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Abstract

India is constitutionally the largest democracy on earth, as well as a secular country.
However, the rise of Hindu nationalism has created some discomfort among those
in the land who believe in religions other than Hinduism. The impact of societal
polarization in India is usually contained within Indian boundaries; however,
sometimes it spills over India’s foreign relations. This article aims to make an
assessment of the impact of Hindu nationalism on Indian foreign policy conduct,
with a special attention to the recent comments by the BJP’s spokeswoman

regarding Prophet Mohammad.
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Introduction

The principal source of political and social conflict in India from the late nineteenth
century on has been the basic question of nationhood. Should India be a secular
republic or a Hindu rashtra (Hindu nation), considering that around 80% of the
population is Hindu? Following the British Raj's demise in 1947, India's new
constitution established a secular republic which did not have a tight church-state
separation (as is the case in many Western democracies), but rather a "principled
distance" between religion and state. This choice may be the core reason behind the
societal response to India’s constitutional secularism. Instead of embracing all the
different religions found in Indian society, the government chose to constitutionally
distance itself from them all. This is one reason for the various kinds of religious
tussles that took place in India since independence. Partly as a result of these
religious tussles, a Hindu nationalist party such as the BJP could come to power in

2014 with landslide victory.

Since the massive political victories of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) in 2014 and 2019, a phenomenon of extreme polarisation has been
increasingly concerning. Partisan’s attacks on India's independent political
institutions have increased, opposition parties have become weary of defending
pluralism and secularism, and hatred and violence against minority populations
have multiplied. Despite the BJP’s hard-line Hindu nationalist agenda, some argue
that the party’s foreign policy followed a predicted and rather reasonable path.
When it came to dealing with physical power (in areas such as security and
economy) and relations with stronger nations, the influence of ideology in BJP
action and declarations was less obvious (Iwanek, 2019). However, we are now
seeing some of the strains of Hindu nationalism in India’s foreign policy conduct.
The comment made regarding prophet Mohamad, and the reactions by Middle

Eastern States, is a recent example of that new trend.

In a television appearance in late May, Nupur Sharma, a BJP spokeswoman, made
insulting statements against Prophet Muhammad. Naveen Jindal, another BJP
official, quickly echoed such remarks on Twitter. Many Indian Muslims were
enraged, resulting in protests and possibly rioting. These comments also irritated

Middle Eastern governments, many of whom raised formal protests with New
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Delhi. In such context, this article aims to access the impact of Hindu nationalism

in India’s foreign policy conduct.
India’s Secularism vis a vis the Muslim Population

At the time of India’s independence in 1947, the Indian Freedom Movements led
by the coalition of the Congress Party and its leaders advocated for secular
nationalism. However, other groups and parties had alternative visions on how the
state should handle religion, namely a) Hindu nationalists (sons of the soil) and b)
Hindu traditionalism (Ayurveda and the linguistic pre-eminence of Hindi). The idea
of Hindu traditionalism was led by the Congress and most its leaders were part of
the Constitution drafting Committee; by contrast, Hindu nationalists were entirely
absent from the Constituent Assembly (Jaffrelot, 2019). The Indian Independence
Act, driven by the Two-nation Theory (India and Pakistan), was led by two
majoritarian groups of leaders: a Hindu-majority nation led by Congress and a
Muslim-majority nation led by the All-India Muslim League. Each party came to

power and established a secular state, in India and Pakistan respectively.

Dr B.R. Ambedkar, chairman of Constitution drafting Committee, successfully
drafted a constitution accommodating “composite culture” for India, described as
“secularism” (Jaffrelot, 2004). However, the word ‘secular’ was not included in the
Constitution of India until 1976, when it was inserted under the Constitution (42nd
Amendment) Act — the word ‘secular’ was added also in the preamble of the
Constitution (Katrak, & Kulkarni, 2021). The 42" Amendment replaced the
Constitution’s preamble from the wording “Sovereign Socialist Republic” to
“Sovereign Socialist Secular Democratic Republic”. Bhargava defined Indian
secularism so: “India developed a distinctively Indian and differently modern
variant of secularism”. He then claimed that there is a ‘principled distance’ between
religion and state. Indian secularism aims at “balancing the claims of individuals
and religious communities, it never intended a bludgeoning privatization of
religion” (Bhargava, 2006, 20-21). However, Indian secularism defines a different
reality, which is not as widely accepted as a Western-style secularism. India has a
unique secular spirit, based on peculiar socio-cultural realities and gradually
developed through political history. The secular spirit enshrined in India’s
Constitution equally respects all religions in the Republic of India; all are simply

‘secular’. On one hand, secularism is not a matter of the state; on the other hand,
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the state ensures secularism through law and policy. For example, the state manages
Hindu temples. There is a Haj ministry in some Federated States’ cabinets. There
was even an Act by the Indian Parliament (No. 35 of 2002) forming a Statutory
body called the ‘Haj Committee of India’ to manage the Indian Haj pilgrimage.*

Thus, the governance of secularism in India has seems involved in many dilemmas.

In the Indian context, secularism and religion cannot be separated from each other
(Sanghi, 2020). Along with the Indian version of secularism, communal forces also
developed their ideas since the starting days of independence. The Partition of India
was featured by mass killings of both Hindus and Muslims; communal tension
never ended in the Indian subcontinent since. Post-partition, a different political
scenario emerged among Indian Muslims. Indian Muslims are also divided into two
segments: 1) those Muslims isolated from mainstream national politics and 2) those
Muslims which formed semi-political or religious organisations —e.g., the All India
Tablighi Jamaat and All-India Jamaat-i-Islami. However, the journey of
communalism and communal politics also includes both ‘Ultra Muslim’ groups and
‘Ultra Hindu’ groups, both of whom see themselves as the so-called protectors of
their religious faith. Ultra-Hindu groups never liked the ‘hostile idea’ of secularism;
most known in this context are Hindu Mahasabha and Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS; Ahmad, 2017).

The RSS has considered that ‘secularism is irrelevant in India’; this group has
mainly favoured saffron (the symbolic colour of Hindutva, which is derived from
Hindu roots). There is the opinion that saffron should be the only colour on the
national flag — because other colours represent communal dynamics. Hindutva itself
is held as a most secular concept. RSS’s All India Prachar Pramukh Manmohan
Vaidya considered secularism a specifically western idea, stating that “secularism
evolved along with the themes of separation of the Church and State in Europe —
and since India doesn’t have a history of theocratic states, the concept of secularism
is irrelevant in the Indian context” (Bhardwaj, 2015). He also cited B.R. AmbedkKar,
who was against the insert of the word ‘secular’ in the preamble as he sensed India

was a secular society by nature.

1 More can be read at https://hajcommittee.gov.in/ or http://www.minorityaffairs.gov.in/haj-
devision.
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The Rise of Communal Politics Against Secularism.

Over time, Indian democracy strengthened and evolved — along with communal-
based politics. The Right-wing Party Congress was transformed into a force ‘left-
of-centre’” (Mishra, 2021). The Bhartiya Jan Sangh party was transformed into the
BJP; it adopted flag saffron and the lotus symbol in 1980. Initially, the BJP claimed
to be a centrist party, although one emphasising a primary agenda centring on
Hindutva (Lahiry, 2005). However, because of the strong legacy of Congress
leadership, no ultra-right-wing party could succeed much electorally until 1980. In
the late 1980s however we witnessed the beginning of the politics of coalition. The
Congress clearly lost strength after Indira Gandhi and Rajeev Gandhi’s leadership.
The 1990s was also an era of coalition governments — and India witnessed many
different PMs in a period of 10 years. During this period, many regional parties also
formed — and their leaders were formerly part of Congress. In the year of 1990, the
BJP completed one decade of party reform; however, they could not succeed
electorally yet. The party, carving for power as it may have been, had only 80 seats
in parliament in 1989. The presence of such right-wing parties clearly indicated that
communal-based division and politics could not be stopped. The BJP Party
President, L.K. Advani, launched the Ram Rath Yatra across the country to sensitise
Hindus and raise awareness regarding the construction of the Ram temple at
Ayodhya. The Ram Rath Yatra aimed to two goals in Indian society:: 1) the
demolition of Babri Masjid on 6 December 1992, which was considered an attack
on secularism or majoritarian liberation; 2) the rise of a BJP stronghold and power
in Indian politics (Shaikh, 2015; Devol, 2017). All these factors combined gave
birth to the now commonly accepted Hindu-Muslim communal debate and vote
politics (the trail of communal politics) in India - as well as to the frequent riots and

unprecedented violence associated with communal dynamics.

Likewise, Engineer (1995, p. 197-200) noted that the Babri Masjid incident made
the Muslim community uncomfortable for the first time and brought communal
bloodshed into Indian politics. He also mentioned that “Most political parties like
to give an impression of a herd mentality amongst the Muslims.” Consequently,
Congress was defeated across many Indian states — including Maharashtra, Gujarat,
Bihar, Orissa, and Arunachal Pradesh. During the election of 1996, the various

political parties offered various promises to Muslim voters — Muslims constitute
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almost 15 per cent of India’s urban populations. However, Singh observes
communal politics as ‘a serious threat to India’s unity’. Communalism drives India
in two directions, one towards secular politics and the integration of communities,
and the other towards sectarianism and separatism (Singh, 2013). According to the
Pew Research Centre, Muslim population in India has been on the rise. The 2011
Indian census data showed an increase by 35 million Muslim citizens since 2001,
172 million in total — 14.2 per cent of the Indian population (Kramer, 2021). This
report has much circulated among the Hindu population since 2014, notably via
WhatsApp and other social media platforms. The digital revolution in India was
also translated as a vote bank tool used by the ultra-right-wing to influence Hindu

voters.
Hindu Nationalism and India’s Foreign Policy

The above discussion describes the resurgence of communally-inspired politics in
India. In 2014, the BJP was successful in bringing an ‘ideological foundation’ of
Hindu nationalism into Indian politics — it obtained a landslide victory. This event
also established Narendra Modi as a very influential orator within the Party. Before
becoming PM in 2014, Modi was a long-serving Chief Minister to the Indian state
of Gujrat. his rise was also that of ‘a muscular, pro-Hindu brand of nationalism’.
Hindu nationalism, which became a key terminology in Indian democracy, was
mainly developed under the BJP’s new political leadership (2.0).2 The BIP’s
political affiliation is considered as belonging to the RSS family — that is, a cultural
organisation (more accurately a radical Hindu nationalist organisation). The RSS
protects the political ideology of the party, which is ‘expected to implement pro-
Hindu policies’ (Milan, 2019, p. 1-2). The RSS contains over 200 organisations, all
of which claim to be the true protectors of Indian Vedic culture and Hindu
civilisation. However, the RSS also includes a Muslim organisation — which could

be why they claim themselves as superior to other, secular organisations.

India is not the only country wherein religiously-inspired nationalist movements
came into a power in recent years. In Europe, Hungary and Poland constitute other
examples. George (2022) finds that the “The Sangh Parivar’s ideology is dubbed
Hindutva (“Hindu-ness”) so as to distinguish it from Hinduism itself. The

2 BJP 2.0 lead by Modi, Amit Shah and Yogi. This term is distinguish from founder leadership of
BJP.
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movement does not demand a theocratic state, not does it explicit embrace
Hinduism as state religion. Hindutva is a national-cultural rather than a religious
category, seen by its adherents as synonymous with the idea of India. Indians of
other faiths, including Muslims, should therefore have no trouble accepting
Hindutva, according to the Sangh Parivar. If they choose not to, they must be
“traitors to the nation”. However, Indian Historian Ramchandra Guha found that
Hindutva-nationalism is based on ‘19th Century European and medieval Middle-
Eastern (Islamic)’ ideas’. This means that Hindu nationalism is also propagating
through a common religion, a common language — and a common external enemy.
He noted that “The Islamic Republic of Pakistan is a country that follows perfect

European nationalism” (Kumar, 2017).

Furthermore, Guha observed a changing pattern in the idea of Hindu nationalism
unfolding as the BJP used its central powers to influence the practical rise of
Hindutva. He mentioned that “today, the Hindutva agenda wants to put forth the
notion that Hindus are the best, the Hindi language is the best, and the hatred toward
Pakistan is necessary to be a true Indian citizen and a patriot”. He traced four
reasons for the rise of this ‘Jingoism’: 1) Corruption within the Congress Party, 2)
Hypocrisy of The Left, 3) Islamic Fundamentalism in India’s Neighbourhood, and
d) the Global Rise of Jingoist Nationalism (The Quint, 2019). Out of India’s total
population, 80 per cent are Hindus — and, in the 2019 General Assembly election,
there were almost 900 million registered eligible voters. Thus, the increasing
communalism in Indian politics is more related to securing polarized votes and thus

Secure power.

The effect of the Hindutva agenda is visible in Government policies under the BJP.
Sunita Vishwanath notes that the ‘BJP has come to power and started selling India
an idea of Hindu nationalism’. She observes several factors in Modi’s governmental
policy: 1) printing every note and coin with Satyameva Jayate (Truth Alone
Triumphs; a Sanskrit phrase); 2) the policy wherein “Indian governments created a
National Register of Citizens (NRC)” to stop illegal immigration, mainly from
Bangladesh; 3) the provision of safeguards to Hindus immigrants through the
Citizenship Amendment Act, 2019 (which includes “expedited path to citizenship
for people of all faiths from Bangladesh, Afghanistan, and Pakistan—except

Muslims); 4) the revocation of Kashmir’s autonomy via the abrogation of article
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370, marked by New Delhi as a “Trojan Horse”. This was also the logic behind the
decision to resettle Kashmiri Pandits, which forced an exodus from Kashmir (tens
of thousands families were internally displaced). Further, 5) the decision by India’s
Supreme Court to hand over the demolished site of the Babri mosque to Hindu
groups in order to build a Ram Janmabhoomi Mandir (Rama’s Birthplace Temple)
in Ayodhya. This historic decision was widely celebrated and supported by PM
Modi — along with right-wing Hindus across the world (Viswanath, 2021).

Even current Indian foreign policy is strategically in line with Hindu nationalist
doctrine. The BJP’s first PM, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, developed a close relationship
with his counterpart in immediate neighbour Pakistan. This dynamic included: 1)
train-bus services between Delhi and Lahore; 2) improvements in border
infrastructure and tourism; 3) bilateral cricket matches; 4) regular bilateral
dialogues and SAARC summits; and 5) increase in two-way trade. These were the
main features of Vajpayee’s foreign policy with Pakistan. However, PM Modi
adopted the opposite stance, no less due to several terror attacks on Indian territories
(Uri and Pulwama attacks). These attacks were to become the prime agenda for the
2019 election —which focused on Indian nationalism in the face of Pakistani threats.
Modi's government adopted a more realist approach toward Pakistan, through a
series of surgical strikes. The government also strengthened the modernisation of
the Indian military — so New Delhi increased its purchase of the s-400 Triumph
anti-aircraft missile system, the French-made Rafale fighter jets, and various other
defence equipment (Rej & Sagar, 2019, p. 73-82).

Kira Huju analysed the ‘saffronisation’ (Hindu nationalist symbols) of Indian
Foreign Service (IFS), which began in 2014. The IFS played a key role while
delivering India’s external objectives regarding foreign policy and foreign policy-
making. Indian diplomats deliver to the world the °‘spiritual superiority of
Hinduism’. For instance, Indian diplomats now engage in annual diplomatic
practices of India’s ‘civilisational identity such as the Kumbh Mela. The founding
of India’s soft power resources (and cultural-religious inflexions via Yoga and
Ayurveda) was delivered via the Indian Council of Cultural Relations (ICCR), an
autonomous institution that works with the India’s Ministry of External Affairs.
Modi’s foreign policy is redefining India’s soft power features — and the

government is quick to point out the International Day of Yoga observed by the UN
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since 2014. In fact, the International Day of Yoga is considered as one of the
diplomatic wins of Modi’s foreign policy. It has been observed by Indian External
Missions in every country these are found, and this as part of standard diplomatic
practice (Huju, 2022).

Iwanek also observed that the ideology of Hindu nationalism has influenced India’s
foreign policy. Until recently, India had maintained normal relations with Arabic
Muslim countries, and this despite the nation’s increasingly frequent anti-Muslim

stances (Iwanek, 2018). This too, however, was about to change.
Recent Developments

The remarks made by BJP spoke-woman Nupur Sharma regarding prophet
Mohamad not only enflamed Hindu-Muslim dynamics at home but have also drawn
many criticisms from the Muslim world. Indeed Sharma's comments prompted Iran,
Kuwait, and Qatar to call on India's ambassadors, while Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, the Gulf Cooperation Council, and the Organization of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC) issued condemnatory statements (Ganguly & Blarel, 2022).

Saudi Arabia's Foreign Ministry issued a statement denouncing and condemning
the allegations made by the Indian Bharatiya Janata Party's spokeswoman. It did,
however, appreciate the fact that action was taken against the BJP leader in response
to his comments (Times of India, 2022). The government of the Maldives also
expressed its deep concern regarding the issue. Even Adam Shareef, a Maldivian
opposition MP and former Minister of Defence and National Security, filed an
emergency motion. The proposal was voted on by 43 lawmakers, and was
defeated(10 MPs voting in favour and the remaining 33 voting against;
Krishnakutty, 2022). The event has also piqued the interest of the United Arab
Emirates. The country emphasised the importance of religious symbols being
respected and not violated, and stated that there is a need to combat hate speech and
violence. Other countries such as Qatar, Indonesia, Pakistan, Oman, and even

Afghanistan made similar condemnations.

In addition to outrage and critical sentiments, there are predictable internet demands
for a boycott of Indian goods in the Middle East. The hashtags
#BoycottIndiaProducts and #Stopinsulting Prophet Muhammad have been trending

on social media platforms across the Gulf. Indian merchandise was removed from
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the shelves of a Kuwaiti store. The Al-Ardiya Co-Operative Society store, which
removed Indian products from its shelves, was also considering a nationwide

boycott of Indian products such as rice and spices (Rajagopalan, 2022).

This is not the first time that a Muslim issue has created a buzz against India in the
Muslim world. As testified by the Meerut riots of 1986, the Kashmir uprising in
1989, and the demolition of the centuries-old Babri Masjid Mosque in Ayodhya by
a Hindu mob in 1992, the late 1980s and early 1990s were a period of mounting
Hindu-Muslim animosity in India. Middle Eastern countries are becoming
increasingly concerned about the situation of Indian Muslims (Ganguly & Blarel,
2022). During this time, the Indian government was concerned about the security
of major strategic maritime chokepoints such as the Persian Gulf's Strait of Hormuz
and Egypt's Suez Canal, as well as regular access to oil so as to sustain its expanding
industrial sector. However, this strategic environment has now changed — and there
is much more at stake for India if relations with Middle eastern countries erode. For
instance, a feud with the oil-rich Gulf Arab governments is a luxury that New Delhi
cannot afford to take — given the risks to its commerce, energy imports, and
remittances (Siddiqui 2022).

First, we could mention the long-term permanence of approximately nine million
Indian workers in Gulf states ( who generated about $40 billion in remittances to
the Indian economy in 2019, roughly 65% of India's annual remittances). Of course,
one must consider not only remittances, but also the need for a safe working
environment for those Indians working in the Gulf region. India absolutely needs
to be on good terms with local agents. Second, India’s annual trade with GCC
countries was worth $90 billion in 2020-21". Third, India depends on the GCC for
its energy imports. Many Indian foreign policy analysts praised Modi’s skill in
cajoling the Middle East and thereby securing India’s energetic security needs (
while isolating Pakistan); however these recent events have harmed both Indian

foreign policy in general and Modi’s reputation in particular (Rajagopalan, 2022).

Further, regarding Pakistan-India relations, since the Modi government came to
power, hatred against Pakistan has risen significantly. In televised debates an in
much other media, most of the so-called nationalist or BJP cadets shamed the
opposition by saying ‘go back to Pakistan’ (as a figurative statement symbolizing

their “anti-Indianism’). Likewise, due to existing political tensions between India
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and Pakistan, South Asia’s only regional organization has remained dysfunctional.
The South Asian Association for Regional Organization (SAARC) has been waiting
for its new, 19" summit since 2014 (Aryal & Nair 2021). Furthermore, the spill-
over impact of India’s internal problems and China’s rising profile have massively

challenged India’s influence in South Asia (Aryal 2021).
Conclusion

After the assessment of both primary and secondary sources regarding the rise of
Hindu nationalism in Indian politics, we can draw two main conclusions. First,
communal politics in India existed since the day of independence; however, for
many decades a Congress-led Government did not let communalism become
mainstream. Unfortunately, since the last decade of the 20™" century, regional- and
communal-based parties slowly gained electoral popularity. In 2014 a right-wing
Hindu nationalist party gained full control of India’s Government. This shows that
communal dynamics existed in India for a very long time — and, due to a window
of opportunity provided by the Congress Party itself, the BJP managed to win the
election and form a government. Second, after winning the election, the BJP
government has forwarded various institutional and functional changes in the
country, all of which favoured the country’s Hindu population. As a result, Indian
society is deeply polarised; this insures the BJP a guaranteed portion of the Indian
vote. Additionally, due to the rising Hindu flavour in the Indian governance system,
the nation’s foreign policy conduct is also being impacted, with potentially harmful

consequences in the long run. .
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