one level expresses self-depreciation: “we are
reduced to beggars,” “we lack work culture,” and simultaneously ar-
ticulates a tough self-assertion: “India will not allow itself to be raped,”
“the West needs India.” This discourse caters to the middle classes and
upcoming social strata who are anxious not to loose self-respect in the
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maelstroms of modern urban culture while, at the same time, they are
painfully aware of their own peripherality in the world.

Hindu nationalism desires, in the spirit of romantic orientalism, to be
recognized through deep and constitutive differences while respected
as the “civilizational other” of the West. Hindu nationalism of the 1980s
and 1990s presented the Indian Muslims as embodying the undecid-
ability and ambivalence which prevented the clarity of counterposi-
tion between a Hindu East and the (rational) West to become clear.
With this blot of impurity, this undecidability, and, more importantly,
this abyss of fear in its womb, the Hindu nation cannot emerge, the
Hindu nationalists argued. As we saw, Muslims were constructed as a
polyvalent signifier of premodernity, of the uncivilized but vigorous,
of excessive sexuality, excessive patriarchy, and excessive population
growth threatening to destroy the country. If the abstract notion of a
“true Hindu culture” that cannot emerge is the “empty signifier,” that
undefinable and unreachable object of desire which keeps in place
the entire Hindu nationalist construction of Hindus as a properly civi-
lized people of the world on a par with the British or the Germans,
then the complex signifier of the Muslim is certainly its most crucial
precondition.

Hindu nationalism shares the worship of strength, masculinity, cul-
tural purity, and radical difference from the West with many other
forms of radical or religious nationalism in other parts of the world.
One can argue that it grows out of the same unease with modernity, the
same discrepancy between imaginings of the modern world and the
sense in which it is experienced as that of the petty bazaris and school-
teachers supporting the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, the angry
young men in Algeria, or the lower-middle-class clerks supporting the
Refah party in Turkey.

However, the sheer size, breadth, and duration of the Hindu nation-
alist movement in India, and the multiple ways in which it has fused
modern democratic discourse and liberal, middle-class values and
horizons with violent xenophobic rhetoric and symbols, should remind
us that Hindu nationalism, and other similar forces, are far from “ab-
normal,” or the not yet modern, “outside” of a democratic and modern
world order. On the contrary, these movements are driven by a desire
to abandon the location assigned to them as exotic or irrational periph-
eries at the lower steps of the global evolutionary ladder. Through in-
ternal cultural purification and moral discipline and awakening, they
want to arrive as national, sovereign modernities—as “lights onto
themselves”—and thus be recognized as respected members of that
elusive global “comity of nations” that remains the most sublime object
of desire among even the most parochial nationalists anywhere.
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Democracy and Xenophobias in India

Has the Indian democracy been weakened by the BJP’s expansion over
the last decade and its recent formation of the central government in
New Delhi? Is this only the beginning of a gradual Hindu nationalist
penetration of the public administration, the judiciary, the military,
and the press that over time may constrict democratic procedures, and
encourage a more heavy-handed line toward public protests, social
movements, and others who are critical of the government or just op-
pose economic and social exploitation? These are the questions being
asked by many citizens in India, concerned with what Congressmen
and the substantial Left movement in India have for decades called the
“fascism” of the RSS and the Hindu nationalist movement.27 Through-
out this work I have presented evidence and arguments that in many
ways support the conclusion that the RSS represents a kind of “swade-
shi fascism” decisively vernacularized and shaped by modern Indian
colonial and postcolonial history. The political utility of this label not-
withstanding, however, I feel, that such an analysis tends to isolate the
evil and to simplify the matter too much, that is, to identify the Hindu
nationalist movement as the culprit, the enemy of democracy, and so
on, and hence to posit other political actors or social forces as truly
“secular” or “democratic.” To my mind, the advent of Hindu national-
ism forces us to ask larger and more uncomfortable questions.

As I have shown throughout, there are indeed strong authoritarian
tendencies in the RSS and its affiliates, and there is little doubt that the
RSS is pressing for recruiting as many of the right “men of character”
for key posts in the bureaucracy as possible. There is little doubt that
the BJP’s road to power has ridden over the dead bodies of thousands
of innocent Muslims; and there is no doubt that strong forces within the
movement and in the BJP’s sizeable constituency among bureaucrats,
commercial strata, and officers would like to see India as a much
stronger, less democratic, and more repressive state that could provide
security, labor, and the pleasant sides of modern life to the elite and the
middle class.

But we need to realize that this authoritarian trend, this uneasiness
with a democracy that creates disorder, is an uneasiness that has arisen
historically whenever the “masses” have stepped out of their pre-
designed roles as recipients and consumers of government policies and
political rhetoric. As I have argued, the bifurcation of public culture
and the strictures on political practices have been evident in govern-
ance and political discourse throughout much of this century and is
constitutive for both democracy and nationalism in India. Powerful
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planners and technocrats have for decades regarded democracy as a
necessary evil, just as the commitment to democratic procedure, to en-
couragement of broader political participation, and to secular practices
do not have any glorious history in the Congress party. There has been
a constituency for Hindu majoritarianism and heavy-handed techno-
cratic governance in Congress as well as in the urban middle class for
decades. Mrs. Gandhi addressed this constituency when she promised
to create order and deliver cleanliness and discipline during the Emer-
gency between 1975 and 1977. Heavy-handed and brutal methods have
continuously been deployed in dealing with “insurgencies” and “ter-
rorism,” and the mentality, organization, and daily practices of the po-
lice forces and other security forces in India constitute a real source of
fear and worry among ordinary Indians, that is, those who do not be-
long to “respectable society.” Anyone following letters to the editor in
Indian newspapers will soon realize that a major part of them come
from “respectable” citizens calling for more prompt and disciplined
action from the authorities in order to deal with public hygiene, squat-
ters, congestion, pollution, immorality, declining standards in educa-
tion, and so on.

It has been central to the BJP’s success that it has put itself in a posi-
tion where it could credibly enunciate both a discourse of Hindu major-
itarianism (which is older and wider than the RSS) and this broader
constituency for “strong governance” and public order fed by the sense
of decay and “plebeianization” of the public culture in India. We
should not forget, however, that even the electoral constituency of
Hindu nationalism is limited to 25 percent of the popular vote, which
amounts to a mere 15 to 16 percent of the adult population in India.
However influential and well-educated much of this constituency is, it
still has to work within a democratic political system and a political
culture it cannot control, but to whose compulsions and logics the
Hindu nationalists have to adapt themselves in terms of discourse,
electoral alliances, the framing of policies, and the ever more pro-
nounced anti-incumbency tendency that makes most governments at
state or central levels lose power during elections. The Hindu national-
ists also have to consolidate themselves within contemporary Indian
society, which is more pluralist than ever, where the right to stage a
local protest, to vote, and to demand certain entitlements from those in
power have become integral to popular cultures. Contemporary India
is also more regionalized than ever; regional languages are important
in the public culture, regional political parties grow in importance, and
the state level has over the years become an ever more important arena
for distribution of both financial and symbolic resources, now includ-
ing the competition to attract foreign investments.
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This increasing pluralization of Indian society testifies to the central-
ity of the political field and democratization in the Indian experience of
modernity. And it testifies that even though democratic institutions
may be feeble, endangered, and at times nonfunctional, the social ef-
fects of democracy and the democratic revolution form a much larger,
more amorphous, and chaotic process beyond the control of political
parties or the state. The Hindu nationalist movement, arguably the
most authoritarian movement ever in power in the country, has come
to power at a time when the prospects for actually imposing cultural
homogeneity, political unity, and uniform governance on the country
as a whole have never been bleaker. The fact that the Hindu national-
ists are facing this paradoxical situation undoubtedly makes the future
of democratic governance in India somewhat more certain than it
would otherwise appear.
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Notes

Introduction

1. Asian Age, 2 June 1998.
2. Interview with activists of the RSS-sponsored Swadeshi Jagaran Manch,

an organization campaigning against multinational investments in India, in
Mumbai, 15 February 1997.

Chapter 1

1. To Laclau, “the political” occupies “the role of what we can call an ontol-
ogy of the social . . . [which] consist[s] only in the sedimented forms of a power
that has blurred the traces of its own contingency” (Laclau 1996, 103).

2. The argument on the gap between power and legitimacy is in part in-
spired by Ernesto Laclau’s argument on the “impossibility of society”; that is,
the impossibility of society as an always/already integrated whole. The con-
struction of society, Laclau argues, is an always existing political project that,
due to the fundamentally conflictual constitution of the social, can never be
fully achieved (Laclau 1990, 89–93). Societies are the fragmented and tempo-
rary effects of competing strategies of power and legitimacy (Laclau 1994, 17–
23).

3. James Scott has argued that hegemonies are fundamentally illegitimate
within the horizons of peasant consciousness because the subordinates live
through different discourses and in different ontologies. Scott claims that peas-
ants’ everyday transgressions of rules are tantamount to a de facto and whole-
sale negation of the dominant discourse (Scott 1985). I find it more plausible to
understand everyday forms of resistance and transgressions as “distributional
fights” within the logic of the hegemonic discourse, or between competing pa-
trons or dominant groups.

4. The notion of contingency in a philosophical sense does not mean that
social forms are random products of pure accident. On the contrary, it presup-
poses constant attempts at creating and naturalizing an order. Contingency is
that residue and inherent instability that threatens this endeavor: “Contingency
is not the negative other side of necessity, but the element of impurity which
deforms and hinders its full constitution” (Laclau 1990, 27).

5. See Foucault’s remarks on “subjugated” and local knowledges in Foucault
1980a, and 1980b. See also John Ransom’s recent attempt to systematize Fou-
cault’s rather scattered remarks on “resistance,” protest, and the limits of disci-
pline (Ransom 1997, 101–53).

6. Talking about genealogy as an analytical strategy, Foucault seems to
imply the possibility of recuperating the self when he writes that the task of
genealogy is to “separate out, from the contingency that has made us what we
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are, the possibility of no longer being, doing or thinking what we are, do, or
think” (Foucault 1984a, 46).

7. This is the apt phrase used by Sudipta Kaviraj about the over extension of
what he calls the “Tocquevillean thesis,” making democracy into the master
logic of all societal tranformations of modernity (Kaviraj 1997b).

8. Discourses can be seen as linguistic and material practices that establish
meaning through differential relations between their constitutive moments.
These differential moments are always unstable because no single articulation
of difference can exhaust the range of possible meanings of given a symbol or
discursive construction.

9. The particular economy between metonymy and metaphor was outlined
by Lacan in a lecture entitled “Metaphor and Metonymy II” (Lacan 1993, 222–
31). Jacques-Alain Miller elaborated this into the “logic of the signifier” central
to later elaborations of Lacanian thought by Zizek and Laclau. To Miller, the
signifier is a symptom of the (constitutive) negativity of the “real,” which has
opened a space of representation of the real through signifiers that “stand in”
and substitute for the real. This “original” metaphorical substitution, trying to
bridge the gap between that which “is” and the names we give to it, opens to
the logic of incessant sliding of signification—the endless play on meanings
and words in order to say and grasp the real that we never can come to repre-
sent fully (Miller 1966, 39–51).

10. By political interest I mean the specific strategic imperatives and desires
that flow from the location of a given political actor in the political field. To my
mind, interests do exist, not as properties of the individual but as properties of
historically specific social fields.

11. Mahmoud Mamdani makes a similar “anti-culturalist” argument con-
cerning the colonial construction of modern forms of governance and, hence,
structures of modern political identities (Mamdani 1996).

12. The centrality of colonial governmentality in shaping communalism and
knowledge of communities was originally pointed out by Bernard S. Cohn
(Cohn 1987, 224–55). Later the concept of enumeration was developed imagina-
tively by Sudipta Kaviraj in his account of the transformation of communities
from “fuzzy” precolonial entities to “enumerated” entities with precise bound-
aries in the colonial period and after (Kaviraj 1992).

13. In a review of Gyanendra Pandey’s book, The Construction of Communal-
ism in North India (Pandey 1990), Dipankar Gupta points out that Pandey seems
to infer that communities in the precolonial era lived in a state of more har-
monious “fuzzy” boundaries. Gupta argues that religious identities probably
were rather clear at that time, at supralocal levels as well, but were not at stake
as crucial sources of legitimacy in the public realm (Gupta 1993). Community
identities were in this period neither aggregated in larger abstract “cultures”
(imbued with rights in the modern sense), nor were they a central stake in the
political and public realm, where notions of legitimacy and representation (of
people, communities, or cultures) had not yet been introduced in their mod-
ern form.

14. As early as the 1860s the Indian Muslim elite started a range of educa-
tional institutions and reform movements that sought to retrieve what they saw
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as the lost unity among Indian Muslims, and to substitute for the lost aura of
princely rule a new modern spirit of community. Aligarh College (1876); the
reform madrasa in Deoband, U.P. (1867); the Nizamiya Madrasa at the old
center of Islamic learning, Firangi Mahal, in Lucknow in 1906; and not least
Aligarh Muslim University (1898) became important centers in the growing
drive toward cultural reform and modern organization of the Indian Muslim
community (see Robinson 1975; Brass 1975; Hasan 1991; Lelyveld 1978).

15. One of the many ironies in the meticulous enumeration of the colonial
subjects arose in 1911, when the census director, E. A. Gait, decided to adopt a
more rigorous method of determining the correct classification of persons:
namely, to ask the local census supervisors to collect locally used criteria for
who was considered a Hindu. The result was bewildering as “a quarter of
the persons classed as Hindus deny the supremacy of Brahmans, a quarter do
not worship the great Hindu gods, . . . a half do not regard cremation as obli-
gatory, and two-fifths eat beef” (Census of India 1911, vol. 1, 116). The census
findings caused a storm of protests from Hindu nationalists, and as the govern-
ment found the results impractical(!) the effort was abandoned (Muralidharan
1994, 26).

16. Ordinary people encountered classifications and objectifications in, for
example, recruitment for the colonial army, where certain communities were
given preference, and even more significantly in encounters with the legal insti-
tutions. As pointed out in great detail by Marc Galanter, the notion of South
Asian society as fundamentally compartmentalized into mutually exclusionary
groups was a cornerstone in colonial legal conceptions and practices. Colonial
subjects thus came to know themselves as equal before the law as communities
rather than as individuals (Galanter 1989, 101–83).

17. In a study of the local incidents of Hindu-Muslim clashes during the cow
protection movement in the Bhojpuri region, Pandey shows that the popular
mobilization had a lot to do with upper castes trying to consolidate their posi-
tion in a situation of unstable hierarchies, and lower caste communities trying
to win recognition and higher status by demonstrating their commitment to
“Hinduness” (Pandey 1990, 158–201). Though obviously pointing to local com-
plexities in communal mobilization, Pandey’s example also demonstrates that
the very notion of a “Hindu community” had become a powerful signifier in
local processes of identification.

18. It is my contention that local cultural horizons cannot always be re-
garded as the ultimate arbiters of meaning, as historicist reasoning will hold.
Doxa and social practices are always incomplete and full of cracks and inconsis-
tencies that render them, rather, open to modification and new strategies of
domination. The market of ideological interpretations is, in other words, one of
the least free markets in existence. Consumers of such interpretations choose
among available options not of their own choice, rather than on the basis of
what their social practices might render more logical or functional.

19. This discursive and political strategy was applied by a host of early In-
dian reformers and so-called moderates from Rammahoun Roy and Surendra-
nath Bannerjea in Bengal, to Justice M. G. Ranade and Gopal Krishna Gokhale
in western India.
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20. Like most other nationalist leaders, Gandhi found any upsetting of the
essentially paternalist relation between the middle-class world of the enlight-
ened leadership and the masses objectionable. His unique position derived
from straddling these two worlds, not from collapsing them, and from being
ennobled, in the eyes of his middle-class constituency, by his voluntary and
fearless immersion in the world of the masses. At a more pragmatic level,
Gandhi also feared that landed interests would turn against the national move-
ment if he supported rebellious peasants (see, for instance, Pandey 1988).

21. The eighteenth century saw in German-speaking areas the emergence of
the so-called Polizeiwissenschafft, or Cameralism, in the meaning of “prudent
governance” that enhanced the overall happiness of both ruler and subjects (see
Pasquino 1991).

22. This basic text of nationalism was long regarded as a kampfschrifft (mili-
tant text) of German chauvinism (it was distributed in enormous quantities to
German soldiers in the trenches in World War I), but may also, as Balibar has
shown, be read as a universalization of the nation and nationalism to a tran-
scendental principle of human life. Fichte had also developed some of his vi-
sions of a modern nation-state in his Der geschlossene Handelsstaat (The Closed
Commercial State) from 1800 (Fichte 1977).

23. The popular franchise was at this point only extended to 2.7 percent of
the population. The real breakthrough appeared with the Government of India
Act of 1935 which, after years of deliberation in shifting franchise committees,
allowed an expansion of the franchise for provincial elections on the basis of
educational qualifications, to comprise 10 percent of the population (30.1 mil-
lion). The franchise was in the following years further extended, and in 1946
was estimated to include 40 million voters. For an account of this development
see Chiriyankandath 1992a.

24. The Khilafat movement was started in 1919 by Muslim leaders demand-
ing the restitution of the caliphate of the Ottoman sultanate, which had been
defeated by the allied forces in World War I and forced to make large conces-
sions in the Middle East. Gandhi approved of the movement, and merged the
large-scale Non-Cooperation movement from 1920 onward with the Khilafat
mobilization. Combined, these two movements created an unprecedented level
of political activity, mass mobilization, and unrest in the entire subcontinent
from 1919 to 1922. In Punjab, the movement provoked another round of Hindu-
Muslim competition as Hindu nationalist campaigns for conversions (shuddhi)
and organization of Hindus (sangathan) provoked Muslim equivalents in the
field of religious propagation and conversion (tabligh) and community organi-
zation (tanzim) (Minault 1982, 192–212).

25. The literature on Gandhi is vast and varied. Some of the best interpreta-
tions of Gandhi’s political practice may be found in Judith Brown’s work (1972
and 1977). Gandhi’s philosophy is interpreted by Bhikhu Parekh (1989), and,
from different viewpoints, by Partha Chatterjee (1986), and Ashis Nandy
(1983).

26. See Mamdani 1996, 37–108. Potter reports that only a total of six hundred
British officers worked in the Indian Civil Service, the apex administrative
cadre, all over India in 1946. By 1952 the number was down to three. The pro-
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portion of British personnel was negligible at the lower rungs of bureaucracy,
though more concentrated in the military and the security forces (Potter 1987,
130–50).

27. The notion of “cunning” is taken from de Certeau’s analysis of the tactics
of ordinary people, or “everyman” in de Certeau’s terms, against ostensibly
unassailable powers; the use of la perrugue, that is, the use of tools and materials
for other purposes than intended; and so on (de Certeau 1984, 24–28).

28. The Emergency period is for a variety of reasons still “a white spot” on
the map of research on India. One of the few exceptions is Emma Tarlo’s bril-
liant exploration of the “banality of evil” involved in the massive sterilization-
cum-slum clearance programs in Delhi in this period (Tarlo 1998).

29. Nehru actually shared a good deal of Gandhi’s belief in the village as the
original unit of Indian history, and wrote that “the village [still] holds together
by some invisible link and all memories revive. It should be possible to take
advantage of these age-old traditions” (Nehru 1980, 536).

30. This banning of parties from the panchayat structure did not last. On the
contrary, the local political arenas became ever more important, and from the
1970s on the panchayat structure became in many Indian states a crucial arena
for the emergence of new strata of leaders and politicians from the large peas-
ant communities.

31. Government prose such as the Report of the Study Group on the Welfare of
the Weaker Sections of the Village Community, 1961, and writings of Gandhians
such as J. P. Narayan, Vinoba Bhave, and academics involved in the community
development schemes, abound with exhortations to their middle-class audi-
ence regarding the importance of “moral change,” of “the obligations of the
educated to set examples for the masses.”

Chapter 2

1. See Laclau’s excellent argument for revitalizing the theory of ideology
(1996b, 201–20).

2. Lacan was deeply influenced by Alexander Kojéve’s interpretation of
Hegel’s master-slave dialectic and the notion of desire as the need for Annerken-
nung, for self-realization, self-constitution, and fullness (see Lacan 1989, 308–
13, and Kojéve 1969, 45–55).

3. Parrhesia is the term Foucault uses for the courageous act of disrupting
dominant discourses, thereby opening a new space for another truth to emerge,
not a discursive truth but rather a “truth of the self,” an authenticity of the
courageous performer of this “eruptive truth-speaking” (see Ransom 1997,
162–67).

4. tižek extends this argument to the extreme ritualization, repetition, and
celebration of form, characteristic of highly stylized and choreographed ex-
pressions of ideology found most extremely in fascism and various forms of
Stalinism. The appeal of the “spirit of sacrifice” and the demands of uncondi-
tional obedience do not lie in the remote gratifications that are offered, but in
the existential security bestowed by the rituals themselves, in the pleasure of
being able “to continue to walk straight in one direction.” Yet the emptiness
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and lack of meaning of such a perverse and profane pleasure (what Lacan calls
jouissance) must be concealed by loftier goals such as service of the people, the
Divine, and so on (tižek 1989, 81–84).

5. Enjoyment refers in Lacan’s usage to a paradoxical pleasure, or fascina-
tion, derived from the encounter with something unknown, disturbing, or un-
definable that generates curiosity and attraction. Enjoyment is, in other words,
that which eludes reason and explanation, but which, nevertheless, is “in us
more than ourselves,” that is, the urge to posses a “wholeness.” Enjoyment thus
correlates with Lacan’s notion of the desire to explore the boundaries of what
we are, what we can know about our own constitutive impossibility (ibid.,
87–120).

6. This line of reasoning is parallel to Zygmunt Bauman’s idea of the
stranger as the destabilizing element who reveals the fragility of the social
order and of social identities constituted between friends and foes, and thus
becomes the object of intense hatred (Bauman 1991, 53–75).

7. As Peter van der Veer argues, the notion of the ideal brahmin was born
out of the long-standing orientalist/Indological textual classification of the
brahmin as a “god on earth,” an ascetic world renouncer with little resemblance
of the actual complexities of the practices of brahminical priesthood in various
parts of India (van der Veer 1989, 67–71).

8. As David Ludden has pointed out, orientalist knowledge was not just a
body of knowledge making itself available to colonial rule but also provided
data and knowledge employed in critiques of colonialism; it is also employed
in contemporary strategies of governance in modern India (Ludden 1993).

9. Schlegel also produced the (in)famous distinction between “dead,” that is,
mimetic and mixed languages (such as French and English), and dynamic lan-
guages, the original, self-born languages that contained the real potential for
authentic expression (such as Sanskrit and German). This thesis was central to
German nationalism and the theory of Aryan languages as Ursprache, which
engendered a considerable interest in indology in Germany in the nineteenth
century. Twentieth-century German orientalism was also involved in the con-
struction of the theories of the Aryan Urheim during the Nazi period (Pollock
1993).

10. See Kaviraj 1995b for a profound exploration of this tension.
11. In her new study of Vivekananda, Shamita Basu concludes: “Democra-

tizing religion, distinguishing it from priestcraft and emphasizing the histori-
cist character of religious ideas compatible with the contemporary spiritual
culture, Vivekananda made religious discourse open to rational analysis, and
spiritual realization an exclusively subjective affair. At the same time, it also
became an important text on national history” (Basu 1997, 188).

12. I owe this point to Partha Chatterjee, who pointed out to me that praise
of the purity of the people originates in the nineteenth-century Bengali Renais-
sance, and is to be found subsequently in pluralist as well as communal depic-
tions of Indian culture, the national spirit, and so on (see also Chatterjee 1992).

13. In his historical treatise Rise of Maratha Power (Ranade 1961), Ranade de-
veloped the parallels between the European Reformation and the bhakti cults
of Deccan. Ranade believed that the bhakti rebellion against brahminical domi-



245N O T E S T O C H A P T E R 2

nance, like the protestant rebellion against papism, had unleashed new ener-
gies and creativities (Kumar 1968, 289–93).

14. Swami Dayananda rejected the view that Europe had developed because
of its egalitarianism. On the contrary, the strength of the West stemmed from
“education of boys and girls, they educate themselves . . . and they devote their
body, soul and wealth to the well-being of their country. . . . These Europeans
are very dutiful and well disciplined” (Saraswati 1960, 550).

15. The nineteenth century saw a measure of “classicization” of South Asian
Islam wherein the allegedly purer, scriptural Wahhabi reform movement
sought to purge the widespread local syncretized modes of worship of Sufi
saints (pzrs), with their emphasis on healing, the sanctity of the saint’s body, and
large festivals with orgiastic elements. However, these elements continued to
play a prominent role in the practices of “popular” Islam. The reform wave of
the twentieth century was, like the Wahhabi movement, anti-Sufi and “classi-
cizing,” but more political and nationalist (van der Veer 1994, 56–77).

16. The systematic use of Urdu written in Persian-Arabic script in schools for
Muslim children and youth only commenced from the mid-nineteenth century,
in an effort toward general education of Muslims jointly promoted by segments
of the Muslim elite and the colonial administration. For the emerging national-
ist elite among the Muslims, Urdu became a means of producing a single syndi-
cated “Muslim community.” Prior to this initiative, Muslim boys had been
taught Arabic and Persian in the madrasas (Koran schools) for religious in-
struction, and the bulk of high literary works had for centuries been written in
Persian (see Brass 1975; and 1979, and Robinson 1974). As David Lelyveld has
pointed out, the notion of an original unified Hindi-Urdu language destroyed
by communal bigotry is probably an invention of a certain slightly idealizing
secular historiography. The linguistic diversity of north India prior to colonial
rule was more complex, and the issues of script and writing were confined to
the miniscule literate segment of precolonial societies (Lelyveld 1993).

17. Kenneth Jones notes that the nonbrahmin profile of the Arya Samaj
helped the movement to win a considerable base in areas where brahmin lite-
rati were traditionally weakly represented, such as the urban Hindu merchant
communities in Punjab, and the rural areas of Punjab and United Provinces,
where the Jat peasantry was dominant (Jones 1976, 52–70).

18. For an argument along these lines, see Zavos 1996. See also Tucker 1970.
19. Lajpat Rai 1980, 2. Lajpat Rai argued that Shivaji was the ultimate em-

blem of the Hindu warrior, which has to be rediscovered by the weak and
effeminized Hindus. “If our Muslim brethren call us cowards they are justified
in taunting us,” he wrote (ibid., 10).

20. This commitment was expressed in very clear terms by Bipin Chandra
Pal in a speech to the Young Men’s Mahomedan Association in Calcutta in
1907. Pal hailed the contributions of Islamic culture to India—jurisprudence,
rationalism, equality—and called for India to become a “federated nation” (Pal
1958, 42–57).

21. The generally cooperative attitude of the Muslim elite vis-à-vis the colo-
nial power began to erode as Britain turned against the Ottoman empire in the
Balkan Wars and World War I. The more radical Muslims collected funds for
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relief work among “Muslim brethren” affected by British imperialism, even as
the growing popularity among Hindus of the movement for swaraj as well as
the mushrooming Hindu movements and initiatives made it clear that contin-
ued cooperation with the British would isolate the Muslim elite and make it
vulnerable to the rising Hindu assertiveness. The Lucknow Pact in 1916 must
be seen in this light (Minault 1982, 45–64).

22. Pradeep Datta has discussed the impact on public opinion and “common
sense” in Calcutta and parts of north India of a book entitled Hindus—A Dying
Race, as well as some pamphlets, by a U. N. Mukherji, published in 1909–1911.
Mukherji argued in a sharply communal vein that Muslims, with their multiple
wives and “primitive” procreative capacity, would outnumber Hindus in a few
decades. Mukherji was also active in the debate surrounding the Gait circular
concerning the authorized definition of Hindus in 1911 (see Chapter 1), where
he strongly opposed the proposition that Hindus could be seen as made up of
multiple communities. Datta shows convincingly how most of the tropes,
themes, and myths circulated in contemporary Hindu nationalist discourse
were already active in Mukherji’s work, and that the not always conspicuous
circulation of such discursive structures reproduce a “communal common
sense” through the decades (Datta 1993).

23. Mazzini was a “big hit” in India throughout the latter half of the nine-
teenth century. Translation of his writings into several Indian languages played
a major role in the formation of nationalist ideology. Bipin Chandra Pal, Lala
Lajpat Rai, and Bal Gargadhar Tilak, as well as Savarkar, were deeply influ-
enced by Mazzini (for an analysis of Savarkar’s praise of Mazzini and Gari-
baldi, and his suggestion that their relation as philosopher and revolutionary
could be compared to that of the Maratha king Shivaji and his advisor Ramdas,
see Fasana 1994). Apart from the colorful character of Mazzini’s writings, a part
of their attraction undoubtedly lay in the parallelism of the Italian and Indian
situation, as the early nationalists saw it: a weak and divided nation, object of
plunder, internal squabbles, weighed down under the rigidity of tradition and
self-serving elites, but with a glorious past to be retrieved. In Italy there was
the Renaissance and earlier, the Roman empire. In India there was the pre-
Islamic sophistication of literature, philosophy, and art, the empire of Ashoka,
and so on.

24. For a thorough discussion of the contested terrain of the origins of Aryan
language and the status of Aryans as “invaders” or original inhabitants of the
subcontinent, see Thapar 1996.

25. One of Golwalkar’s references is the German scholar J. C. Bluntschli, who
in 1875 wrote an influential book Lehre vom Modernen Staat, translated as The
Theory of the State, published by Oxford University Press in 1885. Bluntschli
promoted the German notion of a Volks-nation as the true expression of a na-
tion, a view supported by most of the other (British) scholars quoted by Gol-
walkar, as Jaffrelot has shown (Jaffrelot 1995, 50–52). Golwalkar’s reasoning
was, in other words, not drawing on some marginal view, as the “German
theory” of nation has been made out to be in the aftermath of Nazism, but on
a broadly accepted view in the scholarly and political environment at the time
regarding the “natural” congruence between culture and territory.
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26. In his most recent work, Jaffrelot argues that Golwalkar’s ideology may
be called “virtually totalitarian,” but neither fascist nor Nazi due to the lack of
worship of the leader, of the strong state, or of a racial doctrine. I find it diffi-
cult to talk about “fascism as such.” Any ideological articulation emerges as a
specific combination of elements and received conceptual grammars—fascist,
nationalist, socialist, idealist, and so on—borrowed and hence vernacularized
within an historically produced connotative domain. It is, therefore, obvious
that Golwalkar was never a fascist in the European sense. The RSS represents,
nonetheless, the most significant import into and domestication within India of
vital elements of the incoherent mélange of ideological fragments that made up
various forms of fascism in Europe.

27. A somewhat similar attempt to establish continuities and trace the jour-
ney of notions and concepts from Bankim to Golwalkar and the influence of
orientalism (but without linking these concepts to Herder, Fichte, and so on),
can be found in Klimkeit 1981. In spite of the assertion by contemporary nation-
alist ideologues of fundamental differences between the Indian concept of na-
tionalism and that of Europe, the European experience remains, nevertheless,
the central reference point when the concept of the pure Hindu nation is
defined.

28. Gandhian and Hindu nationalist discourse have come close to one an-
other in later years, not only in the political field. A publication from the Ra-
makrishna Mission, Hindu Thought and World Harmony, written in 1989 by a
disciple of Vinoba Bhave who is now a sarvodya worker, testifies that the argu-
mentative structure, the thematic, and the style of modern Gandhian discourse
and of Hindu nationalism resemble one another in striking ways. One finds the
same massive presence of positive statements from more or less well-known
personalities about the deeds and virtues of Hinduism. In this discourse, Ar-
nold Toynbee provides scientific credibility to the eulogy of Hindu history.
Vedanta contains the ultimate truth, superior to that of modern physics (veri-
fied by quotes from western scientists), and it contains the answer to the chal-
lenges of modern man, promotes humanism and an “integral approach,” cares
more for women, and the family, is inherently tolerant and peaceful, and is
more emotionally alert to fellow beings. “Hinduism is the culmination of the
cultural evolution of mankind,” the author concludes.

Chapter 3

1. The history of revolutionary and messianic movements is also the history
of self-proclaimed chosen peoples, of groups whose special insight, predica-
ments, or fate elevate them above ordinary standards of humanity, and who
have a sublime duty beyond moral concerns. If the Nazi leadership was the
most robust and barbaric in this respect, the Stalinist celebration of communists
as people of a special mold, of iron wills and determination, or the hysteria of
the Chinese Red Guard “with their hearts full of devotion to Chairman Mao,”
were more persistent, enduring, and mass-produced examples of totalitarian
subjects. The Sendero Luminoso, the Khmer Rouge, and the Tamil Tigers are
more recent examples of the same type of dual teleology, determined to extract
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the “true” History from the rubble of the actual history they seek to destroy,
and to extract a purified “true People” from the piles of corpses of the actual
people they kill. More generally, they enact the (futile) attempt to give the
“empty signifier” (of the people or the nation) a concrete content.

2. The Hindu Mahasabha functioned as a broad platform and caucus for
divergent groups and ideological tendencies that shared the fear of Muslim
assertiveness and a commitment to a sangathan strategy of organizing and con-
structing a national Hindu community. Opinions ranged from political orga-
nizers such as B. S. Moonje, a Hindu Sabha leader in Nagpur who was instru-
mental in the creation of the RSS; to Swami Shraddhananda from Punjab, who
advocated the construction of large Rashtra mandirs (national temples) that
would be meeting places for a national, catholic Hinduism transcending older
sects and boundaries of caste; or Dr. Kurtkoti, a religious leader from Maha-
rashtra who, in the image of the ulama institution in Islam, tried to establish the
political-legal authority of Hindu religious leaders (Jaffrelot 1996, 14–17).

3. The akhara institution has been analyzed in great detail by Joseph Alter
(1992). Sandria Freitag, in her work on communalism in north India, has
pointed to the multiple meanings and functions of the akharas—from defend-
ers of the community to martial brotherhoods with criminal connotations—
which from the turn of the century on were used by both Congress and Hindu
nationalist forces as vehicles for political and communal mobilization (Freitag
1990, 122, 225).

4. Like all effective ideological strategies, the RSS’s strategy and ideology
condense a large number of references in the connotative domain created by
nationalism and cultural revival in India, in a polyvalent practice that seeks to
make itself intelligible to both popular cultural idioms (such as that of the
akhara) and to elite and higher-caste cultural idioms. The idiom of spiritual
perfection and renunciation in the service of the nation—the “political monk”
or karma yogin—had already been developed by Vivekananda. The RSS tried
to embody this notion, and the representation of the RSS as an independent
authority, like monks ennobled and elevated above everyday petty squabbles
by its renunciation and dedication, remains a powerful discursive stream in the
movement. It is interesting that RSS men always refer to the movement as
‘’Sangha—the term used for Buddhist communities of monks—and refer to the
authority of the RSS in ways similar to those of Buddhist monastic orders in
Thailand, Burma, and elsewhere that have assumed the role of spiritual correc-
tive to the powers that be.

5. Craig Baxter quotes the program adopted by the Hindu Mahasabha in
1925 under the leadership of Lala Lajpat Rai as the single document that had
the most enduring influence on subsequent programs and strategies of the RSS
and later the Jana Sangh. Among many things, the program contained these
points: “(1) To organize Hindu Sabhas throughout the length and breadth of
the country. (2) To provide relief to such Hindus, men and women, who need
help on account of communal disturbances. (3) Reconversion of Hindus who
have been forcibly converted to Islam. (4) To organize gymnasiums for the use
of Hindu young men and women. (5) To organize seva samitis [volunteer
corps]. (6) To popularize Hindi . . . in cooperation with the Hindi Sahyita Sam-
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melan. (7) To open Hindu temples as halls where people may gather. (8) To
celebrate Hindu festivals. (9) To promote good feelings with Mohammedans
and Christians. (10) To represent communal interests of Hindus in all political
controversies” (quoted from Baxter 1969, 15).

6. Lise McKean gives a good account of the popularity Savarkar achieved
during his extensive tours all over the country in the late 1930s and the 1940s.
He was honored by religious institutions, by Sanatana dharma sabhas and mil-
itant organizations, and often welcomed and celebrated by large crowds as the
“sangathanacharya”—the supreme head and “dictator” of militant Hinduism
(McKean 1996, 91–96).

7. Savarkar propagated this line under the slogan “Militarize Hindusthan.”
The objective was to enroll as many Hindus as possible in the British Army in
order to reverse the “effeminization” of the Hindus which, according to Savar-
kar, had been going on during British rule due to the recruitment of soldiers
along the colonial theory of martial races. Recruitment of Hindus would tilt the
Muslim-Hindu ratio in the armed forces in favor of the Hindus, a ratio Savarkar
believed would be crucial for the loyalty and orientation of the forces out of
which a new national army would be molded (Phadke 1989; see also Sumante
1991).

8. Interview with S. H. Deshpande, economist, Marathi author, and swa-
yamsevak in the 1930s and early 1940s, in Pune, 12 August 1992.

9. Gandhi’s assassin Naturam Godse, a Chitpavan brahmin from Pune, had
been a member of the RSS for some years, as well as a member of the Hindu
Mahasabha. In the early 1940s Godse left the RSS to form a militant organiza-
tion, Hindu Rashtra Dal, aimed at militarizing the mind and conduct of Hin-
dus, to make them “more assertive and aggressive” (interview with Naturam
Godse’s brother Gopal Godse, still a member of the Hindu Mahasabha, in Pune,
3 February 1993).

10. Maureen Patterson gives an account of the attacks on Chitpavan homes
and institutions in western Maharashtra in the weeks following the assassina-
tion. Attributing it to long-standing resentment of Marathas against the Chitpa-
vans and to the machinations of local Congress leaders, she displays her own
deeply biased position quite openly when writing: “It was an unsavory episode
that brought out the worst passions of Maharashtra’s dominant, and now rul-
ing caste, the Marathas. They fell back on their age old methods of problem
solving: on violence and retribution” (Patterson 1988, 36). See also Nandy’s far
more insightful analysis of the Chitpavans and their links to Hindu national-
ism, (Nandy 1980, 70–96).

11. For a comprehensive account of the historical development of these af-
filiates see Andersen and Damle 1987, 108–37.

12. Interview with Mrs. Saraswatibai Apte, in Pune, 4 September 1993.
13. The recruitment of motherhood in the nationalist discourse developed

from around the turn of the century, as a response to the question of women’s
emancipation. Patriotic motherhood elevated the conventional strictures on the
women’s movement and women’s virtues to a sublime expression of the very
core of the cultural nation. As has been shown recently, the question of emanci-
pation of women presented a difficult issue for nationalist leaders such as
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Lajpat Rai, who oscillated between a liberal emancipatory attitude and a more
conservative celebration of the traditional virtues and purity of motherhood
(Malhotra 1994). In more liberal Bengal, the educated middle classes produced
a discourse of the modern, Indian woman as an educated mother guarding the
“inner domain” of the nation (the family), who also moved freely and compe-
tently in the colonized “outer domain,” the public sphere, protected by her
supreme virtues of chastity, purity, and moderation (Chatterjee 1993, 127–31).

14. I have developed this argument in more detail in Hansen 1994). See also
Tanika Sarkar’s pioneering study (Sarkar 1991), various contributions in Sarkar
and Butalia 1995, and Mazumdar 1992, 1–24.

15. Group interview with sevikas at the Jijamata Trust in Thane, 28 January
1993.

16. Interview with Durga Vahini activists in Thane, 18 January 1993.
17. VHP: Messages and Activities (New Delhi, 1981).
18. The most prominent of this category of modern gurus is Swami Chin-

mayananda, whose fashionable Sandyapani Academy in Bombay has for de-
cades attracted well-to-do segments of the metropolitan middle classes. See
also van der Veer 1994, 136–37.

19. McKean presents a highly interesting analysis of several of these gurus
and sadhus, some of them associated with or running reputed ashrams such as
the Bharat Mata temple in Hardwar (McKean 1996, 124–63).

20. Interview with Balasaheb Naik, VHP organizing secretary for the west-
ern zone (Gujarat, Maharashtra, and Goa), in Pune, 16 September 1992.

21. In 1979, the VHP held its second International Hindu Conference with
high-profile representation of Sikhs, Jains, and numerous sects, and the VHP
has in the 1980s held several large world conferences in Europe and North
America, where the VHP presents itself to the political and cultural establish-
ment in the concerned countries as representatives of “Hinduism” as such, and
systematically seeks to generate goodwill and recognition. Another vital part of
the VHP’s work in Europe, North America, East Africa, and Southeast Asia has
been very successful fundraising and extension of cultural activities among
expatriate Indians, seeking to turn them into truly diasporic communities tied
to India though the VHP. See McKean, 1995.

22. Pamphlet from Vanvasi Kalyan Kendra in Talasari, Thane district.
23. See the RSS publication edited by Seshadri 1988, 234–36.
24. A revelation, or literalization, of the secret would amount to the dissolu-

tion of the group, as it would become apparent that the secret is that there is no
secret—and that the leaders are rather ordinary people indulging in profane
tussles over power, money, and recognition.

25. This “mirror effect” means that tightly knit political groups/sects/or-
ganizations organized with authoritarian structures, clandestine organization,
and multiple layers of secrecy, all portray their enemy—the state, the capitalist
class, the Muslim conspiracy, the Jewish conspiracy, and so on—as extremely
powerful, operating through similar clandestine networks and conspiracies.
Opposing such a powerful other bestows, in turn, a particular grandeur on the
organization or sect and its cause, which ethically neutralizes any crime or
abuse committed in the name of this cause.
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26. The festivals are, first, Varsh Pratipad, the Hindu New Year, but also
“Founder’s Day” (Hedgewar’s birthday), when the memory of Hedgewar is
celebrated. The next is Hindu Samrajya Divotsav, the coronation day of Shivaji.
Here the historical victories over Muslim conquerors are celebrated. Third
comes Raksha Bandhan, a ceremony normally performed in the family, in
which the sister in a family will tie a thread around her brother’s wrist and
apply a tika (dots of red paste) on his forehead, in order to show symbolically
her respect for her brother and ask for his protection in the future. This cere-
mony was transferred to the RSS and is now performed among the swayam-
sevaks in order to affirm their mutual loyalty. Fourth comes Guru Dakshina,
when the swayamsevaks offer money to their “teacher and guide”—the RSS—
and revere a still-expanding galaxy of national heroes, including Shivaji, Ram-
das, Rana Pratap, and other martial figures; the galaxy centers around the pro-
jection of Hedgewar and Golwalkar as supreme national heroes. Fifth comes
Dassera, a large festival celebrated all over India by most Hindus. In the RSS
version, it commemorates the victory of Lord Ram over the demon Ravana in
the epic Ramayana. On this occasion swayamsevaks march through the cities in
uniforms with music. One of the highlights of the RSS version of Dassera is the
worship of weapons (swords, daggers, and so on)—associated with Shivaji and
kshatriya values. Finally, the year ends with celebration of the winter solstice,
the Makar Sakrant, which emphasizes selflessness and service to the nation.

27. Interview with Professor S. Shastri, RSS pracharak for western Maha-
rashtra, in Pune on 5 August 1992.

28. Recent research on nascent nationalism in Bengal in the nineteenth cen-
tury has demonstrated the centrality of the mother as a nationalist icon ren-
dered in a deplorable and fragile state—due to the lack of protection by emas-
culated Bengali men—hence to be protected and rescued by nationalist sons
(see Bagchi 1990). The proto-nationalist reverence of the mother icon also led to
what in historical hindsight might appear as a paradoxical interpretation
among the middle-class audiences in Calcutta of Queen Victoria as represent-
ing a sort of benevolent, fulfilled motherhood, whose supposed elevated jus-
tice Indians could appeal to, like the image of the “good Tsar” (Chowdhury-
Sengupta 1992).

29. I perceive, in the spirit of Lacan, the Oedipus complex as a structure not
confined to Western societies, which in any case are heterogeneous. To my
mind, the power of the oedipal structure derives from the ambiguities it as-
cribes to female sexuality as both destructive/demonic and protective/nurtur-
ing. The whole point is that Oedipus’s mother was simultaneously sexually
attractive and a protecting mother, and, hence, that an oedipal discourse is
articulated around metaphors bent on this ambiguous tension between desire
and devotion vis-à-vis the mother symbol. The distinction in traditional Hindu
worship between unmarried, sexually frustrated, “hot” and destructive god-
desses, and the serene, fertile, “cold” and yet powerful position of married
mother goddesses (see Fuller 1992, 29–56), testifies that goddesses need mar-
riage to control their demonic side. Further, at the level of family practices, the
relations between sons and mothers are in most Hindu families close and not
without sexual ambiguities. Finally, I believe that the sublimation of mother-
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hood in what Chatterjee calls “the dominant middle-class culture coeval with
the era of nationalism” (Chatterjee 1993, 131), that is, a middle-class culture
wherein gender and sexuality were constructed around nationalist appropria-
tions of Victorian ideals of purity and chastity and the mother/whore dichot-
omy, has over the last century modified the construction of femininity and
masculinity so much that derivation of their cultural meanings from religious
traditions and practices provides at best only a part of the framework of their
articulation. This dominant culture, communicated for decades through educa-
tional systems and official discourse, and the contested representations of gen-
der in the public sphere—not least in Hindi films—provides images and ar-
chives of gender constructions that are at least as powerful as those flowing
from religious narratives.

30. As in the communist movements, the supreme leader is a “secretary,”
that is, literally the keeper of the secret of the organization. This ostensibly
administrative denomination also refers to this “secretary” as an executor and
administrator of the larger movement of history, in which radically teleological
movements like the RSS view themselves as instruments furthering an already
irresistible logic.

31. Baxter 1969, Appendices 2–3; Graham 1990, 259–65.
32. The Hindu Mahasabha resumed political activity in 1949 after having

been inactive for almost a year after the assassination of Gandhi. The party was,
however, seriously weakened and did poorly in the first general elections in
1951–1952, where it secured only four seats in the Lok Sabha. The party’s share
of the popular vote further declined in the following years, and it was reduced
to only two Lok Sabha seats in 1957, and only one in 1962. The Hindu Maha-
sabha retained some local strength in Uttar Pradesh and in Madhya Pradesh,
but at the state level as well as the national level the party was overshadowed
and marginalized by the Jana Sangh’s gradual but steady growth (Smith 1963,
473–79).

33. A prospective ban on cow slaughter had, after sustained pressure from
conservative elements within Congress, been included in the directive princi-
ples of state policy in the Indian Constitution. Throughout the 1950s there were
protracted debates on the issue. The expert committee appointed in 1955 to
probe into the issue recommended a total ban. In 1958, the Supreme Court
ruled in favor of such a total ban after sustained pressure from Congress legis-
lators and public support gathered on the issue. The RSS, the Jana Sangh, and
the Hindu Mahasabha succeeded in generating considerable goodwill in cen-
tral and northern India on this issue; see ibid., 483–89.

34. The party was able to win four seats in the state legislative assembly in
Maharashtra, as well as four in Mysore and three in Andhra Pradesh, and
therefore did, in a limited way, break out of its northern confines (Graham 1990,
261). These electoral gains occurred in constituencies with a significant pres-
ence of RSS networks. This correlation between RSS presence and electoral
strength remained pertinent even in the unprecedented wave of Hindu nation-
alism in the late 1980s.

35. An analysis by D. L. Sheth of the voter profile of various Indian parties
in 1967 revealed that the Jana Sangh had a fairly broad following in both cities
and rural areas, but that the urban middle-class groups belonging to higher
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castes in north India were significantly overrepresented among Jana Sangh’s
voters (Sheth 1976, 281, and Jaffrelot 1993, 278).

36. According to Richard Fox, the alliance between J. P. Narayan and the RSS
testified that J. P.’s Sarvodhya as well as Gandhian philosophy in a broader
sense lacked any real radicalism or perspective of social reform (Fox 1987, 233–
47). The entire process of alignment between the J. P. movement and the RSS/
Jana Sangh is discussed and well documented by Jaffrelot 1993, 300–19.

Chapter 4

1. As Paul Brass has shown, central intervention in the affairs of the states
grew dramatically during Mrs. Gandhi’s period. Chief ministers were rou-
tinely replaced and President’s Rule was imposed frequently in the course of
internal tussles between state and central leaderships within Congress (Brass
1982).

2. The changing electoral basis of Congress is documented in detail in the
state-by-state analyses in Sisson and Roy 1990. The changing strategies of re-
cruitment of activists and the management of large unaccountable funds within
political parties are shown in various ways in the study by Malik and Mar-
quette 1990.

3. This is the argument presented by Atul Kohli (Kohli 1990, 387–400). In
a slightly different vein, Paul Brass has argued that the populist strategies of
Mrs. Gandhi and her new lieutenants in the 1970s sought to bypass and under-
mine existing clientelistic networks and address poor farmers or slum dwellers
directly, just as they sought to disentangle the bread-and-butter issues of local-
level politics from the national elections hereafter fought predominantly on
large, fuzzy, and emotional issues, fit for populist engineering rather than ag-
gregation of power through complex clientelist networks (Brass 1990, 82–98).

4. Robert Wade notes, in a preliminary study of the economy of clientelism
and corruption in the state bureaucracy in a south Indian state, that the most
profitable revenue sources for the clientelist networks operating within the
state administration are bribes paid in connection with public works, and
“transfer sums” in connection with transfer of administrative cadres to higher
offices or to so-called “wet” areas where many bribes are available. These of-
fices are literally sold at fixed prices (Wade 1989). Similar practices of circulat-
ing black money in and out of the bureaucracy does not seem, however, to be
clearly linked to the proliferation of populist politics. In 1964, the Report of the
Committee on Prevention of Corruption from the so-called Santhanam Committee
identified “the transfer system” and many other corrupt practices in the early
1960s (Myrdal 1968, 937–60).

5. Rajiv Gandhi, in an interview with a BBC journalist, had commented that
if elections actually were held at the local level, not only Congress but all the
politicians at that level would have been “cleaned out.” That was, apparently,
too much of a risk to run (Nugent 1992, 48–49).

6. The impact of the serials made it apparent to politicians, intellectuals, and
journalists that audio-visual representation, films, and cultural products had
important bearings on the dynamics of the political field. The serialized epics
were presented as a legitimate representation of an important religious narra-
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tive, and were widely accepted as such when they were broadcast. See also
Farmer 1996.

7. Official figures from the Ministry for Information and Broadcasting esti-
mates a viewership of 250 million for the Doordarshan channel, and a surpris-
ingly high 42 million viewers of cable and satellite TV in 1991. The growth rate
of cable and satellite TV viewers was steep in all urban areas. A Bombay mar-
keting firm estimated in 1992 that 200 to 250 households were linked up to cable
and satellite TV every day in the Bombay region (Sethi 1992). Today, in 1998,
the ownership of cable and sattelite TV in India undoubtedly runs to several
hundred million people.

8. These technological innovations also provided new possibilities for the
mass production and widespread dissemination of various cultural forms—
images, music, and so on. See for instance Peter Manuel’s pathbreaking study
of cassette culture in northern India (Manuel 1993).

9. For various aspects of the financial and fiscal squeezes that compelled the
Government of India to implement rather far-reaching reforms, see Jalan 1992,
141–251. For a recent evaluation of the impact of the economic reforms, see
Vaidyanathan 1995. For a more critical assessment of the social interests and
assumptions behind the liberalization policy, see Bagchi 1994, 18–27.

10. “The ‘lower castes’ form an economic and social stratum that is sand-
wiched between the middle castes above them and the scheduled castes below.
It is composed of marginal farmers, sharecroppers, and landless laborers from
low-status agricultural castes together with the traditional service and artisan
castes—barbers, boatmen, blacksmiths, carpenters, fishermen, grain parchers,
oilpressers, and so on. The proportion of this stratum of the population varies
from region to region, but it is usually about a third of the population. Because
individual castes are usually small and widely dispersed, as well as poor, the
lower castes find it difficult to develop a common sense of identity or to assert
much political power on their own.” (Church 1984, 231). For evidence of the
growing political mobilization of hitherto passive groups and the emergence of
local political elites within these groups, see Mitra 1991.

11. The actual category was called Social and Educational Backward Classes
(SEBC). A large number of such groups were identified in the 1950s, and it was
decided to grant them substantial educational and occupational quotas in gov-
ernment service—reservation of up to 40 percent of all Class III jobs (lower
clerks, and so on), 30 percent of Class II (qualified middle positions), and 25
percent of Class I jobs (leading positions) in the public administration. These
recommendations remained unimplemented, and the Mandal Commission
formed in 1979 by the Janata cabinet under Charan Singh found that the OBC
groups, constituting 52 percent of the population, held only 4.69 percent of
Class I jobs, 10.63 percent in Class II, and 24.40 percent in Class III (Choudhary
1991: 111).

12. See Mitra 1987 and; Woods 1987. See also Baxi 1990, 219–39.
13. Statistics presented by the Scheduled Tribe and Scheduled Castes Com-

mission in 1986–1987 demonstrated that all the southern states had more than
a 30 percent reservation for OBC groups (44 percent in Andhra Pradesh), and
that states like Uttar Pradesh and Bihar at that time already had between 15 and
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20 percent of all educational seats and government jobs, respectively, reserved
for OBCs (Engineer 1991a, 290).

14. There are three groups of criteria. Social (4 × 3 points), educational (4 ×
2 points) and economic (4 × 1 point). To qualify as backward one needed
12 points, which meant that a prosperous but socially and culturally conserva-
tive group easily could qualify as “backward,” while a poorer and less edu-
cated group living along more “modern” or urban norms would hardly qualify
(Engineer 1991a, 294).

15. “Recommendations of the Mandal Commission” reproduced in Engi-
neer, ibid., 281–89.

16. The OBC categories defined by the commission also included significant
Muslim communities, and thus marked a departure from the practice sanc-
tioned by the Supreme Court of granting reservations only to depressed Hindu
castes, and not allotting reservations to confessional communities. This practice
was challenged when the Neo-Buddhist Mahars in 1969, after years of conten-
tion, were granted some of the vital benefits extended to scheduled castes in the
state of Maharashtra, after being excluded from this category since their con-
version in 1956 (Galanter 1984, 319–24). The inclusion of Muslims in the OBC
category still awaits legal adjudication.

17. For an account of the anti-Sikh riots in Delhi in 1984, see van Dyke 1996,
201–21. It is common knowledge that in her last period as prime minister Mrs.
Gandhi increasingly employed religious symbols and majoritarian rhetoric,
openly appealing to Hindu sentiments in north India, where Congress had
been seriously challenged since the 1967 elections. The discourse of national
unity (against “anti-nationals” such as separatists or “illoyal” minorities aided
by a “foreign hand”) during the 1984 electoral campaign was in the same way
premised on a strong undercurrent of Hindu majoritarianism.

18. This act came into being in 1937 after long-standing pressure from mem-
bers of the ulama who urged legal authorization of certain practices and exclu-
sion of “un-Islamic” practices. As Michael Anderson has pointed out, the act
reflected a view of the shari›a (Islamic law) molded by a century’s evolution of
Anglo-Mohammedan law (Anderson 1990).

19. This opportunistic strengthening of the most conservative forces among
Muslims generated widespread frustration among liberal and progressive
Muslim leaders and intellectuals. Union minister Arif Mohammad Khan re-
signed from the Congress cabinet as a protest against this maneuver. In the face
of massive protests, Congress leaders tried to wash their hands by portraying
the bill as a necessary concession that the Government had to make in the face
of unified Muslim pressure. False as this was, it nevertheless helped to harden
the myth of Muslims as intransigent fanatics (see Hasan 1990b, 27–37). For a
compilation of diverse views in the debate as well as pertinent documents, see
Engineer 1987.

20. In 1988, communal tension had been built up, especially in Uttar Pra-
desh, to the extent that several of the major Hindu celebrations in the month of
October had to be held under curfew in many districts in the state. In spite of
this, the then Congress chief minister of Uttar Pradesh allowed Syed Shahabud-
dhin and the Babri Masjid Movement Coordination Committee (BMMCC) to
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lead a march of thousands of Muslims to Ayodhya to offer a namaz (prayer) at
the holy site. At the same time, the VHP was permitted to carry out a huge Shri
Rama Maha Yagna in Ayodhya, a five-day congregation at which 1–200,000
people turned up, many armed with “traditional” or “ritual” weapons, explic-
itly determined to “defend” the site against the Muslim worshipers. Shahabud-
dhin canceled the march, but the incident revealed how the Congress admin-
istration consciously let the communal escalation between the Hindus, led by
the RSS, and the Muslims, led by a combination of Janata Dal populists and
religious conservatives, go on unhindered. See reports in India Today, 30 No-
vember 1991.

21. An ominous indication of the rising level of tension and animosity be-
tween Hindu and Muslim communities in various parts of the country in this
period was the growing number of riots and the rising number of casualties—
mostly Muslims—in these riots. This trend and its intimate connections with
the complicity of local political leaders with the (Hindu) instigators of riots, and
the brutality and involvement of police forces—especially the Provincial
Armed Constabulary (PAC) of Uttar Pradesh—has been well documented by
Engineer in various works (Engineer 1991b) and analyzed by Ashish Bannerjee
(1990).

22. The general standard of living and literacy—particularly among
women—are markedly lower in the Muslim community than in the Hindu
community. This may go a long way to explain the higher fertility rates, as
documented for instance by the report Levels, Trends and Differentials in Fertility,
Office of the Registrar General, New Delhi, 1979, or in the Sarvekshana, National
Sample Survey, 43rd Round, Delhi 1990.

23. For an overview of the economic significance of remittances from the
Gulf in Kerala, see Saith 1992.

24. Quite a few of the Indian Muslims I met who had working experience in
the Gulf confided to me, strictly off the record, that they had lost their faith in
Muslim solidarity after having been bullied by their Arab employers, who hold
the often dark-skinned Indian Muslims in very low esteem. Interestingly, this
obvious contradiction—in Lacanian terms the “lack” in the construction of a
Muslim identity—was clearly tabooed in public discourse, or glossed over with
phrases like “there are bad people everywhere.” The imperative of keeping a
unified Muslim identity in the face of Hindu assertion was particularly strong
in communally charged places like Mumbai. I have explored aspects of the
Muslim identity economy in conjunction with migration in Hansen 1997a, and
Muslim livelihood strategies in central Mumbai in Hansen 1997b.

25. Asghar Ali Engineer is one of the best-known critics of fundamentalism
and conservatism in the Muslim establishment, but many younger intellectuals
have lately emerged as very articulate voices in the debate. Sadjid Rashid, edi-
tor of the Urdu Times, Mumbai: argued that the “fundamentalist leaders have
successfully installed our Muslim identity as the prime concern—as far more
important than the deplorable social situation of the Muslim community. . . .
Personally I am for a Common Civil Code if all special rules for the other com-
munities (for instance the Hindu Marriage Act) was scrapped as well. But I
cannot write it in the newspaper. My readership would kill me” (Interview in
Bombay, 22 October 1992).
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26. Editorial signed by Syed Shahabuddin in Muslim India (New Delhi)
no. 108 (December 1991).

27. Radical Islamic groups in India such as the Jamaat-i-Islami, the Students
Islamic Movement (SIM) and in Kerala the Islamic Sevak Sangh (ISS) have ex-
perienced a growing popularity in the last decade. The attack of the interna-
tional coalition against Iraq in 1991, and the Government of India’s permission
to American military aircraft to land in Bombay, for instance, provoked dem-
onstrations and protests in several major cities in India. The office of the Urdu
Times in Bombay was attacked by young Muslims after the editor, on a cautious
note, had questioned Saddam Hussein’s Islamic credentials.

Chapter 5

1. As pointed out in the previous chapter, Bharat Mata emerged as a repre-
sentation of the more general figure of the mother goddess, worshiped in innu-
merable forms and incarnations all over India—not least in Bengal, where the
nationalist appropriation of the mother goddess first took place. One of the
most popular incarnations of the mother goddess has in recent times been San-
toshi Ma, a minor goddess whose shrine is in Jammu, but who is now popular-
ized all over the India through a popular Hindi film released in 1975 (see Kurtz
1992, 1–28).

2. One yatra went from Kathmandu to Rameshwaram in Tamil Nadu, an-
other from Bengal to the Somnath temple in Gujarat, a third from Hardwar to
Kanya Kumari. All the yatras were joined by numerous minor processions on
the way, and were headed by chariots—decorated trucks—carrying huge pots
(kalashas) with water from the Ganga sold to devotees en route. The yatras
converged at the same time in Nagpur, the center of India and the headquarters
of the RSS, to symbolize the essential unity of India, and the centrality of the
RSS in upholding this unity. See, for example, van der Veer 1994, 122–26, for a
discussion of the design of this campaign.

3. Reports in India Today, 30 November 1983, seems to confirm the massive
popular response to this huge enterprise, which with the 50,000 swayamsevaks
involved, also demonstrated the organizational capacity and discipline of the
Sangh parivar. See also McKean 1996, 115–22.

4. This endeavor was obviously most successful in areas where the Sangh
parivar had a strong network among influential people, as in Madhya Pradesh
(see Jaffrelot 1994, 206–7), in Delhi and U.P., and in parts of Maharashtra. For a
condensed overview over the development of the VHP into a mass organiza-
tion, see Basu et al. 1993, 56–70)

5. For a detailed account of these processes and events see Jaffrelot 1993,
413–28. Jaffrelot characterizes these syncretic endeavors of the VHP as an at-
tempt to construct itself as “une église hindoue.” In 1984 the first Dharma
Sansad was held to discuss religious matters, and it unanimously demanded
liberatation of Lord Ram’s alleged birthplace in Ayodhya from its “occupation”
and desecration by the Babri Masjid.

6. At the Second World Hindu Conference organized in 1979 in Prayag (Al-
lahabad) in U.P., a special session was devoted to representatives from VHP
units from all over the world (Hindu Vishwa, Special Number, March-April



258 N O T E S T O C H A P T E R 5

1979). In 1985 a large European Hindu Conference was organized by the VHP
in Copenhagen, and in 1989 the VHP stood as the main organizer of the hitherto
largest VHP conference outside India, the Virat Hindu Sammelan in Milton
Keynes in the U.K., presented as an almost ecumenical congregation of 350
Hindu organizations, but in reality totally dominated by the VHP and the RSS,
which in Britain is organized as Vishwa Swayamsevak Sangh. In both cases
large numbers of prominent citizens, ministers, and MPs were invited as hon-
orary guests and speakers.

7. Van der Veer argues that “the VHP’s ideas are directly derived from the
discourse of modern spiritual Hinduism. In other words, the VHP takes a kind
of ‘oriental spiritualism’ that was offered as a package to Western audiences
and brings it back to India” (van der Veer 1994, 136). See also McKean’s inter-
esting discussion of the “commodification” of spirituality in contemporary
India (1996, 6–17).

8. See, for example, Thapar 1989, and Lutgendorf 1990. Lutgendorf estimates
that about 100 million people followed the serial on TV, and an unknown num-
ber have viewed the widely circulated video version. See also van der Veer
(1994, 172–78) for a brief discussion of the importance of the Ramayana, both as
a widely disseminated text and as a TV serial.

9. In the RSS mouthpiece Organiser (19 January 1986) a leading pracharak,
H. V. Sheshadri, depicted the new assertiveness of Muslims as a “New Khilafat
movement,” and thus alluded to the massacres of Hindu landlords and propri-
etors during the Moplah revolt in northern Kerala which followed the Khilafat
movement from 1919 onward.

10. The RSS also approved of Congress’s pro-Hindu line in Jammu as op-
posed to the BJP’s more cautious and accommodating line in the state assembly
election campaign in the state in 1983. According to Malkani, a RSS pracharak
deputed to the BJP, it was more important that the Hindu nationalist line be
successful than that the BJP candidates be elected (see Jaffrelot 1993, 392–96).

11. Vajpayee 1980, 1–5.
12. Our Five Commitments, Bharatiya Janata Party Publications, New Delhi,

1980.
13. In Bihar the party got 8.4 percent of the votes and won 21 seats, whereas

in U.P. it drew 10.8 percent of the vote but gained only 11 seats. In spite of
14 percent of the popular vote in Gujarat, the party could only win 9 seats. In
Maharashtra the party fared better (9.4 percent of the vote and 14 seats), and
was able to attract several Janata constituencies outside the traditional strong-
holds of the Jana Sangh (Graham 1987a, 11; Malik and Singh 1995, 182–84).

14. “As the president of the party I take full moral responsibility on myself
for the failure of our party in the Assembly and Lok Sabha elections, and I shall
be gladly willing to undergo any punishment that the party decides” (Vajpayee
1985, 3).

15. Working Group Report, Bharatiya Janata Party, 20 July 1985.
16. Resolutions (3–5 January 1986, 5).
17. Resolutions (1 January 1987, 17). In this resolution heavy military vig-

ilance along the borders, a national register of citizens, revision of electoral
rolls, and introduction of photo identity cards in border areas were proposed.
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18. One of the architects behind this was Jay Dubashi, former economic jour-
nalist and editor. Dubashi, who belongs to the small group of party leaders
without an RSS background, was one of the first leading BJP figures to formu-
late the “Hindu cause” as a political cause, and thus gradually disentangle the
Ayodhya issue from the VHP’s more religious idiom. As early as in 1987,
Dubashi wrote the much-quoted piece “Angry Hindus are Political Hindus”:
“This new breed of political Hindus do not go to temples, have not perhaps
even seen a Shankaracharya in person, could not recite the Gayatri mantra even
if they tried, but nonetheless, are Hindus who believe that India is a Hindu
nation that must be a home to every Hindu anywhere and where Hindus must
be respected, just as Christians are respected in Europe and the Jews in Israel”
(Dubashi, November 1987, in Probe India).

19. Resolutions (9–11 July 1989, 17). In this National Executive meeting the
Ramjanmabhoomi issue figured for the first time in a BJP resolution, by and
large repeating the position of the VHP on the so-called disputed area on which
the Babri Masjid is located: “The BJP holds that the nature of this controversy
is such that it cannot be sorted out by a court of law. . . . [The court] cannot
adjudicate as to whether Babar did actually invade Ayodhya, destroy a temple
and build a mosque in its place. [A court] cannot suggest remedies to undo the
vandalism of history.”

20. Chunav Ghosua-patra: Loksabha Chunav, 1989 (Hindi), BJP Election Mani-
festo, Lok Sabha elections, 1989.

21. Times of India, 11 November 1989.
22. India Today, 31 March 1990. The BJP was now shedding earlier cautious-

ness, and the party’s status as the political wing of the RSS now became a
central part of the BJPs self-description. Only one year earlier, RSS chief Deoras
had cautiously told a journalist that his sympathies “primarily were with the
BJP” (Telegraph, 25 February 1989).

23. The theme of this propaganda was that Hindus had for centuries fought
against Muslims to gain control over Ram’s birth place in Ayodhya, and that
the sacrifice in lives on the side of the Hindus had been enormous. Youths were
urged to join the final and glorious battle and thus save the honor of the Hindu
nation. See reports in Indian Express, 11 October 1990, and 2 November 1989;
Tribune, 12 October 1989.

24. Hindu Vishwa 12r, no. 25 (Silver Jubilee Issue) (1990), quoted from the
compiled figures in Jaffrelot 1993, 458. See also Indian Express, 11 October 1989.
Though obviously an exaggerated figure, there is no doubt that this campaign
was one of the most effective and conspicuous political/religious campaigns
ever in independent India.

25. I have analyzed aspects of the BJP’s and Shiv Sena’s rural expansion in
Maharashtra in the 1980s in Hansen 1996c.

26. The protracted judicial inquiry into the riot resulted in 1995 in a report
putting the blame for the riot on the “unholy alliance between the police and
the BJP,” and on what it calls the “puerile nonchalance” of the district admin-
istration. Indian Express, 20 March 1995.

27. L. K. Advani, Presidential Address, National Council Meeting, Bombay,
25 September 1989.
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28. This general correlation has since been corroborated by a growing num-
ber of studies of the communalization of various cities and localities, and ensu-
ing riots and killings, in the wake of the campaigns of the Sangh parivar. For
Maharashtra, see Hansen 1996c. For a study of the communalization of the
town of Bijnor in western Uttar Pradesh, known for its almost mythical com-
munal amity and peace, see Jeffrey and Jeffrey 1994. For the development in
Gujarat, particularly Surat, see Engineer 1994 and Breman 1993. For a study of
a similar process of communalization in Jaipur in Rajasthan, see Mayaram 1993.

29. The organizer of the yatra was the young BJP chief in Maharashtra, Pra-
mod Mahajan, who also was the architect behind the alliance with Shiv Sena in
Maharashtra. Shiv Sena had for years used the bow and arrow (the god Ram’s
emblem) as a party symbol, and with the Rath yatra this symbol became a
regular part of the BJP and RSS symbolic inventory. See Davis 1996, for a de-
tailed discussion of the iconograhies and representational techniques involved
in the campaign.

30. For an overview of the symbolic strategies employed by the Sangh pari-
var in 1989–1990 as well as the communal violence this engendered, see Pan-
nikar 1993 and Datta 1993b.

31. Compared to the reach and local intensity of the Ram shila puja and the
earlier Ekamata yatra, Advani’s Rath yatra, due to its sheer speed (300 kilome-
ters per day and five to six public meetings each day), was in many ways de-
signed more as a theatrical performance for national representation via press
reports and TV than for intense mass contact at the local level. Due to the su-
perb press management of the BJP, which conveniently lead journalists and TV
crews to selected spots according to the schedule of the yatra, the event re-
ceived an overwhelming and effective publicity far exceeding anything the
Sangh parivar could have organized on its own.

32. The martyrdom of the kar sevaks killed in Ayodhya on this occasion was
systematically utilized by the VHP and BJP. Small booklets and videos with the
gory details of mutilated bodies, broken skulls, bodies recovered from the
nearby river (some of them primitive frauds arranged with decomposed
bodies) were widely circulated all over the country as proof of the brutality of
the “pseudo secularist” anti-Hindu forces. As the booklets circulated, the myth
of the police killings multiplied, and it was claimed—and believed—by local
VHP workers I met in Maharashtrian villages and urban areas that the real
death toll was several thousand. Urns with the ashes of the “martyrs of
Ayodhya” were also circulated as objects of worship and reverence in various
parts of the country.

33. Engineer 1991c.
34. See the MARG analysis in India Today, 15 July 1991.
35. Independent, 21 September 1991. During my field work in Pune, numer-

ous conversations with officers, active and retired, confirmed this impression,
although very few officers wished to state anything regarding their political
preferences in the presence of a tape recorder. See also Jaffrelot 1996, 424–31.

36. The BJP won 34 percent of the popular vote and secured 223 seats (Malik
and Singh 1995, 187). Immediately after the electoral victory, the BJP’s chief
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minister Kalyan Singh, went to Ayodhya in a pompous symbolic gesture to
thank Lord Ram for his good fortune and “to seek guidance and inspiration”
(Independent, 5 July 1991).

37. A detailed account of the three-month campaign as presented by ABVP
can be found in the booklet In Defence of Nations Sovereignty, Akhil Bharatiya
Vidyarti Parishad (Central Office), Bombay 26 January 1991.

38. The party fortnightly magazine BJP Today expressed the thinking and
strategy underlying the yatra when calling it “A Balm to the Nation’s Wounded
Pride” (BJP Today nos. 1–2, January 1992).

39. On this occasion the air was full of anti-Pakistani and jingoist slogans like
“this yatra is only a rehearsal, now we will go to Srinagar, later to Kabul.” There
were fears, after the appeals from the home minister to discontinue the yatra
(Times of India, 21 January 1992), that the government would ban the yatra from
proceeding northward from Delhi. Thousands of activists and vehicles there-
fore diffused quietly out of Delhi in the following days to reassemble in a yatra
that now swelled to 40–50,000 people.

40. The conclusion of the yatra was full of almost surrealist incidents. The
yatra had, for instance, carried and worshiped the flagpole and the flag sup-
posed to be hoisted at Lal Chowk. In the confusion this was forgotten at the
Jammu border, and the Indian army had to provide flag and flagpole to an
obviously frightened Joshi performing the ceremony.

41. India Today, 29 February 1992. The yatra was also driven by another com-
pulsion, namely, an attempt by Murli Manohar Joshi—more of an orthodox
RSS man than Vajpayee and Advani—to assert his own position within the
party leadership by emulating Advani’s recipe. Like Advani he picked a noble
cause, a large scheme, and just as Advani had used Pramod Mahajan to execute
the entire operation, Joshi picked another young energetic BJP organizer, Na-
rendra Modi from Gujarat, to do the same in the case of the Ekta yatra.

42. Swadeshi Andolan: Struggle for Economic Freedom (Bangalore: Sahitya
Samgama, 1991).

43. Interview, Organiser, 26 January 1992.
44. In an interview in February 1992, Advani said that it was Congress which

in its liberalization program had taken over the BJPs line, and that the party
welcomed that. According to Advani, multinationals should play a role only in
high-tech sectors. For the BJP, Advani said, the ‘’RSS corrective” to the party
program of 1991 was “in a way necessary” (Sunday, 16–22 February 1992). The
quotation is from Humanistic Approach to Economic Development (A Swadeshi Al-
ternative) 1992, 8.

45. Drawing on Derrida’s notion of the “crypt” as the place wherein “a
dead object remains like a living dead abscessed in a specific spot in the ego”
(Derrida 1985, 57), Don Miller suggests that to the Hindu nationalist movement
“the Babri Masjid was the crypt which had to be ripped open to expose its
otherness, to reveal the true temple beneath—a crypt being always cryptic:
hiding and concealing something beneath” (Miller 1996, 199).

46. I have elsewhere developed the argument of Hindutva as a bid for rec-
ognition from “significant others”—major powers in the world—through



262 N O T E S T O C H A P T E R 5

exorcising of the “lack” inflicted upon India by the Muslim impurity. See
Hansen 1996a.

47. Swapan Das Gupta, “Ayodhya—Road to Nationalism,” Times of India,
15 April 1991. In Das Gupta’s steady stream of articles, the perspective re-
mained that of a totally bifurcated political space wherein any opposition to the
Ramjanmabhoomi agitation became an opportunistic and mindless “pamper-
ing of Muslims” violating the majoritarian logic of civilizations Das Gupta re-
ferred to when asking, “Would anyone deny Catholics the right to build a
church in Rome?” (ibid.).

48. See, for instance, the interview with L. K. Advani in the Times of India,
25 December 1991. “I am not a religious person,” Advani states emphatically in
the course of the interview.

49. Evidence excavated by the Archaeological Survey of India under B. B.
Lal in the 1950s and 1960s showed evidence of many earlier layers of civiliza-
tion at the site but did not lend any evidence supporting the VHP’s claim that
a Muslim general, Mir Baq, destroyed a Ram temple at the site and subse-
quently had the Babri Masjid constructed. On several occasions the VHP pre-
sented various types of evidence—archaeological, written sources, and so on
(see Vishwa Hindu Parishad 1991, and the account by Koenraad Elst, a Belgian
Catholic of a radical anti-Muslim persuasion who tries to make himself useful
as a “fellow traveler” of the Hindu nationalist movement; Elst 1990). In all cases
this evidence has been refuted and contested by most of the serious authorities
of archaeology and medieval Indian history (see Panikkar 1991b, 22–36; Thapar
1991). For a succinct discussion of the more recent archaeological findings, see
Mandal 1993. In his analysis, Mandal stresses that no evidence of large-scale
destruction of elaborate structures such as a temple has been found at the site,
even after the demolition.

50. For an account of the changing interpretations of the legend of Ram and
of historically diverse interpretations of Ram rajya as the reign of justice and
truth, from Tulsidas’s bhakti interpretation to nationalist appropriations of
Ram up to the present day, see Lutgendorf 1995.

51. As van der Veer has pointed out, competing interpretations of devotion
to Ram, and its bhakti incarnations in the Ramahandi sect, have played a part
in the production of modern Hinduism. Both the interpretation of Ramahandis
as basically egalitarian and the communal interpretation of the sect as martial
defenders of Hinduism against Muslim onslaught are without foundation in
fact. The Ramahandis were an internally differentiated and highly mobile com-
munity of traders and soldiers engaged in multiple ways in the politics and
economy over the centuries. See van der Veer 1988 and 1995.

52. For a superb account of the transformation of representations of Ram
from a sweet and peaceful child to a warrior, see Kapur 1993.

53. Quoted from Times of India, 19 July 1992.
54. I attended a number of public functions in connection with this campaign

in various places in rural and urban Maharashtra. The lack of enthusiasm
among activists and the lukewarm public response to the concept was openly
admitted by activists and local leaders. The campaign was run almost exclu-
sively by the VHP and not backed with manpower and logistics by the BJP, as
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in the case of previous campaigns. Local VHP leaders assured me, however,
that the response in north India was much better because “people there are far
more religious than here” (interview, VHP activists, Thane city, 22 October
1992).

55. Although BJP and RSS leaders, immediately after the demolition, blamed
“irresponsible elements” for the demolition and thus implicitly admitted that
planning probably had been involved, the BJP’s White Paper, published
months after the events, depicts the demolition as an “unexpected” and “spon-
taneous” response of Hindus to the manipulative and contemptuous tactics of
the government (Bharatiya Janata Party 1993, 131–32). Although no one with
insight into the workings of the Sangh parivar doubted that planning had taken
place, the government also denied this energetically (see, for example, Pioneer
3 January 1993), presumably to conceal its own pathetic lack of intelligence
reports or systematic surveillance of the agitation.

56. On the evening of 10 December 1992, I went to the RSS headquarters
in Delhi, which was almost closed down in anticipation of the coming ban.
In one of the rooms was Rajendra Singh, then powerful coordinator of the
RSS in the entire north India, now sarsanghachalak, waiting patiently for the
police to arrive. While he was waiting I interviewed him, and a few hours
later he was arrested and an official ban imposed on the RSS on 11 December
1992.

57. I attended Kalyan Singh’s address at a BJP rally in Pune in mid-February
1993. Singh gave a long account of the entire process preceding the demolition
of Babri Masjid, and claimed that the demolition was a spontaneous revolt
against the lingering and betrayal of the central government on the issue. Occa-
sionally, Singh interrupted this narrative and yelled a few slogans, as if to re-
spond to the upbeat atmosphere, only to resume his account immediately.

58. Although the mandal is in a formal sense apolitical, its celebration of the
1992 centenary of the Ganpatiutsav [Ganesh celebration], which I attended in
September 1992, was a conspicuous display of political symbolism, whose
mandap (staged) tableaux demonstrated an elaborate narrative of the Indian
freedom struggle with animated life-sized dolls, sound, light, and decorations.
The much-attended play, which received an award, celebrated Tilak as the
founder of the national liberation struggle, which still is unfinished and is
today carried on by the Sangh parivar, with the BJP as the torch bearer of
democracy, national freedom, and cultural dignity. For an analysis of how the
Ganpatiutsav is traversed by political and commercial discourses in contempo-
rary Mumbai, see Kaur 1998.

59. For a report on the campaign spending of the various parties, see India
Today, 15 November 1993.

60. Ibid., 36.
61. The BJP in Madhya Pradesh had especially suffered setbacks due to its

continued upper-caste bias, and the new policy created a protracted debate in
the party that compounded the already rampant factionalism in the state unit
(Jaffrelot 1995).

62. See, for instance, the article “The Demonization of the Upper Castes” in
Organiser, 30 October 1994.
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Chapter 6

1. Bipin Chandra has argued that relative backwardness in education and
economic status, and blocked social mobility of lower-middle-class groups,
have historically provided conditions hospitable to the growth of communal
sentiments and antagonisms (Chandra 1984, 180–207).

2. This is the recurrent conclusion emerging from the many studies of com-
munal riots undertaken by Ashgar Ali Engineer since the 1970s.

3. See Kakar 1995, 160–65. The Muslim sense of martial/masculine superior-
ity was expressed by several of my informants, among them a young Muslim
living in central Mumbai. He explained that the only reason why Shiv Sena and
the RSS had been able to gain ground in Mumbai was support from the police:
“Let the police come here as neutral bystanders and let them keep order. Then
let the Shiv Sainiks come, unarmed, and let us fight man to man, Hindu against
Muslim. Then you’ll see that these Hindu college boys are no good and you’ll
see what fighters the Muslims are.”

4. Some of the elderly pehlwans expressed a curious sense of decline in the
quality of riots and fighting because opponents had turned into “soft” men
who were too easy to kill! The involvement of fighters and wrestlers from
akharas is widespread during riots in north India, where branches of the Sangh
parivar such as Bajrang Dal run their own akharas and gymnasiums. For an
example from Jaipur, see Mayaram 1993, 2,529. But as Joseph Alter has pointed
out, the communal ethos promoted by the Sangh parivar is in many ways dif-
ferent from and at odds with the classical ethos of bodily discipline and auster-
ity nurtured in the akharas (Alter 1994).

5. Kakar 1995, 66–109. A similar set of rules of conduct pertaining to the
permissible and nonpermissible were also expressed by ordinary residents in
both Hindu and Muslim neighborhoods affected by riots. As if to protect the
notion of honor and to be able to live on somehow, the transgressions were
ascribed to people from “outside” (ibid., 125–33 and 157–60).

6. The information on the mohalla committees was gathered during
fieldwork in Mumbai in 1996, where I met members of mohalla committees and
police officers in predominantly Muslim areas in central Bombay. One of the
areas most affected by violence was a blue-collar-worker neighborhood of
chawls (huts) with both Hindus and Muslims, popularly known as “the Jammu
and Kashmir ward.” I have in a recent paper explored the relations between the
police and the local Muslim population here, as well as the proceedings of the
Srikrishna Commission inquiring into the riots in Bombay in December 1992
and January 1993 (Hansen 1998a).

7. For a somewhat similar critique of the widespread acceptance of the exter-
nality of the Indian state vis-à-vis society, communalism, and communal vio-
lence, see van der Veer 1997: 261–63).

8. Kakar refers to what has been called the “Andalusian syndrome,” the mel-
ancholy and feeling of loss inflicted on the Muslim world after the loss of the
culture blossoming in Andalusia until the Castilian reconquista in the sixteenth
century (Kakar 1995, 164–67). I experienced a similar sense of silent but proud



265N O T E S T O C H A P T E R 7

desperation and sense of loss among elderly Muslims in the Marathwada re-
gion, which until 1953 was ruled by the nizam of Hyderabad and a Muslim
administrative cadre.

9. See for instance Javeed Alam’s analysis of Muslim communalism in Hy-
derabad (Alam 1993).

10. I realize that this imposition of Lacanian reasoning upon the cultural and
historical field of India may not escape charges of unwarranted universalism.
I will argue, nonetheless, that Lacanian theory, in its insistence on the three
psychic orders of the Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real as a structural logic
of subjectivation, remains relatively immune to the critique of the eurocen-
tricity of psychoanalytical reasoning that has been leveled against Kakar’s ego-
psychology by Stanley Kurtz (Kurtz 1992). According to Kurtz, the oedipal
structure does not apply in India because the family structure is that of joint
families where the place of the mother is held by a plurality of women, and
where the father is relatively absent. Instead, he proposes to see the crucial
process of ego formation as that of the “Durga complex,” wherein the child
learns to discern and stabilize the “motherly” forces into the good and protec-
tive on the one hand and the demonic and punishing forces (symbolised in
Durga’s incarnation as the goddess Kali) on the other. I fail, however, to recog-
nize the joint family as a specifically Indian phenomenon, just as I find Kurtz’s
interpretation of the mother figure in psychoanalysis as a single biological indi-
vidual a rather facile target of criticism. To my mind the pertinence and power
of the oedipal structure derives exactly from the ambivalence of the mother
figure as both a caring and a sexual/demonic force, which represents a place in
the psychic structure, not a particular person.

11. As a young Muslim in Bombay put it to me, “How can you have half-
naked women as gods? Everything Hindu is obsessed with this. All is sexy,
sexy. And how can you respect people who worship images of an elephant or
a monkey?”

12. An attitudinal survey conducted by Ghanshyam Shah in Surat, with
more than 700 respondents, revealed that communal consciousness was at a
rather high level, fairly evenly distributed across age, class, gender, and profes-
sion, but higher among educated professionals than among illiterates and man-
ual labourers, and not correlated in any way with economic status. The survey
also revealed that there were no clear correlations between a high level of reli-
giosity, communal attitudes, and support for the BJP. Further, it revealed that
the BJP and Congress had an equal share of voters with high levels of commu-
nal consciousness (Shah 1994).

Chapter 7

1. The strategic and tactical challenges and complexities facing the BJP after
the 1996 elections are analyzed in some detail in the “Introduction” by Hansen
and Jaffrelot in Hansen and Jaffrelot 1998. The 1998 elections and the formation
of the BJP-led cabinet in March 1998 are briefly analyzed in the “Afterword” by
Hansen, Hasan, and Jaffrelot, in the same volume.
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2. For a full list of election commitments of the BJP, see Organiser (special
edition), April 1996, and the party’s 80-page election manifesto, For a Strong and
Prosperous India, 1996.

3. See Advani’s suggestion of “multipurpose identity cards which serve the
purpose of voter identity cards, give citizenship details, and stand as testimony
of other minor details needed by the administration” (Observer, 18 March 1996).
This somewhat enigmatic formulation indicates the desire among BJP leaders
to have a more systematic knowledge and to classify properly (and prioritize?)
citizens.

4. Debates in the Indian press and my impressions from conversations with
Indians since the nuclear tests seem to confirm that the tests have corrected the
unjust neglect of India in the world, and has forced particularly western media
and decision makers to recognize India as a major power. As an Indian citizen
settled in a European country told me recently, “Look at all the attention given
to India by the press now. In all my years here I have never seen anything like
it. . . . That is, at least, a good thing in itself.”

5. Interview with Jay Dubashi, leader of the BJP’s Economic Policy Cell, at
the BJP main office in New Delhi, 13 November 1996.

6. See Pioneer 2 February 1996.
7. Shiv Sena’s embrace of the signifiers of modernity was amply demon-

strated when a business organization floated by the party took charge of a huge
Michael Jackson show in Mumbai in October 1996. In a move designed to con-
solidate its hold on the youth in the state and to establish the liberal credentials
of the party, the party supremo Bal Thackeray invited Jackson to his house and
ordered the entire party leadership to sit through the concert (many wearing
earplugs).

8. For a more detailed analysis see Hansen 1998c.
9. The trajectory of the BJP in Maharashtra is analyzed in more detail in

Hansen 1998b.
10. Almost as an act of catharsis, L. K. Advani , who was indicted in a mas-

sive corruption scandal in 1996, launched during the 1996 election campaign a
Suraj (good government) yatra from south India to Delhi. The popular re-
sponse was at best lukewarm and in many cases virtually absent, and the yatra
was terminated before it reached Delhi.

11. The ban on the VHP was lifted in a controversial verdict by the Delhi
High Court. In an open critique of ruling politicians, the judge stated that the
ban only served to “prolong the disharmony among citizens” and ascribed the
ills of the country to the “insatiable desire for power which makes persons
loose balance” (quoted from Frontline 28 July 1995).

12. RSS chief Rajendra Singh reiterated in May 1995 the demand that the two
shrines “should be handed over to Hindus—but the sants and sadhus have also
resolved that this cannot be done except if the present government is defeated
in the elections” (interview, Asian Age, 1 May 1995). This was a clear challenge
to the BJP, reluctant to take up this religious issue and again expose itself to
charges of illegal election practices, as in the cases pending against several MPs
and MLAs accused of using religious propaganda in their election campaign.
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Regarding the debates in the party, see reports in Indian Express, 21 August
1995; Economic Times, 16 August 1995; and India Today, 15 October 1995.

13. See reports in Indian Express, 21 April 1995. There was a profound irony
in the fact that a few weeks after this announcement Arif Beg quit the BJP and
denounced it as essentially anti-Muslim. Persisting in its strategy of token sym-
bolism vis-à-vis the Muslim minority, Sikander Bakht was given the portfolio
for urban affairs and employment in the interim cabinet formed by BJP in late
May 1996. Like all other measures taken by the BJP in this regard, these were
also symbolic gestures devoid of any content or seriousness.

14. M. U. Khan, leader of the BJP minority cell in Mumbai, interview in By-
culla, Mumbai, 14 February 1997.

15. Sunday, 19–25 December 1993.
16. VHP speaker in Ayodhya on 6 December 1993 (Sunday, 19–25 December

1993).
17. Ashok Singhal, interview in Frontline, 31 December 1993.
18. See reports in Frontline, 17 November 1995. On the evening before the

event in Nagpur, the yatras had congregated in Ramtek, fifty kilometers out-
side Nagpur. Here the conventional anti-Muslim and Hindu communal agenda
had prevailed in speeches by Singhal, Sadvi Ritambra, and others.

19. The Hindu, 10 March 1996; Pioneer, 9 March 1996. The full text of the
pledge was printed in Organiser (special edition), March 1996.

20. Sheshadri 1991. This figure of thought reflected, almost to the word, the
Fichtean notion of nationalism as a stage in the realization of the universal
spirit.

21. RSS: Widening Horizons (Bangalore: Sahitya Sangama, 1992), 30.
22. The Hindu Declaration is drafted in Sanskrit and not yet available in

English. The excerpts are from an article referring to its contents (Pioneer,
17 June 1995). According to this account, the preamble to the declaration goes:
“A Hindu is like any other human being, only more so, wherefore all human
beings possess the following rights as they are all the children of the Earth and
descended from Manu and possess rationality and morality in common.”

23. Organiser, 5 May 1996.
24. Organiser, 16 December 1990.
25. Organiser, 26 November 1989.
26. Rajendra Singh in Telegraph, 4 May 1995.
27. For a recent restatement of this analysis, see Vanaik 1996.
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Glossary

Akhanda Bharat — Undivided India
akhara — wrestling ground
badmash — hooligans
bania — merchant, businessman
baudhik — ideological training
bhadralok — lit. “big people”; Bengali term for the educated elite
bhagwa dhwaj — the saffron flag
bhajans — devotional songs
bhakti — devotional form of Hinduism
Bharat Mata — Mother India
dada — strongman
dalal — brokerage
Dalit — “untouchable”
dharma — religion; spiritual matters
dharma yuddha — holy war
Ganpati — name of the god Ganesh in Maharashtra
garib hatao — “remove poverty” (slogan of Indira Gandhi)
gau mata — mother cow
goonda — muscleman
guru — religious teacher, advisor
Hindu rashtra — the Hindu nation
Hindutva — Hinduness
hukumut — ability to rule
jati — caste group
jawan — ordinary soldier
jouissance — enjoyment, especially of something unknown or disturbing
kar sevak — temple construction volunteer at Ram mandir, Ayodhya
kirtan — chanted prayer
mandal — council
mandir — Hindu temple
Manusmriti — ancient Hindu lawbook
Marwari — trading community of north India, originally from the state of

Mewar in Rajasthan
masjid — mosque
mohalla — neighborhood, locality
moksha — state reached after deliverance from the cycle of births and rebirths
namaz — Muslim prayer
objet petit à — alien element, impurity
panchayat — local governing and adjudicating council
parrhesia — heroic defiance of power
pehlwan — professional wrestler/strongman
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pir — Muslim saint in the Sufi tradition
pitrubhoomi — Savarkar’s term for “holy land”
pracharak — full-time RSS organizer
puja — Hindu worship
pundit — learned Hindu scholar
purdah — veil, curtain; seclusion of women
Ram Rajya — the rule of Ram
Ramjanmabhoomi — movement to build a Ram mandir to replace the Babri

Masjid at the reputed site of Ram’s birth in Ayodhya
rashtrasevika — female equivalent of swayamsevak
rashtra mandir — national, nonsectarian Hindu temple
sadhu — renunciant, holy man
sadhvi — female sadhu
sammelan — congregation
samskar — virtuous behavior, moral teaching
sanatana dharma — Hindu traditionalism, orthodoxy
sanatani — member of or believer in sanatana dharma
sangathan — organization of Hindus
sangathanist — supporter of the sangathan
sangathan sangathanacharya — supreme head and “dictator” of militant Hindu-

ism
Sangh parivar — the RSS “family” of organizations
sangha — “organization,” term used for the RSS by its members
sannyasa — renunciation of worldy things in the Hindu tradition
sannyasi — Hindu renunciant
sant — saint; holy man
sarpanch — head of village panchayat
sarsanghachalak — president of an organization
sarvodaya — welfare for all
sati — immolation of widows
satyagraha — truth force
seva samiti — volunteer corps
sevika — rashtrasevika
shakha — in the RSS, daily meeting of young men or women for exercise, drill,

and ideological training; in Shiv Sena, neighborhood headquarters building
shakti — creative force, power
shuddhi — “purification” and (re-)conversion to Hinduism
swadeshi — Indian manufacture and consumption
swayamsevak — RSS volunteer
swaraj — self-rule, independence
tabligh — propaganda for conversion to Islam
tanzim — Islamic community organization
tilak — mark placed on the forehead
trishul — trident, emblem of the god Shiva
ulama — Muslim men of religious learning
upayatra — subsidiary yatra
varna — Vedic fourfold social ranking
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yatra — pilgrimage, religious procession
zamindar — big landlord entrusted with tax collection
zamindari — zamindar’s land
zopadpatti — slum
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