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Abstract 

The political success of the BJP in the 2014 and 2019 general elections has transformed Indian politics. This article is about 
the contemporary ascendancy of ethno-religious Hindu nationalist dominance over civic-pluralist democracy for establishing a 
populist majoritarian state in India. How Indian political culture convert in the aggressive ethnic democracy? And is a true face of 
Indian value system which is developed in socio-political violence? We will be trying to deal these issues in this article. 
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Introduction 
The origins of Majoritarianism in India 

India provides important insights into the nature of the state and majority nationalism in the post-colonial society. In contrast 
with most post-colonial states, India has remained a democracy since achieving independence in 1947, except for a period of 
emergency rule between 1975 to 1977. Though not a liberal democracy, India compares favourably with other states in the region in 
respect of political and civil liberties (Freedom House Report, 2019). While considerable attention has been paid to the success and 
shortcomings of Indian democracy, less attention has been paid to the role that nationalism has played in consolidating democracy 
while also contributing to destabilization in some regions (McMillan, 2008:733-49; Lijphart, 1998:258-68, Wilkinson, 2000:767-91; 
Stepan, Linz and Yadav, 2011:1-38; Brass, 1994). When India became independent, it was not at all clear who “the people” were for 
the purposes of constructing a political community. British India was a complex mosaic of territories, princely states, languages and 
ethnicities. It was questionable whether all those who lived in India could conceive of themselves as Indians. 

 
Even before independence was achieved the Indian National Congress was constructing a state nationalism. Jawaharlal Nehru 

and Congress insisted that the borders of the nation coincided with those of the territory of British India. Partition undermined this 
claim, but the remaining territory was now deemed inviolable by Congress and reinforced by the dominant assumptions in the 
Constituent Assembly (Brown, 2003:157-82). Congress also constructed a pre-political national community by drawing on 5000 years 
of Indian history. The party appealed to an imagined community that pre-dated the existing political community for authority. While 
many of the assumptions were modernist, the thinking was primordialist. By drawing on this long historical tradition Congress came 
perilously close to identifying India with its Hindu population, “all the attempts to trace back the unity of the nation to the early 
empires contributed to identifying the entire Indian history with that of the Hindus” (Gottlob, 2007:779-89).  

 
The influence of one-nation or one-state persisted despite partition and is reflected in the construction of the Indian 

constitution. Officially, India is a union-state, but many of its characteristics are closer to traditional notions of the nation state. For, 
Sardar Patel, the constitution was “laying the foundations of one nation” (Pandey, 2001:162-163). B.R. Ambedkar, came close to 
describing India as a unitary state during discussions in the Constituent Assembly in 1948. The constitution, he maintained, would 
facilitate the merging of majority and minorities into one national community (CAD, 1948).  

 
Fears of balkanization remained strong after independence. Congress leaders insisted on a strong centre to contain 

secessionist demands and maintain territorial integrity. The constitution provided institutional and political support for centralization. 
Article 356 provided the central government with the power to take over individual states and rule from the centre. In addition, article 
352 provided the government with emergency powers in times of crisis, especially those which challenged the territorial integrity of 
the state. These powers have been used extensively. The centre used military force to integrate recalcitrant princely states into the new 
state. Furthermore, Prime Minister Nehru actively engaged counter-insurgency forces against Naga insurgents demanding self-
determination; one of the many conflicts that have continued to affect the Northeast region of India to the present day (Nag, 2009:58-
59; Roy, 2005: 2176-82; Haokip, 2012:304-14). 

 
A further reflection of majority nationalism was the decision in Article 343 to declare Hindi the official language, despite the 

fact that a majority did not speak it. Nehru and Congress opposed compromise on this issue and on demands for the reorganization of 
states along linguistic lines. It was believed that national unity and solidarity was best served by having a national language and 
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refusing to accept congruence between language, ethnicity and territory at a sub-state level. Indeed, Congress had effectively adopted 
the view that a single language was required for political and national integration, rather than more pluralistic models (Stepan, Linz, 
and Yadav, 2011:1-38). 

 
However, in the face of determined and widespread opposition during the 1950s, Nehru was forced to backtrack. The 

principle of ethnolinguistic states was conceded within a decade, delivering “the largest and most peaceful reconfiguration of political 
space under the rule of law, without recourse to mass violence in the history of liberal democracy (Choudhry,2016:180-95; Lacina, 
2014:720-38). Furthermore, English effectively became the lingua franca for national communication. The political intention to 
impose Hindi as the national language was withdrawn. As historian Ramachandra Guha wryly notes, if Hindi had been imposed on 
India the consequences might have been “one language, twenty-two nations” whereas India has 22 languages and a single nation for 
the most part (Guha, 2007:754). What India achieved during the 1950s was unusual in comparative terms. Ethno-federalism has been 
described at the most generous form of successfully maintaining the integrity of the state (Coakley, 2011:106). Yet in India, ethno-
federalism provided the means to neutralize autonomist and secessionist movements in the states.  

 
In contrast to the experience of ethno-federalism elsewhere, the linguistic compromise acted as a powerful and successful 

means of integration, which “solidified support for the Indian state and the Indian nation (Adeney, 2017:125-48). During the twenty 
years after 1947, a Pan-Indian majority was constituted and consolidated. While it did not include everyone who lived in India, it is a 
arguable that in time between 80% and 90% of the population considered themselves not only to be citizens but to be co-nationals 
(Adeney and Lall, 2005:258-86; Singh and Kim, 2018:427-45; Mitra, 2010:46-53). Pan-Indian nationalism was in principally 
inclusive, but there were limits to its appeal and its integrative dynamic. Nation-building and integration proved much weaker in 
Kashmir, the Northeast and in Punjab. Nevertheless, a strategy of accommodation within the framework of Pan-Indian state 
nationalism established the political basis for compromise in most cases. The Indian experience qualifies the unitary nation-state 
model normally associated with France. While the Indian state promoted its Pan-Indian nationalism through the constitution, its 
institution and its political practice, ethno-federalism provides the means for most language and ethnic groups to cooperate with the 
state rather than compete with it in a zero-sum secessionist game. 

 
However, the failure to resolve some secessionist conflicts suggests that ethno-federalism will not solve these issues if the 

conflict is over nationality and religion (Cappoccia, Saez and Roij, 2012:1010-22). The paradox between success and failure can be 
resolved by adopting Brendon O’Leary’s position that a successful federation requires a dominant ethnicity or Staatsvolk, to anchor 
and secure its institutional continuity. In India, there are two options: Hindi spoken by 40% of the population or Hinduism the religion 
of 80% of the population (Religious Census, 2011). The Hindi opinion failed politically and institutionally but did supply a core ethnic 
basis for Indian state nationalism. A more persuasive option is that Hinduism functions as a meta-ethnicity and this, rather than 
language, provides the political and cultural glue for a Staatsvolk (O’Leary, 2001:273-96). The political expression of this meta-
ethnicity takes an ethno-democratic form (Singh, 2000:35-55; Jaffrelot, 2019:41-68). Moreover, Katharine Adeney has drawn on these 
hypotheses to argue that these considerations operate within individual Indian states. The majority of Indian states have a dominant 
language, religion or ethnicity while in the more stable states the effective number of language and religion is less than two (Adeney, 
2017:132). Those states that are more heterogeneous (linguistically, religiously or nationally), such as Nagaland, Manipur and 
Kashmir, are more prone to conflict, suggesting that a degree of dominance is required to secure stability. Conflict also appears more 
often in states and regions where Hindus are not dominant. The shared culture of Hinduism continues to facilitate compromise as 
proved to be the case since the 1950s. In the absence of this and the presence of other religions and nationalities, conflict seems more 
likely (Ibid, 133-38). 

 
However, the Pan-Indian and pluralist nationalist worldview promoted by Congress since 1947, reflected in the constitution, 

the secular foundations of the state and the 1950s linguistic compromises is not without challenges. Though founded in 1980, the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is part of an extensive network of Hindu organisations known as the Sang Parivar (family of 
organisations). The most important and influential is the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS: National Volunteer Corps) established 
in 1925 (Deshmond, 1990; Jaffrelot, 1996:25-79; Hansen, 1999:60-133). While the RSS remains outside party politics, its political 
influence is considerable and its members provide active support for the BJP at election times. Moreover, the BJP leadership has been 
drawn overwhelmingly from the RSS as is the case currently (Jaffrelot, 2005; Anderson and Damle, 2019). 

 
There is some overlap between the two positions- both defend India’s national sovereignty and territorial integrity, sharing a 

primordial conception of the nation. However, there are also important differences. The Pan-Indian conception of nationalism is 
multicultural (though not multinational); assimilationist but accomodationist (Anderson, 2003). Although the constitution reflects 
Hindu views in a number of articles, neither Congress nor Nehru’s governments actively promoted a Hindu worldview (Wilkinson, 
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2000:767-91). Nehru in particularly engaged with pluralist and flexible strategies in an attempt to realize “unity in diversity”. 
Consequently, policy options were more fluid and open to negotiation; though secessionist demands were always rejected. Nehru 
undermined the concessions he made to Kashmir because of his fear of secession there, but in doing so he and his successors failed to 
address the complex issue of nationality and religion in the region. It is arguable that the majority nationalism takes on a majoritarian 
face when faced with these challenges (Noorani, 2011). 

  
The Hindu nationalist worldview differs from Pan-Indian nationalism in a number of ways. It celebrates the ancient origins of 

Hinduism, emphasizing the superiority of Hindu ethno-religious culture over other national cultures (BJP, 2014:1-3). The foundation 
text of Hindu nationalism remains V.D. Savarkar’s (1883-1966) “Hindutva: who is a Hindu?” (1923). Savarkar and M.S. Golwalkar 
(1906-1973), who became head of the RSS in 1940, provided a set of ideas that motivated the RSS and the Sang Parivar. At its core is 
the notion of a Hindu nation, ancient in origin with a continuous cultural presence on the territory of India. The aim of Hindutva is the 
establishment of a Hindu Rashtra (nation) which reflects the distinctive features of India and its predominant Hindu population. By 
drawing on the Hindu tradition, Savarkar consciously linked Hindutva with religious practice and its symbols. The continuity can be 
seen in practical terms when the RSS/BJP mobilize around issues such as the campaign for a Ram temple at Ayodhya or their 
opposition to the Supreme Court’s decision to permit women between 10 to 50 age to enter Hindu temples in Kerala (Asad, 1999:178-
96). 

 
A core element of Hindutva is the notion of the “other” and the internal enemy. The sacred nature of territory is made explicit 

by both Savarkar and Golwalkar and latterly by the BJP/RSS; India is a holy place for inhabited people, who are not only distinctive 
but “chosen” (Smith, 2003:1-8,131-65; McDonnell and Cabrera, 2019:484-501). India is a homogeneous cultural entity, which is 
inclusive of all those who are deemed part of Hindu culture. Consequently, Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs are Hindus (nationally) though 
not religiously. Article 25 of the Indian constitution considers Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs to be Hindus for the purposes of the 
constitution, though this is often rejected by members of these religions (Jaffrelot, 2007:85-171). Hindu nationalists also promote the 
view that Aryans are the original people of India and Sanskrit the original language. They insist that Indo-European languages and 
culture has its origin in India and spread from there to the rest of the world (Ibid, 18; Joseph, 2018). Hostility to Muslims and 
Christians, who are excluded from the Hindu nation, is central to this thinking and endures to the present day. Savarkar asserted that a 
“change of religion means change of nationality (Sarkar, 2019:151-173,155). While Muslims and Christians might share a fatherland 
with Hindus, they do not share India as a “holy land” as their holy places are in the Middle East (Savarkar, 1969:113). This thinking 
links three concepts, Hindi, Hindu, Hindustan (language, religion and territory) as the focus for the majoritarian basis of Hindu 
nationalism (Jaffrelot, 2007:5; Khan, Svensson, Jogdand, and Liu, 2017:477-512).  

 
The BJP’s original political message was relatively moderate and, on the surface, inclusive. However, the outcome of the 

1984 elections, when the BJP won only two seats, demonstrated the significance of political appeals based on culture and religion. The 
Congress leader Rajiv Gandhi orchestrated a campaign that appealed to the majority culture and its prejudices. As a consequence, the 
party of Hindutva (BJP) was defeated by a party that had traditionally been associated with inclusion and concern for minorities, 
Dalits and Adiwasis. The BJP also benefited from the crises generated by the conflict in Punjab, the unresolved status of Jammu and 
Kashmir and continuing insurgencies in the Northeast, all of which challenged the majority notion of a single nationality in India 
(Bose, 1998:104-164: Hasan, 2012). 

 
‘Neo-Hindutva’: expression of Hindu nationalism 

‘Neo-Hindutva’ as a way to identify and understand ‘idiosyncratic expressions of Hindu nationalism which operate outside of 
the institutional and ideological framework of the Sangh Parivar’ (Anderson, 2015:47). Edward Anderson’s framing of ‘neo-
Hindutva’ drew on Deepa Reddy’s identification of Hindutva’s ‘diffuse logic’, which is both nebulous and in process, and became ‘a 
mediating discourse in its own right’ (Reddy, 2011:421). 

 
Edward Anderson proposed two categories of ‘neo-Hindutva’: ‘hard’- not reticent about being connected with Hindu 

nationalism, but for various reasons, often departing from the positioning and praxis of the Sangh; and ‘soft’- often more connected 
and prone to avoid explicit linkages with Hindu majoritarian politics. Under the hard neo-Hindutva label, we might put groups like the 
Hindu Yuva Vahini, the Hindu Janjagruti Samiti, Voice of India, the Forum for Hindu Awakening, Shri Ram Sena, and various other 
militant and vigilante outfits. These organisations constitute a cluster of individuals and interests that loudly expound Hindu 
chauvinism and cultural nationalism, but are frequently critical of the RSS and its associated network, often for being insufficiently 
proactive and hard-line. The soft neo-Hindutva category is inherently more nebulous, and could include the India Foundation think 
tank, and various international groups such as the Hindu Forum of Britain, the National Council of Hindu Temples (UK), and the 
Vedic Foundation in America. Soft neo-Hindutva groups are often found in the diaspora, regularly appearing to be mainstream 
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representatives of ‘the Hindu community’ in multiculturalists settings, but avoiding overt associations with the Hindutva network for 
diplomatic and pragmatic reasons, out of principle and to be, ostensibly, more inclusive (Anderson, 2015:48-49). 

 
But neo-Hindutva is not exactly a schema or framework for categorization, nor is it a typology or taxonomy. The ideology 

clearly transcends institutions; it has proliferated in the media and educational spaces in ways that are difficult to disaggregate; 
articulations of Hindutva-inspired Islamophobia are common place in domestic and public spheres where previously it was aberrant, 
much to the consternation of cosmopolitan and secular-minded Indians. Neo-Hindutva can be seen as a start-point for thinking about 
the dynamic and idiosyncratic ways in which Hindu nationalism has evolved over recent years, often into increasingly mainstream and 
normalised but also obfuscated forms of rhetoric and mobilisation. These trends can be simultaneously global and local, are 
increasingly expressed and negotiated in online spaces, and frequently are manifested through the language of blasphemy and offence, 
the ‘art of being outraged’ (Jaffrelot, 2008), and the ‘politics of grievance’ (Sutton, 2018:336-349). Neo-Hindutva can be hybridised 
and syncretic; both explicitly political, and a form of anti-politics. 

 
The Hindu nationalist movement started to monopolize in the 1990s when the political party that represented it in the 

political arena, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) rose to power. From 2 seats in the Lok Sabha, the BJP increased its tally to 88 in 
1989, 120 in 1991, 161 in 1996, 178 in 1998, 282 in 2014 and 303 in 2019. In 1998 to 2004 BJP was in a position to form a coalition 
government. For the first time in Indian history, Hindu nationalism had managed to take over power. The BJP and its allies remained 
in   office for five years, until 2004. 

 
The general public discovered Hindu nationalism in operation over these years. But it had of course already been active in 

Indian politics and society for decades; in fact, this ism is one of the oldest ideological streams in India. It took concrete shape in the 
1920s and even harks back to more nascent shapes in the nineteenth century. As a movement, too, Hindu nationalism is heir to a long 
tradition. Its main incarnation today, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS—or the National Volunteer Corps), was founded in 
1925. In fact, Hindu nationalism runs parallel to the dominant Indian political tradition of the Congress Party, Gandhi transformed into 
a mass organisation in the 1920s. Indeed, Hindu nationalism crystallised as an ideology and as a movement exactly at the time when 
the Congress became imbued with Gandhi’s principles and grew into a mass movement. It then developed an alternative political 
culture to the dominant idiom in Indian politics, not only because it rejected non-violence as legitimate and effective modus operandi 
against the British in the wake of the discourse of Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856-1920) and his apologia in favour of a Hindu tradition of 
violent tradition (Cashman,1975; Jaffrelot,2003:299-324), but also because it rejected the Gandhian conception of the Indian nation. 
Mahatma Gandhi looked at the Indian nation as, ideally, a harmonious collection of religious communities all placed on an equal 
footing. He promoted a syncretic and spiritual brand of the Hindu religion in which all creeds were bound to merge, or converge. Even 
though the leaders of India’s minorities resisted this universalist appeal because Gandhi articulated his views in a thoroughly Hindu 
style- the Gandhi insisted till the end that he spoke on behalf of all communities and that the Congress represented them all. For the 
founders of Congress, the Indian nation was to be defined according to the territorial criterion, not on the basis of cultural features: it 
encompassed all those who happened to live within the borders of British India. In contrast with the founders of Congress, Gandhi 
acknowledged religious identities in the public sphere, even as he viewed the nation as an amalgamation of many different 
communities. In the 1920s and after, however, the legacy of the first-generation Congress leaders was still pursued and deepened by 
major Congress Party figures: The Nehrus, i.e., Motilal Nehru (1861-1931) and his son, Jawaharlal Nehru (1889-1964), who 
advocated a liberal nation-building process based on individuals, not groups. For Motilal and Jawaharlal, the construction of the 
Indian nation could only be rooted in secular, individual identities. The Nehrus represented a variant of the Universalist standpoint, 
quite different from that embodied by Gandhi.  

 
Hindu nationalism, like Muslim separatism (a movement which in India was formed around the same time), rejected both 

versions of the Universalist view of nationalism articulated by Congress (Pandey, 1990). This ideology assumed that India’s national 
identity was summarized by Hinduism, which is the dominant creed. Indian culture was to be defined as Hindu culture, and the 
minorities were to be assimilated by their paying allegiance to the symbols and mainstays of the majority as those of the nation. For 
Congressman like Nehru this ideology- like that of the Muslim League or of Sikh separatists—had nothing to do with nationalism. 
They branded it with the derogatory term ‘communalism’. But in fact, the doctrine that was to become known by the name ‘Hindutva’ 
fulfilled the criteria of ethnic nationalism (Jaffrelot, 1999). Its motto, ‘Hindu, Hindi, Hindustan’, echoed many other European 
nationalisms based on religious identity, a common language, or cultural and historical heritage or even racial feeling. All the same, 
the essential characteristics of Hinduism scarcely lent themselves to such an ‘ism’. This is, first, because Hinduism has no ‘book’ 
which can truly be said to serve as a common reference point. As Louis Renou points out, in Hinduism ‘religious books can be 
described as books written for the use of a sect’ (Renou, 1972:50). Moreover, Hinduism has often been described not as a religion but 
as a ‘conglomeration of sects’ (Thapar, 1989:216). In fact, the term ‘Hindu’ derives from the name of a river, the Indus; it was used 
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successively by the Achaemenids, the Greeks, and the Muslims to denote the population living beyond that river 
(Frykenberg,1989:30), but till the medieval period it was not appropriated by the people themselves (O’Connell,1973:340-344).  

 
Hindu nationalism as we know it today was born in Maharashtra in the 1920s, in the context of reaction to the Khilafat 

movement. Its ideology was codified by V. D. Savarkar much before he joined the Hindu Mahasabha (founded in Haridwar in 1915). 
Savarkar’s book Hindutva: who is a Hindu?  Was the first attempt of endowing what he called the Hindu Rashtra with a clear- cut 
identity: namely Hindutva, a word coined by Savarkar and which, according to him does not coincide with Hinduism. Savarkar argued 
that religion was only one aspect of Hindu identity, and not even the most important. In fact, he draws his definition of Hindu identity 
out of Western theories of the nation. The first criterion of the Hindu nation, for him, is the secred territory of Aryavarta as described 
in the Vedas, and by Dayananda, whose book Satyarth Prakash Savarkar read extensively (Keer,1988:29). Then comes race: for 
Savarkar the Hindus are the descendants of ‘Vedic fathers’ who occupied this geographical area since antiquity. In addition to 
religion, land and race, Savarkar mentions language as a pillar of Hindu identity. When doing so he finally established between 
Hindutva and the triptych: ‘Hindu, Hindi, Hindustan’. Hindu nationalism appears for the first time as resulting from the 
superimposition of a religion, a culture, a language, and a sacred territory- the perfect recipe for ethno-religious nationalism. 

 
For Savarkar, the Indian identity is Hindutva: the majority community is supposed to embody the nation, not only because it 

is the largest but also because it is the oldest. Hindus are the autochthonous people of India, whereas the religious minorities outsiders 
who must adhere to Hindutva culture, which is the national culture. In the private sphere they may worship their gods and follow their 
rituals, but in the public domain they must pay allegiance to Hindu symbols. This applies especially to Muslims and Christians, the 
proponents, in his view, of truly un-Indian religions. Buddhists, Jains, and Sikhs are not considered non-Hindus by Savarkar- they are 
followers of sects closely linked to Hinduism. 

 
The political success of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in the 2014 and 2019 general elections has transformed Indian 

politics. Narendra Modi, Prime Minister since 2014, leads a party that was once marginalised in the political system. Its progress since 
1984 challenged the dominance of the Indian National Congress (INC) and then replaced it as the ‘new hegemonic canter of the 
political system’ (Palshikar, 2018:36-42; Palshikar, Kumar and Lodha, 2017). This success has changed the political, ideological and 
normative priorities of Indian democracy and recalibrated the nature of Indian nationalism. Indian nationalism now merges with Hindu 
nationalism which has strong majoritarian features. This political success has serious consequences for Indian federalism, the place 
and status of minorities and Dalit-Adivasi issues are addressed. In contrast with the Pan-India majority nationalism associated with 
Congress, which was inclusivist and integrationist, that promoted by the BJP is majoritarian, assimilationist and exclusivist. The BJP 
demonizes minorities, condemns opposition as “anti-national” while creating a climate of fear for groups and communities outside the 
mainstream of Hindu society. Consequently, the success of the BJP and Hindu nationalism raises questions concerning the 
contemporary nature of Indian democracy (Chhibber and Verma, 2018:235-55; Chatterji, Hansen and Jaffrelot, 2019:1-15).  

 
The 2014 and 2019 general elections witnessed the culmination-point of the BJP’s longstanding efforts to rule India. The 

triumph of the BJP in 2014 and 2019 brought about two unprecedented events: never had the Hindu nationalism won an absolute 
majority in the Lok Sabha, and never had this nationalism, known for its hostility to the personalisation of power and for its collegial 
governance, been so influenced by one politician, Narendra Modi. The new populist dispensation combined four features that have 
also emerged in India: populism, Hindu nationalism, authoritarianism and majoritarianism. The majoritarian regime in India combines 
two further elements: the implementation of a more unvarnished pro-corporate and pro-upper caste compound of policies than ever 
before, paired with the normalisation of anti-minority rhetoric, routine assertions of the imminent danger posed by internal as well as 
external enemies to the nation, and a systematic deployment of false claims and partisan facts. The vision of a Hindu majoritarian 
polity held by RSS and BJP combines cultural nationalism and political strategies aiming at flagrant social dominance by the upper 
caste, rapid economic development, cultural conservatism, intensified misogyny, and a firm grip on the instruments of state power. 
Narendra Modi’s rhetoric, his authoritarian style of governance and his electoral support from the elite and the Urban Middle Class 
suggests many parallels with other populist strongmen across the globe. 

 
The four ‘isms’ noted above- populism, nationalism, authoritarianism, and majoritarianism- resonate with the notion of 

‘sultanism’, that Max Weber introduced to describe situations when power ‘operate primarily on the basis of discretion’ under the 
aegis of a strongmen (Chehabi and Linz, 1998:4). Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan have compexified this model to define it as a regime in 
which ‘all individuals, groups and institutions are permanently subject to the unpredictable and despotic intervention of the sultan, and 
thus all populism is precarious’ (Linz and Stepan, 1996). This suggests that sultanism has affinities with four ‘isms’, including 
populism, a concept that to this remains analytically ‘elusive’, according to Ernest Gellner and Ghita Ionescu (Gellner and Ionescu, 
1969:1). 
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Populist leaders are primarily characterised by the way they claim to speak in the name of the people against the elite. Populist’s 
project themselves as new men against old political establishment, despite the fact that they often are seasoned public figures, but 
typically not centre stage. In2014, Modi presented himself as an alternative for and of the people because he came from a plebeian 
background, never had any major role in Delhi, and could stand in stark contrast to the Gandhi family because of his modest origins. 
He successfully projected himself as an ordinary man from humble origins during the 2014 general elections campaign. Castigating 
Rahul Gandhi as shahzada, Modi highlighted his low social background and that he had to work in his father’s tea shop on the railway 
platform when he was a child. 
 

Nationalism and communication techniques is the bedrock or major trait of most populists’ leaders and Modi is no exception. 
A member of the RSS since his childhood, Modi has been deeply influenced by Hindutva ideology. Hindutva ideology looks at 
Hindus not primarily as practitioners of a diverse faith tradition, but as a people descending from ancestral sons of the soil, the ‘Vedic 
fathers. In the ideological repertoire of Hindutva, the people are not defined only as the victims of the elite but in cultural terms as the 
true autochthons and owners of the land. This politics gives rise to what Gino Germani named national populism (Germani, 1978), 
which is a distinct repertoire of the right. The populism of the left (that Indira Gandhi epitomised in the 1970s for instance) does not 
rely on ethnic or religious exclusion, even as Gandhi’s policies contributed to the systemic marginalisation of religious and ethnic 
groups, for example, Sikhs in Punjab, Muslims in Kashmir, and Mizos in the Northeast. These policies and practices of 
marginalisation, ironically, impacted the projection of the BJP into national politics (Anderson, 2012:21-36).  

 
Modi is a product of the RSS and has clearly shown his deep commitment to the Hindutva doctrine (Jaffrelot, 2015:151-66). 

The organised mass communal violence of 2002 in Gujarat, had already earned him with the status of a ‘Hindu Hriday Samrat’ 
(Emperor of the Hindu Heart) (Jafrrelot, 2016:196-217). His commitment to Hindu nationalism was also evident from the fact that the 
BJP nominated a very small number of candidates from the minorities, especially from the Muslim community, in order to signal that 
the party intended to represent a Hindu (ised) people. Following the pogrom in Gujarat in 2002, Hindu majoritarianism was further 
consolidated across various states: through orchestrated attacks on minorities in Orissa in 2007 and 2008, in Muzaffarnagar in 2013, in 
Saharanpur in 2014, in February 2020 in North East Delhi and in August 2020 in Bangalore. The legitimacy of such Hindu 
domination harked back to their autochthony, while also augmenting their numbers. Majoritarianism is inherent to Modi’s populism 
because the people he claims to represent only for Hindus. This is evident from the fact that in 2014 and 2019, the BJP nominated only 
a handful of Muslim candidates, and that, consequently, for the first time in India’s history, the winning party in the general elections 
had no Muslim in Lok Sabha. The main goal of the BJP is to ‘defend’ the interests of Hindus first and foremost, at the expense of the 
rights of the Othered/minorities in the country. 

 
Majoritarian national populists are authoritarian by definition, since they claim that they embody the people and as the people 

can only be one/singular, there is no room for pluralism (Muller, 2016). This explains their tendency to disqualify their adversaries as 
‘anti-national’ or even traitors, and even reject the multiparty system of democracy. The BJP has made it clear that no other party 
should compete with it, or is even needed, as indicative from its slogan of a ‘Congress Mukt Bharat’ (a Congress-free India). This 
formula reflects its views of competitors’ not as adversaries, but as enemies. The BJP routinely (and falsely) claims that Congress 
relies on the vote of ‘anti-national’ elements and that the party is ‘soft on Pakistan’- a country that figured prominently as an 
existential threat in every election campaign of Narendra Modi and the BJP, both at the national and state level. 

 
Modi is a ‘neo-sultan’ who observes some facets of democracy while pushing India further towards an illiberal ethnic 

democracy. Illiberal democracy is one of the by-products of the proliferation of populist styles of politics. In fact, populism generally 
develops within democracies, because a populist sentiment requires an open public space within which to articulate itself. But 
populism can also be a threat to the democratic regime itself. Democratic regimes are based on regularly free and fair elections, rule of 
law, fundamental rights and liberties guaranteed by constitution and independent judiciary. But the populist politician claims that they 
represent something higher because they draw their legitimacy from the mandate they have received from the people. As a result, 
populism undermines liberal institutions because it ‘identifies the will of the people with justice and morality’ (Shils, 1956:98). India 
saw this dynamic play itself in the 1970s imposition of a national emergency rule by Indira Gandhi between 1975 to 1977. Gandhi 
claimed to act in the best interest of the Indian people and to protect the nation from ‘anti-national elements and social division within. 
The restoration of democracy in the late 1970s left the Supreme Court greatly strengthened but the centralisation of political authority, 
personalistic rule by charismatic leaders, and attempts at circumventing civil liberties and the rule of law in the name of popular 
majorities have remained central elements of the political culture in India ever since, at the central level as well as in many states in 
the union. 
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National-populism can turn ‘conflicted democracies’, illiberal as well as ethnic. The notion of ‘ethnic democracy’ was 
theorised by Sammy Smooha as the product of ethnic nationalism, an identity that goes along with a rejection of the Othered, 
generally perceived as a threat to the survival and integrity of the ethnic nation (Smooha, 2002:479). For Smooha, one of the 
conditions for the emergence and persistence of an ethnic democracy is ‘the existence of a threat (real or perceived) to the ethnic 
nation that requires mobilisation of the majority in order to preserve the ethnic nation (Ibid.). Conjuring a constant political, social and 
demographic threat from Muslims, whether in Pakistan, Kashmir or as India’s Muslim minority, is the constitutive feature of the 
ideology of Hindutva. 

 
Conclusion 

Ethno-religious or Hindu nationalism and neo-Hindutva in India are converted the country into popular majoritarian state. 
Ethno-religious nationalism has developed into new forms and spaces in recent years, and sheds light on a powerful and often 
misunderstood political identity and praxis that demands our attention. I hope that it manages to build on a crucial corpus of research 
on communalism and sectarian violence in India, while recognising that much of the extant literature does not cover the full dynamism 
and complexity of Hindutva in the twenty-first century. The BJP engaging for calibrating its stand with public opinion and balance 
with ‘centrism’ for steady penetration of Hindutva ideology into the conservative democracy of India as an acceptable expression of 
Upper-caste community interests. It is dual process, of the BJP occupying the central space and the central space becoming more 
majoritarian, that characterises the present moment in the politics of ideas in India today. 
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