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Abstract- Nationalism has remained a powerful and evolving force in India’s
political and social life, shaping the country’s struggle for independence, postcolonial
state-building, and contemporary democratic debates. This article examines the
changing nature of nationalism in India, tracing its historical roots, diverse forms, and
present-day implications for democracy, secularism, and national integration.
Emerging in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as a response to British
colonial rule, Indian nationalism was deeply influenced by cultural revivalism, social
reform, and the pursuit of political freedom. Leaders such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy,
Swami Vivekananda, and Mahatma Gandhi articulated visions of national identity
grounded in spiritual heritage, social reform, and non-violent resistance, laying the
foundations of an inclusive yet complex nationalist discourse. The article argues that
Indian nationalism has never been monolithic; rather, it has manifested in multiple
forms, including religious, linguistic, and cultural nationalism. These strands have
played significant roles in shaping political mobilization and identity formation but
have also generated tensions. Religious nationalism, particularly Hindu nationalism,
has influenced contemporary political developments and raised questions about
majoritarianism, minority rights, and the constitutional principle of secularism.
Linguistic nationalism, while promoting cultural recognition and federal
accommodation, has also produced inter-regional competition. Cultural nationalism has
contributed to the preservation of heritage but can risk exclusion when linked to a
singular cultural narrative. The study further explores structural challenges to building
a cohesive national identity in a society marked by vast religious, linguistic, caste,
regional, and gender diversities. Issues such as regionalism, caste-based inequality,
gender disparities, and socio-economic exclusion complicate efforts toward national
integration. The article concludes that the future of Indian nationalism depends on its
capacity to remain inclusive, pluralistic, and constitutionally grounded. Reconciling
diverse identities with shared democratic values—such as secularism, equality, and
social justice—is essential for sustaining social cohesion. Rather than abandoning
nationalism, India’s challenge lies in reshaping it into a democratic and integrative
force capable of accommodating diversity while fostering a common civic identity.
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l. Introduction

Nationalism is a political ideology that emphasizes the importance of a shared sense of
identity, culture, and history among members of a nation. Nationalism emphasizes
shared identity, culture, and history and prioritizes the nation-state (Anderson, 2006;
Smith, 2010). It often involves the belief that the nation-state is the primary unit of
political organization, and that the interests of the nation should take precedence over
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individual or group interests. In the Indian context, nationalism has played a significant
role in the country's struggle for independence from British rule, and in the subsequent
efforts to build a cohesive national identity in a diverse and pluralistic society. Indian
nationalism has been shaped by a variety of factors, including religion, language, and
culture, and has been characterized by a tension between inclusive and exclusive forms
of nationalism. Today, nationalism continues to be an important force in Indian politics,
influencing debates over issues such as religion, citizenship, and regional autonomy.

Indian nationalism emerged in the late 19th and early 20th centuries in response to
British colonialism in India. In India, nationalism shaped the anti-colonial struggle and
post-independence nation-building (Chatterjee, 1993; Guha, 2007). The British had
established their rule in India in 1858, after the Indian Rebellion of 1857, and had set
up a system of government that favoured British interests over those of the Indian
people. Indian nationalism was shaped by a variety of factors, including the desire for
political freedom, economic development, and cultural revival. One of the early figures
of Indian nationalism was Raja Ram Mohan Roy (1772-1833), a social reformer and
religious thinker who was known for his efforts to promote religious and social reform
in India. He was a vocal critic of orthodox Hindu practices and worked to promote the
ideas of reason, modern science, and religious tolerance. Roy's ideas had a profound
impact on Indian intellectual life, and many of his ideas were later taken up by Indian
nationalists in their struggle against British rule.

Another important figure in the development of Indian nationalism was Swami
Vivekananda (1863-1902), a Hindu monk and spiritual leader who helped to popularize
the idea of a distinct Indian identity. Vivekananda believed that India had a unique
spiritual and cultural heritage that had been suppressed by British colonialism, and he
encouraged Indians to embrace their cultural identity and work towards a revival of
Indian civilization. His message of spiritual and cultural nationalism resonated with
many Indians and helped to inspire the Indian nationalist movement. Perhaps the most
well-known figure of Indian nationalism is Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948), who is often
referred to as the "father of the nation". Gandhi's philosophy of non-violent resistance,
or satyagraha, played a crucial role in the Indian struggle for independence from British
rule. He believed that the British could be defeated through peaceful means, and he
organized a variety of non-violent protests and civil disobedience campaigns to achieve
this goal. Gandhi's ideas of non-violent resistance had a profound impact on the Indian
nationalist movement and influenced other civil rights movements around the world.
Overall, the emergence of Indian nationalism in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
was shaped by a variety of factors, including religious and cultural revivalism,
economic and political grievances, and a desire for political freedom. Reformers like
Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Vivekananda, and Gandhi influenced modern Indian
nationalism (Brown, 2009; Sen, 2006).

I1. Role of Colonialism in shaping the Nationalist Discourse in India

Colonialism played a significant role in shaping the nationalist discourse in India.
British colonialism in India had a profound impact on Indian society and culture, and it
created the conditions for the emergence of Indian nationalism. Indian nationalists
responded to British rule in a variety of ways. Some nationalists advocated for political
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and economic reforms within the existing colonial system, while others called for a
complete rejection of British rule and the establishment of an independent Indian state.
The Indian nationalist movement was characterized by a diversity of perspectives and
ideas, reflecting the complex and multifaceted nature of Indian society. British rule
restructured political and economic life, prompting diverse nationalist responses
(Metcalf & Metcalf, 2012).

One of the key strategies employed by Indian nationalists in their struggle against
British rule was civil disobedience. Mahatma Gandhi was a strong advocate of non-
violent resistance, or satyagraha, as a means of achieving Indian independence.
Gandhi’s non-violent resistance mobilized mass participation (Brown, 2009). Indian
nationalists also sought to promote a sense of Indian cultural and national identity. They
sought to revive traditional Indian culture and rejected the idea that India was a
backward and primitive society in need of British guidance. Indian nationalists
emphasized the importance of India's rich cultural heritage and promoted a vision of
India as a diverse and pluralistic society that could serve as a model for the world.
Indian nationalists responded to British rule in a variety of ways, but they all shared a
desire for political freedom and a rejection of British domination. The Indian nationalist
movement was characterized by a diversity of perspectives and ideas, reflecting the
complex and multifaceted nature of Indian society.

I11. Different Forms of Nationalism that emerged in India

India has a complex and diverse history of nationalism, and various forms of
nationalism have emerged in the country over the years. Some of the prominent forms
of nationalism in India include religious nationalism, linguistic nationalism, and
cultural nationalism. Religious, linguistic, and cultural nationalism shaped Indian
identity (Brass, 1991; Jaffrelot, 2007).

1. Religious nationalism in India has been a significant force in Indian politics and
society. Hindu nationalism, in particular, has emerged as a prominent form of
religious nationalism in India, which seeks to promote the interests of the Hindu
community and establish India as a Hindu nation. The Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS) and its political wing, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), are prominent
examples of Hindu nationalist organizations in India.

2. Linguistic nationalism is another form of nationalism that has emerged in India.
This form of nationalism emphasizes the importance of linguistic identity and
seeks to promote the interests of linguistic groups. The Indian nationalist
movement was initially focused on the promotion of Hindi as a national language
but later gave way to the recognition of multiple regional languages. Today, India
recognizes 22 official languages and has a diverse linguistic landscape.

3. Cultural nationalism is another form of nationalism that has emerged in India,
which seeks to promote the interests of Indian culture and traditions. This form of
nationalism emphasizes the importance of Indian cultural heritage and seeks to
preserve and promote it. Cultural nationalism in India has played a significant role
in shaping Indian art, literature, and music, and has contributed to the development
of a unique Indian identity.
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These are just a few examples of the different forms of nationalism that have shaped
Indian society and politics.

IV. Challenges of Integrating different forms of Nationalism

Reconciling different forms of nationalism within a broader Indian national identity can
be a challenging task. While nationalism can serve as a unifying force, the various
forms of nationalism in India can also create tensions and conflicts, especially when
they are in opposition to each other. Religious nationalism, for example, has often been
seen as exclusionary and has created tensions between different religious communities
in India. Hindu nationalism has been accused of promoting a majoritarian agenda that
marginalizes religious minorities. This has led to communal violence and tensions in
various parts of the country. Linguistic nationalism, on the other hand, has often been
seen as a positive force for promoting diversity and inclusivity in Indian society.
However, it can also create tensions when linguistic groups compete for resources and
political power. The promotion of one language over others can also be seen as an
attempt to marginalize linguistic minorities.

Cultural nationalism can also be a challenge when it seeks to impose a particular version
of Indian culture and traditions on others. This can lead to cultural hegemony and
exclusion of minority cultures and traditions. Reconciling these different forms of
nationalism within a broader Indian national identity requires an approach that
recognizes and respects the diversity of Indian society. It requires a commitment to
building a truly inclusive and pluralistic society that values and protects the rights and
interests of all communities. This can be achieved through measures such as affirmative
action, political representation for marginalized communities, and the promotion of
intercultural dialogue and understanding. In addition, fostering a sense of shared
national identity that transcends these different forms of nationalism requires a
commitment to shared values and goals. This includes promoting democracy,
secularism, human rights, and social justice. It also requires acknowledging and
celebrating the diversity of Indian society and promoting a vision of India that is
inclusive and welcoming.

V. Impact of Nationalism on Indian Politics, Democracy and
Secularism

Nationalism has played a significant role in Indian politics since the country's
independence in 1947. Over the years, various forms of nationalism, including
religious, linguistic, and cultural, have emerged and shaped Indian politics. One of the
most significant impacts of nationalism on Indian politics has been the rise of Hindu
nationalism, which has implications for democracy and secularism. Hindu nationalism,
also known as Hindutva, is an ideology that emphasizes the importance of Hindu
culture, values, and traditions. It promotes the idea that India is a Hindu nation and that
Hindus are the rightful owners of the country. This ideology has been advocated by the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a right-wing Hindu nationalist organization, and
its political arm, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).
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The rise of Hindu nationalism has had significant implications for democracy and
secularism in India. Majoritarian trends challenge secular democracy (Jaffrelot, 2007).
One of the most significant impacts has been the fear of majoritarianism, which is the
idea that the majority community enjoys more rights and privileges than minority
communities. This belief has been promoted by vested groups which had led to the
marginalization and radicalization of religious and ethnic minorities, particularly
Muslims. The rise of Hindu nationalism has also led to the debate on the idea and form
of secularism, which is enshrined in the Indian Constitution. Secularism requires the
state to remain neutral and impartial towards all religions and to protect the rights of all
citizens, regardless of their religion. However, the type of secularism practised by the
state has been accused of appeasing certain communities at the expense of other which
has led to the feeling of persecution and marginalization in certain communities.

The impact of Hindu nationalism on Indian politics has been significant. The BJP,
which is closely associated with Hindu nationalism, has been in power at the centre
since 2014, and its policies and actions have been criticized for being anti-minority and
anti-secular. However, there is another side of this accusation which is being put
forward by the Hindu Nationalists. According to their arguments, the steps taken by the
current dispensation are only corrective measures which aim to neutralize the brazenly
anti-majority actions of the previous governments. They claim that the past
governments have practised ‘pseudo secularism’ which is different from the spirit of
secularism as enshrined in the constitution. However, these claims are contested by the
rival factions of the opposition. Unarguably, the rise of Hindu nationalism has had
significant implications for democracy and secularism in India. The challenge for
Indian democracy is to find ways to reconcile the competing demands of different forms
of nationalism with the values of democracy and secularism.

V1. Conclusion

Nationalism continues to be an important force in India, shaping the country's political,
social, and cultural landscape. As a diverse and rapidly changing country, India faces
significant challenges in building a cohesive national identity that can accommodate its
diverse population and meet the aspirations of its citizens. In order to address these
challenges, several key issues must be addressed. First, India must find ways to
reconcile the different forms of nationalism that exist within the country, including
religious, linguistic, and cultural nationalism. While these forms of nationalism can
provide a sense of belonging and identity to different communities, they can also create
divisions and tensions that threaten the unity of the country. India must find ways to
acknowledge and respect these different forms of nationalism while promoting a
broader national identity that transcends narrow sectarian interests.

Second, India must address the underlying social and economic inequalities that
contribute to social and political fragmentation. The issue of caste system, which has
divided the Indian society, remains a significant obstacle to building a cohesive national
identity. The stakeholders need to come together, brainstorm on the measures taken
since independence to address this issue and work out mechanisms to root out this
problem in its entirety. Third, India must find ways to balance its national interests with
the forces of globalization. As India becomes increasingly integrated into the global
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economy, it must ensure that the benefits of globalization are shared equitably across
society and that the country's economic and political sovereignty is not compromised.
Fourth, India must address the challenges posed by rapid urbanization and the changing
nature of work. The country's young and growing population is increasingly moving to
cities, which presents significant challenges in terms of infrastructure, public services,
and social cohesion. The rise of the gig economy and automation is also changing the
nature of work, which presents new challenges for employment and social welfare.

Finally, India must address the ongoing tensions between nationalism, radicalization
and democracy. While nationalism can provide a sense of identity and belonging,
radicalization can lead to exclusionary and authoritarian tendencies that threaten
democratic values. India must find ways to promote a form of nationalism that is
inclusive and democratic, one that celebrates diversity while also promoting unity and
social cohesion. Indian nationalism must remain inclusive and pluralistic to sustain
democratic values (Guha, 2007; Sen, 1999).

In conclusion, nationalism remains an important force in India, and building a cohesive
national identity is essential for the country's future development and prosperity.
However, the challenges posed by India's diversity, rapid change, and competing
interests must be addressed in order to build a strong and inclusive national identity that
can meet the aspirations of all its citizens.
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