Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted from First T hings: A Monthl yJournal of Religion and Public Life ¯ June/July1992 ¯ Num ber 24

Hindu Nationalism, Indian Democracy

Myron Weiner

Cop yright (c) 1992 First T hings 24 (June/July1992): 9-12.

India’s post-independence generation of leaders so ught to keep religion at ar m’s length fro mpolitics, regarding religion as a disr uptive force. It was, after all, conflict between Hind us and Muslims that had led to massive violence and to the partition of India. T hese leaders wanted

India-unlike Pakistan whose leaders declared their countr y to be an Islamic state-to be a secular state in which all religions were to be given equal place.

India’s leaders also interpreted Hind uism as a benign, even positive, force for democratic develop ment. Hinduism, they pointed out, is an inclusive, not an exclusive religion.

Unlike Christianity, Islam, and Judaism, it has no conception of theological orthodoxy, no single text to which all Hindus subscribe, no single deity who m all must worship, no universally prescribed rituals who se observance marks one as a believer, and no single ethical code of conduct. Hind uism is a religion whose core is mythology, not theology. For Hind us there are no such categories as heretics and apostates. Hind uism, said Nehru, is a tolerant religion, eclectic, open to ideas fro mother faiths, attuned therefore to the requirements of a democratic polityin which conflicts o ver interests and values are resolved through negotiations and co mpro mise b ypeople who are tolerant of one another.

T here is, to be sure, another possible view of Hinduism.

Hindu societyis based upon a caste systemin which each social group must perfor mits o wn dhar ma, or duty. T hus the Hindu state expects citizens to discharge their obligations according to the dhar ma of their caste. T he state is an expression o f the social order of hierarchy, and an instr ument for maintaining that order. T he king is part of the sacred order and it is his dharma to protect and preserve that order. Since the structure order is based on division and hierarchy, benefits and punishments sho uld be dispensed

uneq uallyto individuals b yvirtue of the orders to which theybelong. And since the divine purpose can o nlybe fulfilled if each individual perfor ms his appointed functions, it follo ws that there are no natural rights irrespective of the social status of the individ ual. Indians, according to this view, have rights or are punished as is appropriate to the communityto which they belong. According to classical legal texts, Brahmins are to be given a lighter punishment than members of other castes for the same offenses, and indeed, what is a crime for one caste need not be criminal for another.

T o argue about which of these interpretations is the correct one is to co mmit the fallacy of essentialism. For in understanding the impact o f a religio n on politics, what matters is which interpretation of the religion is widely held.

India’s post-independence leaders argued not only that

Hinduism is a tolerant religion, but also that Hind uism is not as inequalitarian in theor yas it is in practice. Caste, Hind u social refor mers argued, is a medieval perversio n of the systemdescribed in the Vedic texts. T hese spoke of social orders with so me mobility, not unlike Europe’s estates, rather than the rigid hierarchy that had in fact co me to characterize Indian social life.

It is important to note that for Nehru and manyothers who subscribed to these views there was little if any pride in

Hinduism as a religion. Nehr u himself decried what he regarded as the anti-scientific superstitious ideas of many

Hindus. He could not abide astrologers, saddhus, or priests.

Hindu holidays and festivals were for himcultural, not religious, events. He worshipped at no household shrines and did not attend temples. And even as he praised the tolerance of Hind uism, he noted that I ndians were also tolerant of unspeakable ineq ualities and brutalities.

Whatever role Hinduism mayor may not have played in the develop ment o f Indian democracy, it is fair to saythat India has a democratic politywith a reasonably good record on human rights. I ndia has a free press, freedo mof assembly and of religio n, and free electio ns that have enabled opposition parties to change the government. T his is not to saythat the Indian gover nment has never suspended civil rights. It did so during the emer gency of 1975 to 1977, but these rights were subsequently restored. No doubt Amnesty

Internatio nal has a file o n India, but I daresaythat it is probablysmaller than that of mo st other countries-or if it is larger it is because I ndian representatives of Amnesty

Internatio nal are freelyable to send in reports.

At a minimum one can assert that Hinduism has not been an impediment to the develop ment of democratic institutions and civil liberties. India has a hierarchical social order, but not a hierarchical church. Unlike the historically conservative role played b ythe Catholic hierarchy in Latin

America, or the role no wplayed b yIslamic fundamentalists,

Hindu priests have been politically passive. Nor has the priesthood held up religious values as a standard for social policies such as birth control or abortion.

T here are, however, two ways in which Hind uism, as interpreted byIndia’s political leaders, has shaped the develop ment o f Indian democracy. T he first is with respect to the notion o f group rights.

T he Indian constitutio n (in a sectio n entitled Right to

Equality) reveals a tension between Western and Hind u notions o f rights. T he constitution says that "the state shall not discriminate against anycitizen on grounds only of religion, race, caste, sex, place of birth" and that "there shall be equalityof opportunity for all citizens in matters relating to emplo yment under the State." But the constitution also adds that "nothing shall prevent parliament fro mmaking anyspecial provision for the advancement o f any socially and educationally backward classes of citizens or for the scheduled castes [ex-untouchables] and scheduled tribes, including reservations o f appointments in government." In the interests o f achieving eq uality of outco me, gover nment can provide uneq ual opportunities to groups. T he state can provide quotas in emplo yment to ex-untouchables. It can prevent no n- tribals fro mp urchasing tribal lands. It can extend educational and employment benefits to other backward castes.

T hus, after reconfir ming the nineteenth-centur yWester n liberal conception of the rights of citizens, the Indian constitutio n then asserts the principle of collective rights o f classes o f citizens based upon caste when these claims are made on behalf of gro ups that are socially and educationally backward. Other provisions o f the co nstitutio n in fact go beyo nd enabling the go vernment to give preferences to specified classes of citizens b yrequiring the go vernment to do so. T he constitution, for example, provides for reservations of appointments of scheduled castes and tribes to the ad ministrative ser vices and for reservatio ns in parliament and in state assemblies.

In short, the Hind u notion o f rights as privileges has been converted to the notio n of rights as entitlements. T he goals are different, o f course-not to maintain inequalities but to achieve eq uality of outco mes. Entitlements are to be given to individuals not because of their o wn social and econo mic condition but rather because of the lo wstatus and unsatisfactor yco ndition of the co mmunityto which they belong and into which theywere born. In early1991 the government anno unced that preferences in government emplo yment wo uld be extended to those who belonged to the "backward castes," a looselydefined group of castes who claimed to be econo mically depressed, and whose members co nstituted a majorityof the Indian population.

T he second wayin which elite interpretations of Hind uism have shaped public policyis in their attitudes to ward other religions. T he government has passed laws against religious proselytizing since it regards conversion fro mHinduismas an attack o n natio nal identity. Each religio us co mmunity, ho wever, is per mitted to follow its traditional personal laws with respect to marriage, divorce, inheritance, and property rights. T he government reaffirmed this policyafter a bench of five Supreme Co urt judges ruled that a divorced Muslim wo man named Shah Bano was entitled to maintenance fro m her husband in accordance with the Criminal Procedure

Code, though according to Shariat the man’s o nlyobligation was to repaythe marriage settlement fro mher family. I n

1986 parliament, pressed b yPrime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, passed the Muslim Wo men Act which o verruled the

Supreme Court to provide that a divorced Muslim wife had the right of support fro mher own family, not fro mher husband. T he government had rejected the principle that a commo n law should applyto all of India’s citizens.

In the late 1980s two political mo vements that explicitly exalted Hind uism, the Viswa Hind u Parishad (VHP) and the

Bharatiya Janata Party(BJP ), wo n increasing popular support. T he VHP, a neworganizatio n with strong support for mthe Hind u urban middle class, launched a campaign to have the Babri Mosque in the north I ndian city of Ayodhya, built in the sixteenth centur yon the presumed birth site of

Lord Rama, demolished and replaced bya Hind u shrine.

T he BJP, one of India’s well-established political parties, attacked the gover nment for its concessions to Muslims on personal lawand what it regarded as a "soft" policyto ward

Muslim-majorityKashmir. More importantly, the BJP launched a campaign for " Hindutva," or Hindu nationalism, asserting that India is a country with a single natio nal identity, not multiple identities. T he BJP argued that the government had been "pandering" to its Muslim and Sikh minorities and that it was time to assert a natio nal identity centering on Hindu culture. T he more militant amo ng the

Hindu nationalists called upon M uslims to adopt Hindu names, observe Hindu holidays, accept Hind u historical figures as their o wn, and in other ways to accept the dominance of Hindu culture.

BJP leaders were also critical of the government’s decision to grant reservations to the backward castes, a policythat had angered India’s ed ucated (and largelyupper caste) classes. T he go vernment’s policy, theysaid, was dividing

Hindu society.

Hindu nationalists brought forth a new interpretation of

Hinduism. T heycentered their conception of Hinduismo n

Lord Rama, a Hindu deitywho is the central figure in the

Hindu epic, the Ramayana. T he Ramayana was itself popularized (and modernized) in an extraordinarily successful natio nal televisio n series. T he VHP launched a national campaign to consecrate sacred bricks for the building of a temp le to Lord Rama where the Babri Mosque no wstands. L. K. Advani, the head of the BJP, led a procession across norther n India to support the mo vement.

Hindu nationalism had become a major force in Indian politics, a backlash against the Nehruite co nception of

Hinduism and secularism, against reservations for backward castes, and for a newdefinition o f natio nal identitybased upon an acceptance o f India as a Hindu society.

T he Bharatiya Janata Partyhas taken part in ever ynatio nal parliamentar y election since the first electio n of 1952, but not until the parliamentar yelections o f 1991 had it offered such a clear exposition o f Hind u nationalism. Before 1991, its share of the national vote ranged fro m7 percent to a high of 11 percent (in 1989). In 1991 its vote leaped to 23 percent, with mo st of its support in the Hindi-speaking states of norther n India where M uslims are concentrated.

T he BJP is no wIndia’s seco nd-lar gest party, with 119 parliamentar y seats (up fro m86 in the 1989 elections) against 225 for Congress, and it controls four state governments. Its electoral base is strongest in urban areas, among yo unger voters, and among the upper castes, not among the traditio nallyreligious peasantr y, suggesting that its appeal maygro was the countr y beco mes more urban, educated, and exposed to the mass media.

Does Hindu natio nalism threaten I ndian democracy?

Nehruite secularists, parties of the left, and of co urse India’s

Muslims fear that it will. If the gro wth o f the BJP leads to a rise in Hindu-M uslim violence and gro wing conflicts between India’s upper and lo wer castes, theywill be right.

But it need not. Hindu nationalism is not religio us fundamentalism. Its leaders are politicians, not priests. T hey are not seeking to reestablish the caste hierarchy, or to persecute religio us minorities. T heir election manifesto calls for deregulatio n of the eco nomy and more market-oriented policies. And they are co mmitted to the democratic electoral process.

But religious nationalism, whether in Ireland, Poland,

Russia, Sri Lanka, or prewar Japan, has often had two faces, one that nurtures pride in the natio n’s cultural and historical achievements and that can be a force for positive national goals, and one that is destr uctive of minorities and beco mes a force for external expansion and aggression. Hindu nationalists are themselves divided, the more militant among them taking an aggressive anti-M uslimstance, the moderates seeking to create a positive nationalismwithout threatening minorities. T he outco me of this conflict amo ng

Hindu nationalists will not only shape the character of the mo vement, but will have profound consequences for the functio ning of I ndian democracy.

MYRON WEINER is Ford International Professor of

Political Science at the Massachusetts Institute of

T echnologyand author, mo st recently, of T he Child and the

State in I ndia: Child Labor and Education Policyin

Co mparative Perspective (Princeton).

Cop yr ight © 1998 b yFIRST T HINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

T his data file is the sole propert yof Leadership Universit y. It m aynot be altered or edited in an yway. It m aybe reproduced onl yin its entiret yfor circulation as "freewar e," without charge. All reproductions of this data file m ust contain the cop yright notice (i.e., "Cop yright © 1998 b yFirst T hings ") and this Cop yright/Reproduction Lim itations notice.

T his data file m aynot be used without the perm ission of Leadership Universityfor resale or the enhancem ent of anyother product sold.

FIRST T HINGS

156 F ifth Avenue, Suite 400

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Drive, Suit 200

New York , NY10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Em ail: ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.firstthings.com

Carrollton, T X 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Em ail: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com