
                                                                
Understanding India        
India, a land of mul�ple culture and mul�-religious country had seen 
many foreign invasions for decades. Interes�ngly, it has always been 
successful to adopt itself to new cultures and religion which has 
diversified this sub-con�nent. The post imperial era saw the decline of 
the imperial sand-castle with the rising �de of India’s amiable past, thus 
reviving the community structure and redefining religion and caste. The 
nostalgic understanding of India has always been ‘incredible India’ 
‘eternal India’ etc. The post independent India can very sharply be seen 
as the history of a state, one of the most poorest and largest of the 
many countries created on the ebb of falling imperial rule a�er the end 
of Second World War. In order to understand India we need to focus on 
the shi� of imperial rule to a democra�c state structure and the 
emergence of complexi�es within the state structure and most 
importantly the difference between an European state structure in 
comparison to India.
The arrival of modern Indian states in the past century brought along 
stability and growth of India. The decentraliza�on of power from a 
sovereign authority to the state, building up territorial boundaries-an 
ability they leant from the Bri�sh. It also learnt to preserve the 
domes�c authority and the physical security of its ci�zens, to work as a 
machinery of economic development and finally to provide social 
security to its ci�zens. Indian history since 1947 had undergone a period 
of outburst of poli�cal idea: democracy, no longer people were bound 
by moral and kinship �es but by the divisions produced by the 
exigencies of industrial produc�on and commercial exchange. 
As Sunil Khilnani puts it “Democracy is a type of government, a poli�cal 



regime of laws and ins�tu�ons. But its imagina�ve potency rests in its 
promise to bring alien and powerful machine like the state under the 
control of human wills, to enable a community of poli�cal equals before 
the cons�tu�on al law to make their own history” democracy is basically 
the outcome of colonialism. When the colonial oppressions were 
becoming unbearable the Indian intellectuals thought of reviving India’s 
past as the weapon against the foreign Raj. In this process they first 
came across the idea of a na�on and state, wished to built a state of 
their own similar to the other states of the world. The concept of state 
was repleted with administra�ve and military technologies, its claim to 
rule over a precise territory, its determina�on of social reforms with 
changing texture of community. The power gradually and decisively 
rested with the sovereign state. The obvious result of this was the 
language of representa�ve poli�cs which entered through u�litarian 
filters. The interest of Indians, according to Bri�sh could never be as 
individuals which was very much evident during the 1909 morley- minto 
reforms where separate representa�on was given to different 
communi�es. Thus the administra�on of demarcated territories 
represented socie�es not individuals. The poli�cally represented groups 
were iden�fied as ‘religious communi�es’ with immutable interests 
such as Hindus, Muslims, Parsi communi�es, an eternal element of 
Indian society. Defined as majority and minority.
In a democra�c state elec�ons are a process of assigning a set of rules 
under the authority of the state. But in India it is a medium of fulfilment 
of socie�es aspira�on to control its opportuni�es. In such a democra�c 
set up the poli�cal par�es o�en try to muster their support. Recent 
democracy has shown the tenacity of community iden��es to compete 
forming themselves as majori�es to establish their rule at the center. 
These religious iden��es o�en tend to bend the democracy to suit their 
own purposes. In commonly available understanding of democracy, 



people choose their representa�ves to pursue their own interests. But 
in India the equa�on between the representa�ve and the represented 
works in slightly different manner based on trust. Democra�c poli�cs 
seems to require that iden��es and percep�on of interest be stable. 
However, they do not have any pre-poli�cal existence but are created in 
the process of poli�cs. Thus the iden��es always seek their own 
poli�cal goals rather than seeking the goals for the na�on.
Indian modernity is very much different from the na�onalis�c 
aspira�ons. It is of a split and discontented one, full of darker and mixed 
poten�al. “They have become spawning grounds for contrary 
concep�ons of what India is: on the one hand an hyperbolic 
parochialism, a bleached cosmopolitanism on the other hand, both far 
distant from the tolerant Indian cosmopolitanism that the na�onalist 
elite has proposed.” Colonialism’s new ruling instruments has altered 
the urbanism of India. It encouraged elite migra�on towards ci�es with 
expanded percep�on of social scale of communi�es who lived in far 
distant corner of the country, felt as a single en�ty thus genera�on of 
the idea of a na�on. On the other hand categoriza�on of religious and 
caste based communi�es, introduced by Bri�sh through separate 
electorates solidified the communal lines. Ties of kin and caste operate 
on a more vast terrain in ci�es and through elec�ons the par�cularis�c 
groups try to enhance privileges and protec�on for themselves rather 
being on an universal tone.
Iden�ty consciousness among Indians is the product of Bri�sh effort to 
numerically label each sec�on of the society that is census. People 
became aware of the numeric strength of their community and thus 
the race of survival to the fi�est began. The wave of na�onalist outburst 
during the late nineteenth century compelled the leaders to unite the 
people of India through divergent religious community. Nehru however 
sought to focus on the cultural interconnec�ons. There was no such 



need of a na�onal iden�ty prior to nineteenth century, people 
preferred to venture around the neighboring locality and remain 
oblivious of the greater world that is beyond.
With the orientalist effort to show the suscep�bility of Indians to 
change gave a new direc�on to Indian discourse. James Mills asser�on 
of Hindu past was enough provoca�on for Indian intellectuals to 
construct their own history. V.D Savarkar’s genealogical equa�on 
between the Hindu and the Indian, the members of Indian poli�cal 
community were united by geographical origin and racial connec�on 
and a shared culture based on common language of Sanskrit form 
majority community. This obviously le� significant a significant sec�on 
of muslims, tribals and the christans into an awkward secondary 
posi�on.
European na�ons are land of singular culture with a high number of 
literate popula�on bound together by ideas of liberty, equality and 
fraternity thanks to the renaissance and reforma�on. They believe in 
reason, logic and jus�ce to deal with the religious atroci�es commi�ed 
by the church, and due to influx of wealth due to various reasons like 
invasions, boom in trade etc the middle class were successful in 
acquiring a handsome wealth thus ques�on the higher authori�es, it 
was always the mass against the imperial power. This neutralized the 
power structure there. However in India level of literacy has always 
been under ques�on since religious communi�es were at fight against 
each other as to how it should be taught whether vernacular or through 
medium of English. Moreover not un�l the arrival of Gandhi it became a 
mass movement, otherwise it was always an eli�st movement.
The peculiarity of India is that it is a state of ‘interconnected difference’ 
the divergent cultural communi�es though claim to have a monopoly 
but the fact is they are depended on the other for their survival. The 
mul�culturalism has opened a wide range of possibili�es. We need to 



see India from two perspec�ve the elites for whom there has always 
been a thriving opportuni�es and the middle and the low castes who 
fight every occasions to curve out their own opportunity. Thus there is 
not only one India as a na�on but a layered Indiannes.
India throughout its past has tried to put itself in the gown of the west. 
But in the last century the engagements a�ained great heights. The 
ideas of state, na�on, revolu�on, democracy, equality, economic 
growth etc are not only defini�ons of west but has also recons�tuted 
itself in a localized accent. The evident urban disjunc�on created 
opportuni�es for different poli�cal sen�ments to thrive, with 
unan�cipated and darker poten�ali�es, but has also released posi�ve 
results through inven�veness and experimenta�ons. There has always 
been struggle in the past between various ideas to recons�tute India’s 
future, and it is this struggle that constantly encompasses these various 
ideas of what India is.


