
 

243 

 

The Matrix of Radical Hindu Nationalism and the Synthetization of 

Indian History 

Moriah Simonds, University of Lugano 

moriah.simonds@student.fus.edu 

 

Abstract 

India is highly divided across the economic, religious, and ethnic spheres; a state defined 

by an overwhelming diversity and the subsequent socioeconomic fragmentation. Since the late 

twentieth century, the discourse of ‘Two Indias’ has developed significantly, as well as shifting its 

foci from the socioeconomic severance to that driven by religious conflict. While the various forms 

of discrimination within India are not necessarily connected, oft minority groups of any distinction 

are inherently in a weaker economic position and prey to the frenzy of communal violence. India 

is a system framed around elitist aspiration, but it is built upon the bones of a split population--

those blessed with being born into an esteemed family, and those sentenced to a life of striving for 

the bare minimum. Indian nationalism is thus structured not around a specific aspect of the ethnic 

demographic, but rather around the aspirations of a techno-managerial elite to achieve economic 

‘greatness’ which, as thus, is defined as state integration into the global framework. Indian History, 

a complex tapestry woven by strands that differ in dialect, ethnicity, and religion, has undergone 

a synthetization, in which the various narratives are morphed into a succinct metanarrative which, 

while digestible, undermines the significance of diversity in the identity of India, thus allowing for 

the delegitimation of minority groups. This is especially significant in the context of the pardons 

that occurred in March of this year, of the criminals responsible for the Samjhauta Express blast 

of 2007. With the reelection of Narendra Modi as India’s Prime Minister, the political and social 
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system of India is steered by a majority that no longer believes in a democracy built upon diversity. 

Democracy is currently amid being redefined in the Indian context, and, as this shift follows the 

same trend as other populist remodels of political systems, an interdisciplinary analysis is 

especially significant. It is in in this context that I will be analyzing how the synthetization of Indian 

History has allowed for a prominent Radical Hindu narrative, fueled by nationalism, to emerge 

and proliferate through Narendra Modi’s speeches. 

 

Introduction 

Although it is tempting to describe the global sphere in terms of contrasting black and white, 

often the stereotypes of heroes and villains are less accurate than theatrical, and the obscurity of an 

immeasurable diversity of belief systems and interpretations further mars any potential clarity. A 

nascent actor upon these stages is Populism, an ideological system based on the prioritization of a 

specific group of people within the nation-state that often benefits the leader of the state himself.1 

The contemporary socio-political sphere is defined by overwhelming Populism, with the four most 

populous democracies led by Populist leaders: Narendra Modi in India, Donald Trump in the 

United States, Joko Widodo in Indonesia, and Deodoro de Fonseca in Brazil. Populism is highly 

contested and vilified in the context of popular neoliberalism as it fundamentally relies on the 

villainization of a contrasting ethnic, religious, or social group. Despite the prevalence of popular 

disavowal of Populism as a political ideology and as a movement, it has exhibited rampant success 

in societies plagued by disillusionment, fragmentation, and diversity. As the most populous 

democracy (nine hundred million voters) in the world, India acts as an apotheotic example of this 

 

1 I use the masculine denotation here as Populism is built on an ideological system that takes advantage 
of groups that can be (mis)represented as inferior, usually involving some kind of overt sexism. Thus, leaders of 
Populist states are nearly always male. 
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trend. With a political group in power (the Bharatiya Janata Party) that is driven by a far-right 

proto-military group (the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh), analyzing how this group attains 

legitimacy within a society as diverse, disillusioned, and divided as India is necessary when 

observing the nature of the widespread populism movement. I intend to analyze how the populist 

synthetization of Indian History serves the purpose of Hindu Nationalism as represented by the 

pattern of the history of Hindu Nationalism within the context of the RSS.  

The approach of this study will be to first analyze the historical and ideological roots of 

Hindu Nationalism with a focus on its popularization and vilification during the era of Mohandas 

Gandhi and Vinayak Savarkar, that is, the mid-twentieth century. The following section is 

dedicated to the identification of an Indian national consciousness and how it has morphed in the 

past century, specifically in the context of the massive economic changes and colonialist 

perspective that have played a significant role in the development of the ‘idea’ of India. Through 

the observation of this nationalist consciousness, it will be possible to establish the intent behind 

Hindu Nationalism and its main driving force within the Indian socio-political sphere, the Bharatiya 

Janata Party, and the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh. The ideology of the BJP and the RSS is 

reliant upon the ability of the governing system to construct narratives of Indian History and 

identity, and the remaining sections will elaborate the functioning of these narratives, the role they 

play in the nationalist movements permeating the public sphere, and the crises that emerge on the 

coattails of this ethnic nationalism.  

It is important to define the use of the term ‘matrix’ as it is one of those oft-abused 

constructions that leaves the audience with a far-dramaticized understanding of whatever it is used 

in reference to. However, in the context of Radical Hindu Nationalism and the massive changes it 

has brought to the practical, socio-political, and ideological sphere of India, ‘matrix’ is a 

concerningly fitting description. Coming from the Latin term matr-, mater meaning a female 

animal used for breeding or the parent plant, matrix defines “something within or from which 
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something else originates or takes form.” A matrix refers to the natural material in which something 

is embedded, the origins, processes, and outcome as one cohesive unit. Radical Hindu Nationalism 

acts as a matrix for contemporary Indian conceptions of the past and themselves. As will be 

presented below, the BJP and RSS are responsible for synthesizing Indian History into a single 

indeterminable strand. Thus, the ideology that fuels this movement is the birthplace of majoritarian 

contemporary Indian identity (although this identity is multifaceted) birthing repulsion towards all 

identities antonymous to its own and strengthening the boundaries of national consciousness.  

The principal resources utilized for this analysis are built on two contrasting foundations: 

the first culled from sources that are written by and for internal circulation of the RSS/BJP which 

includes excerpts from their website, memoirs written by members (including Vinayak Savarkar), 

and the speeches of Narendra Modi, and the second consisting of secondary sources written by 

reflective scholars, such as sociologists, economists, historians, political scientists, journalists, and 

the like. There is no single source more significant than the others as it is the cohesive network of 

information that provides the plexus for the evidence presented here. However, the theoretical basis 

for the research framework is provided by the seminal works of sociologists Ernest Gellner and 

Benedict Anderson concerning Nationalism, the concept of the public sphere by Jürgen Habermas, 

and the theory of hegemony by Antonio Gramsci. These are the theoretical narratives chosen to fit 

the Indian context as this article is not an exploration of the role of South Asian identity in the 

creation of nationalism, but an elaboration of how the BJP and RSS have a particular and nuanced 

ideology that echoes the most blatant forms of past nationalism and which rotates along similar 

axes of demographic disparity and economic, social, or political inequality, regardless of the nature 

of the society in which it emerges. These themes are fundamental to the development of nationalism 

and constitute the specific context which shapes how that nationalism is vocalized and mobilized 

within society. Thus, the theoretical models are valid despite the disparity in context, as the 

contextual aspects are dealt with by most Indian sources. While these scholars are overwhelmingly 
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Western men, it is their theory that is valuable to the Indian condition that I analyze here rather 

than the historical context in which they emerged. Thus, adeptly supplemented by content from 

various Indian and South Asian perspectives, these theorists provide the models relevant to the 

Indian context. Additionally, while these scholars were Western in education, they had a profound 

interest in non-western societies. Anderson, Gellner, Gramsci, and Habermas all analyzed non-

western examples to which they could apply their theory.2 Hindu Nationalist narratives can be 

made more legible and comprehensible when they are fitted with these theoretical frameworks. 

 

Savarkar’s India 

The world is well-acquainted with the tale of Mohandas Gandhi, the values he strove to 

proliferate, and the social democracy that came into India on the coattails of his assassination. 

However, in conjunction with the tolerance and coexistence that monopolized the socio-political 

narrative in India during the period of decolonization, there was another significant ideology that 

claimed a large support base. Following the martyrdom of Gandhi during the movement for Indian 

independence in the late 1940s, the secular pluralism propagated by Gandhi became sanctified as 

his legacy while any oppositional ideology was quickly vilified and denoted as a taboo topic.  

Vinayak Savarkar was a significant individual in the Hindu nationalist movement, 

spearheading the movement throughout the early to mid-twentieth century (1909-1949). He is 

credited with the popularization of the term hindutva (Hinduness), an identity built upon the 

 

2 The list of areas in which these scholars conducted anthropological research is not especially relevant 
to the argument being made here. However, Ernest Gellner, the primary scholar on nationalism theory, conducted 
research in societies driven by Islamic fundamentalism and wrote extensively on the role of religion in non-western 
societies and how that impacts nationalism. See Ernest Gellner, Postmodernism, Reason, and Religion (London: 
Routledge, 1992).  
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inherent intertwining of ‘Indianness’ with the religious (or at least, spiritual) identity of Hinduism.3 

Savarkar was highly unsupportive of the Indian National Congress, essentially believing that it 

pandered to the social democratic values of the West at large and to Britain in particular. However, 

the narratives Savarkar espoused were less about consistent loyalty to an ideology and more about 

aligning with whatever movements were necessary to proliferate his priorities—an India defined 

not by its tolerance of diversity but by the inherent and heavy presence of the Hindu spiritual and 

social canon.4 While Savarkar’s motivations and general presence within the political scene of 

India are generally considered antithetical to the typical development of decolonized societies, the 

potential of his influence has not been analyzed fully, as it was considered a topic of taboo to 

discuss him (for instance, members of Congress were forbidden to participate in public functions 

honoring him). Thus, the prevalence and significance of his message were stunted, and Indian 

society developed built on foundations of tolerance and diversity, while the population which 

empathized with Savarkar marinated in their discontent.5 

This discontent stoked the fire through which Hindu Nationalism proliferated in the late 

twentieth century, additionally fueled by the imposed suppression of Hindu populist and anti-

Muslim sentiment. Savarkar’s ideology was ostracized as he was, so any portion of the population 

that shared his discontent was silenced in accordance with the reconfiguration of norms within the 

 

3 Hindutva was originally coined by Bengali researcher and bhadralok (“man of letters”) Chandranath 
Basu, in 1892. See Makaran R. Paranjape, “Hindutva before Savarkar: Chandranath Basu’s Contribution,” 
hindupost.in, January 11, 2019, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20190513044206/https://www.hindupost.in/hindutva-before-savarkar-chandranath-
basus-contribution/ 

4 During the global mobilization effort, Savarkar supported the British war effort in India by propagating 
the military training of Hindus, declaring “Hinduize all politics and militarize Hindudom.” See Gyanendra Pandey, 
Routine Violence: Nations, Fragments, Histories (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006), 127.  

5 Lauren Frayer, “The Powerful Group Shaping the Rise of Hindu Nationalism in India,” NPR.com, May 
03, 2019, https://www.npr.org/2019/05/03/706808616/the-powerful-group-shaping-the-rise-of-hindu-
nationalism-in-india?t=1562129133922. 
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Indian public sphere.6 While these grievances were not allowed to be aired publicly, the discontent 

circulated within closed social subgroups, long-standing organizations, and populist institutions. 

An apotheotic example of the aforementioned organization is the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh 

(RSS), a volunteer organization formed as a disciplined cadre in response to rioting between 

Hindus and Muslims in 1925 and built upon the desire to create a more cohesively Hindu nation.7 

Due to the suppressed nature of right-wing discontent, a significant portion of the Indian population 

was allowed to marinate in their disillusionment, mulling in a concentrated dose of distrust, dislike, 

and dissatisfaction. This invariably led, as it does within dissatisfied communities, to the 

widespread desire for definitive change and the willingness to make previously unconsidered moral 

compromises in the service of an impactful societal shift.8 

India is a unique microcosm for a wider trend in the global political sphere—a shift from 

moderate social liberalism to (in some cases extreme) right-wing populism built upon a narrative 

of re-establishing a dominant national identity. However, the Indian majority, while preaching 

secular pluralism and the liberal democracy that is thematically associated with the western world 

by the Indian public sphere, is still firmly entrenched in a premodern system of discrimination 

against those who can participate in their democracy. Unless the division that is distinctly prevalent 

within the caste system is undone and the discrimination that is built into the fiber of the Indian 

 

6 In this context, the concept of the public sphere aligns with the theory of German sociologist Jürgen 
Habermas, that is, the creation of dialogue between various parties and their affiliations, and the consequential 
emergence of a public that has access to a wide variety of information and is capable of critiquing and commenting 
on it. See Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, trans. Thomas Burger and 
Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991).  

7 Abdul Gafoor and Abdul Majeed Noorani, The RSS and the BJP: A Division of Labor (New Delhi: Left 
Word Books, 2000), 5-15.  

8 As outlined in the theory of American Sociologist James C. Davies, when the economic, social, and 
political realities of a population do not align or directly correlate with their expectations, radical unrest 
(revolutions) are the subjective response. When represented via graph, this trend manifests as a curved upside-
down ‘J,’ thus known as the ‘J-curve.’ See James C. Davies, “Toward a Theory of Revolution,” American 
Sociological Review 27 (1962): 5-19. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2089714.  
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identity dismantled, until there is horizontal social mobility and the defining distinctions between 

individuals become malleable and soft, India will always be at risk of backsliding into ethnic 

conflict in search of a nation, “one wedded not to femininity and nonviolence, but to masculinity 

and violence, not to Truth but to Victory.”9 While these are not the sole solutions to the complex 

socio-political conflict happening within India, they are a necessary step in pursuit of a more 

cosmopolitan and tolerant society, one that is merited by the nature of the globalized world India 

finds itself immersed in.  

 

The Idea of India 

Indian national consciousness in the nineteenth century drew from the romantic-orientalist 

style of nationalist historiography that was crafted by upper-class Hindus who had both access to 

the means of publication as well as a reliable, European-style education. This Hindi intelligentsia 

glorified an ‘ancient’ pre-Muslim India, one rooted in the era predating what many communal 

nationalists considered a foreign-imposed dark age during the Mughal Empire. Hinduism promotes 

tolerance and accommodation as its character, which thus allows the development of a composite 

Indian culture leading directly to the secular Indian nationalism that is propounded by the 

congressional system.  Congressional leaders religiously brokered Hindu-Muslim pact(s) built on 

‘unity in diversity,’ echoing the slogans that have defined neoliberal democracies in the twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries. This ‘soft’ Hindu secularism provided the grounds on which the 

Congress was susceptible to the delusion of the historicism of its national roots and led to the 

creation of an inherently hegemonic dynamic. Hindu social and political leaders oft have 

majoritarian priorities, sic politicized claims of the necessary path to a ‘better India’ is one that is 

 

9 Gyanendra Pandey, Routine Violence: Nations, Fragments, Histories (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2006), 128.  
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misguided by preconceptions and biases that undermine the non-Hindu minorities under the banner 

of Hindu communalism.10 

Hindu communalism began within the Hindu fold along the lower castes (such as the 

Dalits). The contempt and prejudice from the upper caste of Hindus, which was previously directed 

towards the lower castes, has since expanded in scope to include other communities with whom 

the elites had previously shared power without issues. Thus, the unique chauvinism of the Indian 

elite has devolved into a highly selective conceptual organism (comprising approximately 15% of 

the population) that simultaneously dehumanizes the Dalits, the ‘tribal’ groups, the lower castes of 

Hindus, the ‘backward’ classes as identified by the Mandal commission, as well as religious 

minorities (Muslims, Sikhs, and Christians).11 Corruption flourishes in the margins, free to evolve 

and adapt to circumstances unobserved. India is a book made up, in the words of journalist Lauren 

Frayer, “entirely of margins.”12  

    The Indian economic scene is defined by the ever-broadening rift between the classes, 

and society is constantly plagued by the institutionalized normalcy of overwhelming inequality. 

This inequality is put into relief when the expectations of a society as a whole are raised, especially 

in the context of a developing techno-economic state that rapidly transitioned from underdeveloped 

to highly developed in the span of a decade. This economic equality is nearly ironic, as the BJP’s 

 

10 Ibid., 130-155.  

11 The Mandal Commission, also known as the Socially and Educationally Backward Classes 
Commission (SEBC), was instituted by the Janata Party (now known as the Bharatiya Janata Party) in 1979 with 
the mandate to “identify the socially or educationally backward classes” of India. See Marc Galanter, “’Who are 
the Other Backward Classes?’ An Introduction to a Constitutional Puzzle,” Economic and Political Weekly 13, no. 
43/44 (Oct. 1978): 1812-1828. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4367065?origin=JSTOR-pdf.  

12 Lauren Frayer, “The Powerful Group Shaping the Rise of Hindu Nationalism in India,” NPR.com 
(accessed 03/07/2019), https://www.npr.org/2019/05/03/706808616/the-powerful-group-shaping-the-rise-of-
hindu-nationalism-in-india?t=1562129133922. 
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narratives have a distinct tone of economic nationalism in which a ruling system bases policy 

decisions on the nationalization and internalization of the economy to fuel nationalist interests.13 

The inequality in India is nearly severe enough to fragment the ethnic majority into 

infinitesimal variations. The stark contrasts in the quality of life between different classes and 

locations instils an intense diversity in the quotidian habits and priorities of the population. 

Discrimination in India is multipolar, the axes on which societal norms rotate can be ethnic, 

religious, or economic in nature, and each of these foci creates a visible rift within a rapidly de-

homogenized population. Due to the broad nature of the discriminatory lenses and the 

inconsistency of governmental response, ethnic conflicts within India have extremified both in 

terms of physical violence and spatial scope. The government of Narendra Modi facilitates the 

festering of these conflicts, and the narratives presented by Modi (and, by extension, the BJP) are 

successful in their contribution to the propagation of hostile nationalist sentiment due in part to the 

longstanding metaphor of ‘Mother India.’ 

  

Theoretical and Ideological Basis of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) 

A nation-state that is defined by such a significant economic divide finds justification for 

these differences in the spiritual sphere and thus the spiritual and physical realms are oft 

intertwined.14 This can be observed in the pre-eminence of Hinduism in the national consciousness 

of India, present in political narratives, within the identity of a household, and a determinant force 

 

13 Economic nationalism does not refer to a nationally-focused economic system, but rather Nationalism 
that is fueled by perceptions and misperceptions about the economic state, and the role it plays in the development 
of identity. See Salim Lakha, “From Swadeshi to Globalization: The Bharatiya Janata Party’s Shifting Economic 
Agenda,” in Hindu Nationalism and Governance, eds. John McGuire and Ian Copland (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), 106-108.  

14 Sumathi Ramaswamy, The Goddess and the Nation: Mapping Mother India (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2010).  
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in the social standing of families. The lack of material wealth for a majority of the population drives 

a narrative of anti-materialism, one that is heralded by ashram-members, yogis following the 

practice rooted in Indian spiritualism, and by the citizens themselves.15 Thus, regardless of the 

radical nature of discontent, India’s identity is profoundly rooted in its spirituality, in its religion, 

and in the role these factors indubitably play within the socio-political sphere. The RSS is 

representative of the mass disillusionment with secular pluralism that has swept through India in 

the decades since Gandhi’s death, claiming a membership of 6,75,600 which increases every day.16 

While the RSS defines itself as a social rather than a political organization, it has aligned itself with 

Hindu nationalism and is often associated with movements of both violent and nonviolent nature. 

The mission of the RSS is to popularize notions of an India that is inherently Hindu rather than 

divided between the various religious/ethnic minorities. Since the propagators of Hindu 

nationalism do not differentiate between religious identity as Hindu and ethnic identity as Indian, 

they automatically consider Muslim or non-Hindu inhabitants of India as an ethnic ‘other.’ The 

RSS refers to India as Hindustan (the Persian name for the Indian subcontinent), and while this 

does not typically refer to a religious affiliation, it nonetheless refers to the Hindu majority of the 

Indian population. On the official RSS website, their official mission statement is declared as 

follows: 

The Hindu culture is the life-breath of Hindusthan. It is therefore clear that if Hindusthan 

is to be protected, we should first nourish the Hindu culture. If the Hindu culture perishes in 

 

15 Edward Luce, a journalist observing the socioeconomic climate of India, stated “In India the sacred 
and the profane always seem to be linked.” See Edward Luce, In Spite of the Gods: The Strange Rise of Modern 
India (London: Doubleday, 2007), 5.  

16 The number of individuals that are a part of the RSS rapidly increases every day. Within a four-hour 
time window, the number of participants increased by over 200. While this could be doctored by the organization, 
the online program by which one joins the RSS makes this implausible, especially as a viewer can observe both 
the name and region of new members. See “Join RSS,” rss.org, accessed July 02, 2019, http://rss.org/.  
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Hindusthan itself, and if the Hindu society ceases to exist, it will hardly be appropriate to refer to 

the mere geographical entity that remains as Hindusthan. Mere geographical lumps do not make a 

nation. The entire society should be in such a vigilant and organized condition that no one would 

dare to cast an evil eye on any of our points of honor. 

Strength, it should be remembered, comes only through organization. It is therefore the duty 

of every Hindu to do his best to consolidate the Hindu society. The Sangh is just carrying out this 

supreme task. The present fate of the country cannot be changed unless lakhs of young men 

dedicate their entire lifetime for that cause. To mold the minds of our youth towards that end is the 

supreme aim of the Sangh.17 

While bombastic, this mission statement is quite concise when one considers the scale of 

Indian ethnic, religious, and dialectic diversity and the associated implausibility of emergence of 

an ethnically homogenous nation from a highly fractured state. India claims the largest democracy 

with at least 900 million eligible voters, but those voters differ significantly across economic, 

ethnic, and religious distinctions and are further fragmented by their placement within the caste 

system. India is a unique example of nationalism as, despite their apparent incongruity, there is a 

sense of unity, especially among the Hindu community which prides itself on tolerance and respect, 

generally considered to be core Hindu values. It is because of these seemingly inherent values that 

advocates of Hindu nationalism believe that they are best suited to lead India politically, morally, 

and socially. 

This mission statement outlines the prevalent role of Hinduism in Indian identity for the 

RSS since, more than a mere geographical entity, India is something built upon and fueled by the 

“life-breath” of Hinduism. Echoing neoliberal social activism, the mission statement brandishes 

 

17 “Vision and Mission,” rss.org, accessed July 02, 2019, http://rss.org//Encyc/2012/10/22/rss-vision-and-
mission.html.  
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the sword of organization and the necessity of any movement to be organized in order to achieve 

even the slightest measure of success. This organization is achieved through the militarization and 

centralization of support among the Indian youth who are expected to dedicate their “entire 

lifetime” for the propounding of the goals of the institution.   

It is important to highlight the role of Hinduism in the RSS as a cultural construct. Many of 

the RSS members do not regard Hinduism as a religion but as a defining aspect of Indian cultural 

and political identity. It is not out of religious fervor that they define Hinduism as superior to the 

other religious/ethnic identities within India, but rather out of a deep-seated belief that they as 

Hindus are culturally and ethnically superior to those that surround them. It is this same belief that 

leads some to believe that Hindus are the best suited to facilitating an environment of ‘tolerance’ 

as their belief system is built on a system of basic respect for all living things. However, this 

narrative has been militarized by the RSS and the BJP, both of which are built upon an unstable 

superiority complex which provides the justification necessary to villainize minorities.  

Hindu nationalism is imbued with a desire for a masculine identity. As part of a nation that 

is pictorially self-defined as ‘Mother India,’ radical Hindu nationalists consider themselves to be 

the safeguards of the sanctity of her cultural and ethnic identity.18 A necessary aspect of the radical 

Hindu argument is that the men of India have become effeminate through the inherently ‘weak’ 

nature of secular liberalism and ‘soft’ Hindu nationalism. This narrative is another face of the 

multifaceted ideological basis of radical Hindu ideology. Hindu activist and scholar M.S. 

Golwalkar stated in 1966 that “[n]o one can hope to survive with its young men given over to 

sensuality and effeminacy […] the world understands nothing but the language of strength.”19 Such 

 

18 Sumathi Ramaswamy, The Goddess and the Nation: Mapping Mother India (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2010).  

19 M.S. Golwalkar, A Bunch of Thoughts (Mangalore: Sharada Press, 1966), 
https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.489044/page/n5.  
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a perspective believes that strength is solely achievable through the masculinization of a populist 

ideology. 

Thus, despite the potential of Hindu ideology to act as a conduit for tolerance in India, the 

RSS as the proto-militarized arm of the BJP, a right-wing conservative party that also claims the 

world’s largest primary membership, often utilizes this argument as a justification for actions that 

are divisive and discriminatory. The superiority of the Hindu majority is reinforced in the minds of 

RSS ‘ordinaries’ through daily paramilitary training, drills, and shakhas, which are celebrations of 

five thousand years of Hindu history based upon traditional Vedic texts. The RSS is built upon this 

narrative of imbuing Hindu identity with an inherent historical significance, one constructed upon 

centuries of legitimate Hindu presence tracing back to the Vedic Age (1500-500 BCE) and 

emphasized during the Mughal Empire. The ideology of the RSS is built on the synthetization of 

Indian history, the creation of a single strand from innumerable social nuances.20 This 

synthetization serves to bind together the Hindu demographic under an ideological umbrella that 

disregards economic and political differences, instead building solely upon an ethnoreligious 

identity. A society distinctly aware of the role of colonialism in the shaping of their identity and 

reputation, India is bound together by a common desire to be defined autonomously from the role 

they served in an imperial/colonial system. This is accomplished via two main pathways, one of 

which is socioeconomically rewriting the Indian reputation through the technological revolution of 

the 1980s and 1990s, while the other is reclaiming a ‘glorious’ and uniquely Indian history.21  

 

 

20 Lauren Frayer, “The Powerful Group Shaping the Rise of Hindu Nationalism in India,” NPR.com, May 
03, 2019, https://www.npr.org/2019/05/03/706808616/the-powerful-group-shaping-the-rise-of-hindu-
nationalism-in-india?t=1562129133922. 

21 Ibid.  
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Nationalist Appropriation of History 

The appropriation of their own history is a defining aspect of Indian politics, one that has 

been effective since Jawaharlal Nehru became the first Prime Minister of India. Through the belief 

in a combination of developmental promises, ‘soft’ Hindu secularism, and the desire for Indian 

national unity, there was the establishment of a congressional delusion that Indian nationalism had 

deep historical roots and this resulted in a strong and dynamic hegemony.22 This develops based 

on the theory of Czech historian Miroslav Hroch, who claimed that the creation of the concept of 

the nation and the development of nationalist sentiment is conducted through a three-step process: 

a 'memory' of some common past, treated as a 'destiny' of the majority of the group; a density of 

linguistic or cultural ties enabling a higher degree of social communication within the group than 

beyond it; a conception of the equality of all members of the group organized as a civil society.23 

24 

According to the Czech scholar Ernest Gellner, regarded as one of the foremost experts on 

the development of Nationalism, a vital aspect of Nationalism’s ability to develop is social 

mobility, that is, the ability of an individual to improve their social standing based on a meritocratic 

system. Without this social mobility, a population is not capable of achieving universal high culture 

 

22 Achin Vanaik, “India’s Two Hegemonies,” New Left Review 112 (July 2018): 32. 
https://newleftreview.org/issues/II112/articles/achin-vanaik-india-s-two-hegemonies.  

23 Miroslav Hroch, “From National Movements to the Fully-Formed Nation: The Nation-building Process 
in Europe,” New Left Review 198 (March/April 1993): 70-99. 
https://newleftreview.org/issues/I198/articles/miroslav-hroch-from-national-movement-to-the-fully-formed-
nation.pdf.  

24 The attitude of members of the RSS towards a distinctly Hindu memory of history is best outlined by 
Ratan Sharda, an RSS ideologue who stated, “see, we have forgotten our history. We have forgotten the great 
deeds our people have done.” See Lauren Frayer, “The Powerful Group Shaping the Rise of Hindu Nationalism in 
India,” NPR.com, May 03, 2019, https://www.npr.org/2019/05/03/706808616/the-powerful-group-shaping-the-
rise-of-hindu-nationalism-in-india?t=1562129133922.  
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which is a vital building block upon which nationalist sentiment is constructed.25 The social 

mobility that is necessary for conceptions of nationalism to develop is only prevalent for the upper 

castes; the rural communities and minority groups within India do not have access to the education, 

connections, or influence necessary to achieve a position of power. Thus, the upper crust of Hindu 

society is the only socioeconomic group that has access to the universal high culture and social 

mobility that is necessary for sentiments of nationalism. This, paired with the chauvinist aggression 

directed towards all minority groups, results in a precariously balanced cycle of abusive authority 

that continuously undermines India’s identity as a democracy. 

Although Gellner states that the “national and political unit should be congruent,” the sheer 

diversity and heterogeneity of India disallows the development of nationalist sentiment in the 

traditional sense.26 Democracy within India is deeply rooted in the ability of sharply differentiated 

communities to coexist with the conception of ‘togetherness’ that is foundational to the Indian 

ethos. India’s rapid modernization of the late twentieth century following the period of 

decolonization led to the adoption of the social organization necessary for the development of a 

nation-state.27 This is a difficult distinction for India since, in addition to economic disparities, the 

 

25 The role of universal high culture according to Gellner is outlined in the following passage: “The basic 
deception and self-deception practised by nationalism is this: nationalism is, essentially, the general imposition of 
a high culture on society, where previously low cultures had taken up the lives of the majority, and in some cases 
of the totality, of the population. It means that generalized diffusion of a school-mediated, academy-supervised 
idiom, codified for the requirements of reasonably precise bureaucratic and technological communication. It is the 
establishment of an anonymous, impersonal society, with mutually substitutable atomized individuals, held 
together above all by a shared culture of this kind, in place of a previous complex structure of local groups, 
sustained by folk cultures reproduced locally and idiosyncratically by the micro-groups themselves.” See Ernest 
Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Blackwell, Oxford University Press, 1983), 57.  

26 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, 1. 

27 In the typical sense, ‘nation-state’ is a far more precise concept than ‘country’ since a country does not 
require a predominant ethnic group, i.e. an ethnie. Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism, 2nd ed (Cambridge: Polity, 
2002).  
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population itself can almost be regarded as multinational owing to the depth of diversity between 

various ethnic and religious groups.  

The extreme diversity of India causes the innate complexity of Indian history, a tumultuous 

web of immeasurable threads characterized by the arachnid threat of ethnic nationalism lurking 

somewhere in its shadows. The ability to define and cope with this threat is achievable only in the 

acknowledgement and acceptance of a history that has been consistently neglected. Legitimized 

Indian history is a fable, an ancient Eden despoiled by Muslims and Europeans, an airbrushed 

colonial past, a chronic blame-game that leaves the contemporary reader sure of only one thing—

India is but an idyll that has been exploited by the people within her boundaries. This false strand 

of history has been wholly internalized by the majority of the Indian population, a decisive struggle 

against the contradictory evidence, from the oral ballads of dispossession that have been woven 

through the generations to the Hindu liturgical buildings that creak with the weight of time and 

secrets.28 History is something tangible within India, it is part and parcel of the daily interactions 

that the population has with their context: with the prominence of the Vedic texts, with the intrinsic 

interaction with the temples that surround them. K.S. Komireddi, analyzing the role of this 

synthetization of Indian history in the contemporary political sphere, observed that: 

Such well-intentioned sanitization of the past was never, in the long run, going to be able 

to withstand the awakening of people to their history or sustain an inclusive nationalism […] Had 

India been honest about its past—about the atrocities that were perpetrated and the heritage that 

was ravaged—it might have desiccated the appeal of Hindu supremacism. It might have reconciled 

 

28 Komireddi, Malevolent Republic, 46-48.  
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Indians to their harrowing past, provoked a mature detachment from it and denied Hindu 

nationalists the opportunity to weaponize history.29  

The roots of reasoning of this sanitization lie in the nature of nationalist narratives that are 

cultivated to proliferate and justify violence, a technique of outstanding longevity, but one that is 

especially relevant in the context of Narendra Modi who, guilty of a pogrom of Muslims in his 

state only a decade before, fully intended to instigate epic social upheaval (and was surely elected 

for this purpose by a desperate population).30  

 

The Nature of Violent Nationalist Narratives 

Nationalist sentiment far predates nationalist movements, id est, radical violence oft geared 

towards a specific ethnic minority. For the purpose of personal ‘moral’ justification as well as in 

keeping with the rules of social engagement (even within a society that is rapidly hurtling towards 

conflict and the subsequent upending of sociocultural norms), a nationalist movement has a pre-

established ideological system. This ideological framework provides the basis on which any violent 

movement builds its narrative, constructs the foundation on which it conducts its aggression.  

 In a society overwhelmed by white noise (of very little, if any, intellectual and social 

significance), the social theory of Gustave Le Bon, rather than being a rarity, has become 

problematically difficult to escape.31 Nationalist sentiment within India today is one that strives for 

 

29 Ibid.  

30 Sanjoy Majumder, “Narendra Modi ‘allowed’ Gujarat 2002 anti-Muslim riots,” BBC.com, April 22, 
2011, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-south-asia-13170914.  

31 Twentieth-century sociologist and philosopher, Gustave Le Bon, popularised the concept of ‘mob 
mentality,’ in that in any social context, the simplicity of a message is what allows it to be easily proliferated and 
propagated by much of a population. The content of the message is not nearly as significant to its social absorption 
as the simplicity of that content. Gustav Le Bon applied this theoretical framework to the rise of National Socialism 
in the Weimar Republic, but it is especially applicable for any society undergoing a dramatic shift in the social 
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a Hindu hegemony, and the current Indian government exploits such sentiments to make grand 

majoritarian promises built on the necessity of removal of Muslim Indians from the public sphere.  

 

Hegemonic Crises 

Hegemonic crises are manifestations of organic crises in which the majoritarian population 

ceases to be susceptible to the narratives of national leaders and begins to abandon traditional 

parties and belief systems in pursuit of grand social reform. These crises are often instigated by the 

failure of the ruling class in their attempts to accomplish a large socioeconomic task, one that 

inherently requires the sacrifice and consent of the population. Regardless of the length of the 

crises, the inability of any social organism to admit defeat or inefficacy ultimately leads to the 

utilization of historical mysticism and elaborate nationalist campaigns in a desperate attempt to 

appeal to nationalist sentiment. This establishes an insecure social context within which the old 

ruling class may be prompted to seek ‘salvation’ via the extermination of the oppositional elite and 

the accompanying support. This can be seen specifically in the current Indian context32 whereby 

Narendra Modi is figured as a ‘divine leader’ who strives to fuel the fire of Hindu Nationalism 

through the consistent undermining of the legitimacy of the Muslim Indian population, one that 

claims the largest demographic behind Hinduism.33 The contemporary intra-Hindu public sphere 

 

narrative (often facilitated and spearheaded by Nationalism). See Gustav Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the 
Popular Mind (New York: Cosimo, 2006 [1895]).  

32 This process is observed by the journalist K.S. Komireddi in his first-hand account where he notes: 
“Castigating Nehru was now a national pastime. Votes were being cast across India to elect a new government, 
and people complained, wherever I went, that Nehru had destroyed the country. An age was ending, and the 
aggrieved voice of a suppressed nation within a nation whose existence we, asserting our claim on India by reciting 
Iqbal, were oblivious to was closing in on us.” See K.S. Komireddi, Malevolent Republic: A Short History of the 
New India, (New Delhi: Thomson Press Ltd, 2019), xv.  

33 Thomas R. Bates, “Gramsci and the Theory of Hegemony,” Journal of the History of Ideas 36, no. 2 
(June 1975): 364. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2708933.  
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is reliant on this vilification of the Muslim minority which acts as the necessary ‘Other’ that 

legitimizes the radical nature of nationalist Hindu narratives. By dehumanizing the dichotomous 

identity of Islam as antithetical to Hinduism, the BJP and RSS, with Modi as their mouthpiece, 

facilitate the popular narratives of hegemonic crises in tandem with the solutions to those same 

crises. This is accomplished through the simplification of Indian history, synthesizing what is a 

highly complex and fragmented history of incredible diversity into a single cohesive narrative that 

pits Hindu ideology against that of Islamic identity. The body of intellectuals within India have 

been militarized on behalf of this synthetization; historiographers motivated by ideals of 

improvement, fueled by a secular Congress, have done irreparable harm to Indian history by 

blurring it in pursuit of a false clarification.34 Modi is a manifestation of contemporary Indian 

discontent, a signifier of a deeply-rooted dissatisfaction that has institutionalized the victimization 

of Indian morality and authenticity, conceptual spheres that have been sacrificed in favor of a 

blissful ignorance.35 There is no filter to tame the unleashing of radical nationalism. It has been 

systemically dismembered by a parade of comprehensively incompetent leaders, all of whom were 

far too focused on measurable economic and pragmatic improvements rather than the far more 

significant sociocultural (and intangible) sphere. The ability of the Indian nation to heal and reform 

itself has been continuously undermined by the prostration of the moral universe at the feet of the 

greatest deity of a desperate people—the promise of radical change.  

 

34 Komireddi, Malevolent Republic, 45.  

35 “Modi was the hand grenade hurled by all those who had been sneered at, stamped upon, marginalized, 
subjected to cultural condescension and objectified for anthropological amusement by the preening cast of English-
speaking elites fostered by India’s venal secular establishment. The mood in Delhi was euphoric as he took the 
oath of office. People victimized by Old India saw him as one of their own: for some, an agent of their hopes; for 
others, an embodiment of their rage.” See Komireddi, Malevolent Republic, 76.  
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Conclusion 

Within the highly complex societal framework of contemporary India, radical Hindu 

Nationalism has emerged as a prominent ideology and movement, culminating in the re-election 

of Narendra Modi as the fourteenth Prime Minister in May 2019. The BJP and the RSS have created 

a cohesive hegemony not only within Indian society (through the consistent undermining and 

delegitimization of minorities as ‘Indian’) but throughout Indian history as well. This has been 

accomplished through the morphing of decidedly diverse narratives of history into a single 

cohesive strand with the foci of a retrotopian perspective of a glorious past that was untouched by 

Islam, the prerequisite of Hinduism within Indian identity (with emphasis placed on Hindutva as 

the ‘true’ conceptualization of the primary organizing principle for the Indian nation), the necessity 

of the masculinization of the nation, and the simultaneous vilification of femininity. Although this 

synthetization of Indian History fits within a variety of theoretical frameworks, the specific focus 

on nationalism makes the twentieth-century scholars Ernest Gellner, Anthony D. Smith, and 

Miroslav Hroch, together with their theories outlining the significance of history, cohesiveness, 

and ethnic identity for the development of pervasive and prevailing nationalism, particularly 

fruitful choices for this study. The election of Narendra Modi is a culmination of societal crises, 

ones driven by the desperation, isolation, and strife of the rapid economic growth and Congress-

driven fragmentation of the last century.  The disillusionment with the secular pluralism of Gandhi, 

paired with the restriction of societal commentary to critique this ideology, reached its tipping point 

in the manifestation of social frustration that has led to Modi’s empowerment. It is the vast varieties 

of perspective, inherent in any society as ethnically and economically fragmented as India, that act 

as her most able deliverers. Social growth that impacts the entirety, rather than just the majority, 

of society will deliver the homogenization that is so desperately desired—a people bound not by 

ethnicity, religion, or socioeconomic class, but by the desire to build something better for 

themselves through cooperation and respect.  
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