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India is part of a global context of resurgent nationalism. Across the world, we hear slogans 

like Britain First, Make America Great Again, Brexit to Take Back Control, the German AfDs 

Fatherland and Volk, or suggestions of ‘national alert’, for threats to the unitary state of the 

Republic of Indonesia. Nationalisms and counter-nationalisms are built on inclusions and 

exclusions, on encounters and frictions. India’s nation building project is traceable to the 

nationalist movement for independence from the British, and to postcolonial modernisation. 

Postcolonial nationalism was developmental, i.e. centered on the development of the new 

nation, and secular, or demanding even-handedness in the state’s dealings with a multi-religious 

society. Both developmentalism and secularism mapped on to enlightenment notions of 

modernity, which also propelled the British colonial project. India’s nationalistic birth therefore 

was a product of encountering and othering colonial, enlightenment Britain. 

Religious nationalism, which emerged simultaneously with anti-colonialism, was the other 

of secular nationalism. It eventually led to the partition of India and Pakistan. Today Hindu and 

Islamic nationalisms thrive in the South Asian sub-continent due to continued friction with the 

jingoistic enemy. Friction is evident in the distancing of the other, but also in the frisson of 

encounter. Rituals of war, or preparations for war, and nationalistic exercises at the India-

Pakistan border are testimony to this friction-cum-frisson. 

Hindu nationalism is the political ideology of India’s ruling classes today. In a democratic 

context, it is dependent on uncomfortable encounters with a multitude of everyday others. 

Besides Indian and Pakistani Muslims, Hindu nationalism is forced to encounter and other so-

called ‘lower’ castes. It has to woo the former ‘untouchables’ of upper caste Hinduism in 

electoral contests, while shunning them in the everyday in a society obsessed with ritual purity.  

The nationalisms of the past and present thrive on everyday friction around countries, people, 

places, even Trumpian “s***holes.” Encountering and othering produces (w)holesome, 

electorally profitable nationalisms, the current diet of politicians all over the world.  
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