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1. Introduction 

1.1 Democratic decline 

Freedom House reports show thirteen consecutive years of democratic retreat and a decline in 

global freedom (2019). This leads scholars to believe that we are in the midst of a “third wave 

of autocratisation” and a general democratic recession on a global scale. The democratic 

setbacks have inspired researchers to revisit the concept of autocratisation, which now deviates 

from the traditional understanding of the phenomenon. The new type of autocratisation tends to 

increase gradually, cloaked in a legal process, as opposed to the explosive democratic erosion 

of a coup d’état. This makes the concept increasingly difficult to study empirically since the 

definite democratic disruption becomes difficult to identify (Lührmann & Lindberg, 2019:1f; 

Diamond, 2015:144). The gradual and legally concealed autocratisation makes it interesting to 

study how autocratic forces behave when in power in a democratic state.  

 India has enjoyed democracy almost consistently since its independence 1947, and is 

frequently depicted as a democratic success story. But India has had a few bumps in the road, 

with regular conjunctures of Hindu-Muslim violence (Basu, 2015:1) and “The Emergency” 

between 1975-1977, when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi suspended civil liberties, outlawed 

opposition protests and postponed elections. Other than that, the level of democracy in India 

has been relatively consistent (V-Dem, 2017). The regime under Narendra Modi and the 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has been accused of weakening democratic institutions by 

enforcing their Hindu nationalist ideology (Hindutva
1
). This can be understood as an attempt to 

further interests of the ethnic majority
2
 at the expense of the minorities, and a tool in the 

process of autocratisation. There is a concern that Hindu nationalism, or “saffronisation”
3
, is 

increasing (Mani, 2017). Modi government policy, actions by Hindu nationalists in civil society 

and efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra (an ethnic Hindu state, the implementation of ‘Hindutva’) 

have also been co-varying with a recent democratic decline in India (Widmalm, 2019a). This 

would support the claim that there has been an increase in Hindu nationalism. 

 However, there are others that look at the situation differently. The ethnic diversity of 

India is argued to function as a checks-and-balances system where the diversity acts as brakes 

on strong ethnic nationalism (Varshney, 2014). There are also contending views that support 

the Modi rule. He has been framed as a guardian against divisive politics, someone who 

                                                
1
 The core of Hindu nationalist ideology, “the Hindu identity”. This concept will be explained and defined later. 

2
 Around 80 percent of Indians identify as Hindu. 

3
 Term used by critics to refer to right-wing Hindu policy that glorifies the Hindu cultural history (saffron is a sacred color in 

Hinduism) 
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facilitates development and stands as vanguard against international threats and terrorism 

(Parekh, 2016). Are we then seeing an upswing in Hindu nationalism under Narendra Modi’s 

rule, or would it be looking at the situation the wrong way? How is Hindutva - the Hindu 

nationalist ideology - expressed in the corridors of power? 

1.2 Purpose and research question 

The overarching purpose of this study is to further increase understanding for how autocratic 

forces behave when they gain political power with electoral support, and the tools that are 

used in an autocratisation process. Compared to the literature on Western nationalism and 

democratic recession, coverage on the East and Southern parts of the globe is relatively 

scarce. As mentioned, India is also experiencing a rise in right-wing populist support among 

the electorate that is co-varying with a democratic decline. This makes for an interesting case 

to study autocratisation trends in a different setting. With the Modi government enjoying a 

second landslide victory in the spring of 2019, it is obvious that their momentum was not 

temporary. The first Modi term (2014-2019) lies close to the former BJP-regime between 

1998 and 2004 under Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee. A comparison between them 

could yield answers on the topic of autocratisation process in the context of political power 

with electoral support. The idea is to see if expressions of Hindu nationalism, specifically 

efforts to build an ethnic Hindu state as it is the completion of their core ideology, have 

increased, decreased or stayed the same. By looking at how Hindu nationalist ideological 

expressions in governance are implemented, one can begin to understand the gradual and 

legally concealed autocratisation in India. Further, the study will test the applicability of the 

median-voter theorem in states with a clear majority ethnic population. This would also add 

to the understanding of autocratisation generally by identifying tools and courses of actions 

taken by democratically elected political parties in power in increasingly autocratic states. An 

understanding of autocratisation in India will give nuance to the literature and contribute to 

balancing the scales between research on the West and other parts of the world.  

Guiding the study, one main theory will be used, namely the “median-voter theorem”. 

In the case of extremist or populist parties, this theorem predicts a moderation of extreme 

parties in power. By appealing to the public in order to win a majority, it inhibits extreme 

ideological expressions in governance and policy-making (Varshney, 2014:38). 

 The research question that will be guiding this paper is: “Has the Bharatiya Janata 

Party’s efforts to build an ethnic Hindu state (Hindu Rashtra, the completion of the Hindu 

nationalist ideology Hindutva) increased, decreased or remained steady between their 

legislature 1998-2004 and 2014-2019?” 
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1.3 Disposition and delimitations 

I will proceed by explaining ‘Hindutva’, the core of Hindu nationalism. The second section 

will position the study theoretically, followed by hypotheses based on the theoretical 

framework. The third section will outline the research design and choice of method, 

operationalisations, case selection and material. The fourth section will be dedicated to the 

analysis. Finally, the fifth chapter will conclude the study with discussions and conclusions.  

 Due to the space constraint and scope of this study, it will not be able to give an 

exhausting account on how the party has changed on all levels, or how Hindu nationalist 

organisations outside of the sphere of party politics have played a role. My study will thus 

provide insight into a few selected areas of Indian politics and Hindu nationalism, focusing 

on the BJP when in power, and some of their ideological goals in particular - those rooted in 

Hindutva. The study will be comparing the BJP between two terms as that creates two well 

defined time frames. Since Vajpayee ruled between 1998-2004, the study of Modi’s term will 

include 2019 in its entirety (including the months after the election) in order have matching 

time frames. 

1.4 Hindutva 

In order to understand Hindu nationalism, there is one central concept that needs to be 

explained and defined: “Hindutva” (the notion of Hindu identity, or “Hinduness”), the core of 

the BJP’s ideology. 

Hindutva shapes Hindu nationalist ideology as we know it today and was first coined 

by the anti-British revolutionary turned anti-Khalifatist (anti-Muslim) named Vinayak 

Damodar Savarkar (Jaffrelot, 2007:85). The three main criteria that constitute Hindutva are: 

geographical unification, racial features and common culture. The most important criterion 

for Hindutva is the geographical space which is defined by the sacred territory as described 

in the Vedas (Hindu religious texts) as Aryavarta (Jaffrelot, 2007:86). Thus, according to 

Savarkar, a Hindu is primarily someone who lives beyond the Indus river, between the Indian 

Ocean and the Himalayas - “Our land is so vast and yet so well-knit, so well demarcated from 

others and yet so strongly entrenched that no country in the world is more closely marked out 

by the fingers of nature as a geographical unit.” (Savarkar, 2016:28). As an example, this has 

been expressed in Hindu nationalist ideology through efforts to remove Jammu & Kashmir’s 

(J&K) unique sovereign status. This status owed its existence to article 370 of the Indian 

constitution, which in turn granted the sovereignty of J&K through a constitution of their 

own. Because of this, the Indian government did not have nearly as much control over J&K 
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as they have over other states
4
 (Surbhi & Shashi, 2018). Territorial disputes over J&K are 

partly justified by Hindutva to restore “the complete, undivided India” (also called Akhand 

Bharat) (Jaffrelot, 2007:193f). The racial features-aspect is the heritage of the “Vedic 

fathers”, the Aryans, from whom Hindus are believed to be descendants. Savarkar claims that 

the ethnic and geographical unity is inseparable (Jaffrelot, 2007:86f). The third and final 

pillar of Hindutva is the common culture. This emphasises the importance of Hindu rituals, 

social rules and language - the most important being Sanskrit as the mother of all Indian 

languages and Hindi being the closest modern offspring of Sanskrit (Jaffrelot, 2007:86). All 

these aspects are what constitute a Hindu Rashtra - the Hindutva ideology in full operation. 

2. Theory 

2.1 Taming the BJP with the burden of power: de-radicalisation 

Ashutosh Varshney, an Indian professor of political science and international studies wrote 

the article “India’s Watershed Vote: Hindu Nationalism in Power” at the beginning of Modi’s 

first term. It was written as a response to the concern for minority rights and religious 

diversity that arose after the BJP’s landslide victory 2014, winning 51.7 percent of Lok 

Sabha’s (lower house of parliament) 545 seats (Varshney, 2014:34). He argues that it is 

unlikely that the BJP’s ideology is fully expressed in their governance based on the “median-

voter theorem” - with an Indian twist. The idea behind the theorem is that in order to attain 

and maintain power, political parties must create strategies and policies that cater to the 

median voter. Adhering to pure ideology means winning the voter population on either of the 

extremes while the majority of voters tend to be somewhere in the middle (Varshney, 

2014:38). The Indian twist of this problem has two aspects: Hindu consolidation and the logic 

of rule. Mobilising and consolidating the Hindu vote bank, Varshney argues, is unlikely due 

to the vertical spread of Hindus between categories of the caste system and because other 

parties than the BJP mobilise support among the lower castes (Varshney, 2014:34). The 

second aspect of the problem, the logic of rule, becomes a constraint for the Hindu 

nationalists in power due to the constitution. The Indian constitution was built on what is 

called “secular nationalism” after the anti-colonial freedom movement. In order to defend 

themselves against Hindu majoritarianism and constitutional subversion, the more secular 

population refers to the protection of minority rights as stipulated in the constitution. The 

restriction is then, that even if the BJP wanted to act more ideologically, they couldn’t 

because of the secular constitution (Varshney, 2014:39). According to Varshney’s theory, 

                                                
4
 Article 370 was abrogated in August 2019. 
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increasing efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra would then decrease the BJP’s ability to maintain 

support.  

2.2 Contesting views: radicalisation 

The problem of extreme ideological expression and state leadership is not restricted to India 

or the twenty-first century. An iconic example of an attempt to subdue rapid mobilisation of a 

radical party by placing the responsibility of state leadership in their hands is Franz von 

Papen and the installation of the Hitler cabinet. von Papen, former Chancellor of Germany in 

1932 and Vice Chancellor under Adolf Hitler in 1933, conceptualised the failure of trying to 

tame a radical party into doing their bidding by burdening them with governing power. 

Convinced that the strain of government responsibility would soothe the radical tendencies of 

the NSDAP (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei) and depriving them of the 

luxury of being in opposition, von Papen along with other non-Nazi members of the Hitler 

cabinet were crucial for Hitler’s road to power (Jones, 2011:280f). The problem exceeds the 

borders of India and present time and that it is essentially a dilemma in the dynamics of 

democracy, autocracy and power. 

 Opposing the view of Varshney and the median-voter-theorem, Amrita Basu’s 

extensive account on the Hindu nationalist movement and the BJP gives more reason to 

worry about institutionalisation of radicals and populists. Basu highlights that we aren’t 

necessarily seeing that the median-voter effect is working the way it was initially theorised. 

Across Europe and the United States, catch-all centrist parties are not displacing the more 

radical fringe parties. On the contrary, the radical parties have influenced the more moderate 

parties (Basu, 2015:56). Additionally, the BJP has challenged the suggestion that cohesion 

and centrism of political parties are correlated: they have been most militant in periods and 

states like Gujarat which has also been a place where they have been most unified, while 

conflict within the party has hindered them from mobilising support for campaigns (Basu, 

2015:68). 

 Professor Christophe Jaffrelot, a revered French political scientist and one of the 

world’s leading researchers on contemporary South Asia, has applied the median-voter 

theorem in the context of India. In an article from 2013, he retraced the history of Hindu 

religious movements analysing their behaviour both in opposition and in power, to see if 

inclusion resulted in ideological moderation (Jaffrelot, 2013:877). Like Basu, this 

comprehensive account over a sixty-year period challenges the median-voter theorem, 

concluding that there was no clear pattern indicating that access to power led to a decline in 

radical tendency (Jaffrelot, 2013:887f). Instead, the parties fluctuated between radical and 

moderate political strategies without necessarily internalising moderation and altering the 

core ideology. Jaffrelot claims that the moderation of radical parties at specific points in time 
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is something dictated by the environment rather than legitimate ideological transformation 

(Jaffrelot, 2013:888). 

2.3 Hypotheses 

Based on the research question and the theory I derive two hypotheses. The first hypothesis 

will be aligned with Varshney’s theory which predicted a decline in efforts to build a Hindu 

Rashtra once the BJP attained power: there will be no significant difference between Modi’s 

rule compared to that of Vajpayee’s, and if there is, we would expect a decrease in core 

ideological expressions. The second hypothesis will be alternative to the first, namely that 

efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra did in fact increase during Modi’s rule. 

 

3. Research design 

 

This chapter will deal with the technical aspects of the study. In order to examine efforts to 

build a Hindu Rashtra between the two terms and see if the burden of power seems to affect 

the expression of radical ideology by the BJP, a descriptive, theory testing, comparative case 

study between two time frames will be executed. 

3.1 Method 

To systematically examine the BJP, I will conduct an actor-centric idea analysis. The actor-

centric analysis differs from idea-centric analysis by taking into consideration the actor who 

is expressing certain ideas (e.g. political parties, politicians, authorities) and not only 

analysing the ideas themselves. First, it is relevant to differentiate between “methodology” 

and “analytical technique”
5
. While the analytical technique is “a set of rules on how material 

is gathered and processed” (my translation, Beckman, 2005:10), the methodology also 

contains a theory on the relationship between the material and the researcher (Beckman, 

2005:10).  

 The methodology, Beckman argues, can take different shapes and forms, and is 

closely related to the choice of research question and the purpose of the study (Beckman, 

2005:11). In my case, this is a comparative type of idea analysis methodology, where the 

logic lies in comparing the material at hand with different points of measurements (BJP 

between two terms) and then analysing the differences in order to generate answers. 

                                                
5
 The concepts “methodology”, “analytical technique”, “argumentation analysis” and “concept analysis” are all my own 

translations from Swedish to English (Beckman, 2005). 
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 The analytical technique in this case is more difficult to capture. The main technique 

that will be used is “concept analysis”. With this technique, it is important to distinguish 

between an analysis of the word and an analysis of the concept. Beckman describes this 

distinction with the example of the concept of globalisation. If we are interested in how the 

word globalisation is used we pay attention to the context in which it is used. When analysing 

the concept, we need to look at statements that implicitly discuss the concept of globalisation 

without mentioning the actual word (Beckman, 2005:31). Since the BJP are unlikely to 

explicitly mention their ambitions to build a Hindu Rashtra, I will need to look at how the 

concept appears implicitly in policy implementation, statements and other political actions. In 

order to analyse concepts that are implicit in BJP actions, I will formulate indicators with a 

clear connection to the three central pillars of the Hindutva ideology. 

3.1.2 Discussion on method 

The inherent problem of descriptive research is that you cannot describe a phenomenon 

without a point of reference. Depending on what point of reference is chosen, the results tend 

to differ (Esaiasson et al., 2017:135). Clearly stipulated delimitations and systematic 

comparisons are ways to mitigate this problem (ibid). India is a strong case in the field of 

autocratisation due to recent political developments in the country. It is also a solid case in 

terms of the chosen theory, as the most recent term of the BJP is a “comeback-situation” with 

rejuvenated Hindu nationalist support. 

 A common conception is that political ideas are not interpretable without considering 

context. The main difficulty with this stance is to determine what factors constitutes the 

relevant context, since there is no obvious definite end to what can be included in this 

description (Beckman, 2005:15f). The actor-centric analysis has more potential of 

considering context, but that doesn’t mean that it has to. Again, it depends on the research 

question: if the purpose is to explain something or clarify the meaning of a statement, then 

context could be a relevant factor (Beckman, 2005:17). Since my aim is to describe the 

expression of a concept within one country, between two periods of time relatively close to 

each other and within the same party, context is mainly relevant for positioning the study 

theoretically and defining Hindu Rashtra. 

3.2 Case selection and units of analysis 

I argue that the comparison of the BJP between two terms is the best way to look into efforts 

of building a Hindu Rashtra considering the scope of the study. First, by analysing the same 

party and their policy between two clearly defined time frames I am able to answer my 

question without taking on more than I can handle. Secondly, by only analysing the BJP 
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during their time in power, I delimit the study in terms of theory. In other words, I choose 

only to analyse the “constraints-of-governance-aspect” of the median-voter theorem and not 

differences between being in opposition as opposed to holding power. 

3.3 Operationalisations 

For the comparison to yield empirically fruitful results, the characteristics of the Hindu 

Rashtra and its main indicators need careful operationalisations. I will begin by describing the 

concept of Hindu Rashtra and how it will be theoretically defined and operationalised. 

Thereafter, the indicators will be presented, explained and discussed. 

3.4.1 Theoretical definition of a Hindu Rashtra 

If we recall the main components of Hindutva: geographical unification, racial features and 

common culture - the point is to construct an ethnic state, specifically a “Hindu Rashtra” 

(Hindu nation-state), where ”Hinduness” imbues all levels of institutions.  

To approach a definition of a Hindu Rashtra I will use the model of “ethnic 

democracy” created by Israeli sociologist Sammy Smooha. His original framework was 

constructed to analyse Israel as a Jewish/democratic state that use governance to advance 

Jewish cultural interests, while at the same time extending rights to Palestinian Arab citizens 

(16 % of the population). His updated framework is constructed in a manner that transcends 

Israel specifically (2002:475ff). The features of Smooha’s ethnic democracy are boiled down 

and simplified by Christophe Jaffrelot: ”1) The dominant nationalist discourse recognises an 

ethnic group as forming the core nation in the state; 2) the state separates membership in the 

single core ethnic nation from citizenship; 3) the state is owned and ruled by the core ethnic 

nation; 4) the state mobilizes the core ethnic nation; 5) non-core groups are accorded 

incomplete individual and collective rights; 6) the state allows non-core groups to conduct 

parliamentary and extraparliamentary struggles for change; 7) the state perceives noncore 

groups as a threat; and 8) the state imposes some control on non-core groups.” (2017:59f). In 

addition to Jaffrelot’s summary, I would like to add that territory is also of importance in the 

“owning” of the state, as stipulated in criterion three. The territory is considered the exclusive 

homeland of the core ethnic group (Smooha, 2002:477). This particular framework is useful 

for this study as it is derived from a context (Israel) where rights are extended to minority 

groups much in the same way as in India. The main difference is that India has not legally 

defined the distinction between majority and minorities (Jaffrelot, 2017:59). 

Based on this framework I will theoretically define ”Hindu Rashtra” as ”ethnic 

democracy”. Ethnic democracy is still defined as a democracy as it meets the minimal and 

procedural aspects. However, it does not qualify for an extensive definition similar to major 
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Western democracies (Smooha, 2002:478). It is a weakened type of democracy where the 

citizenry is not the foundation of the state, but the ethnic nation, Hindu Rashtra, is (Smooha, 

2002:478). This distinction is important since we are dealing with the new generation of 

autocratisation, where the definite end of democracy is difficult to pinpoint. By using this 

definition, I allow for a more dynamic analysis without having to get caught in the debate on 

what is a democracy and what is not. 

 Worth noting is that India only fulfils some of Smooha’s criteria in a strict sense, as 

the distinction between minority and majority has not been incorporated legally. Although 

this is the case, the courts have at least begun to facilitate the undermining of secularism. In 

1995, the Supreme Court ruled for a characterisation of Hindutva as a “way of life” instead of 

a religious concept. This made it possible to use the notion of Hindutva in defining the 

national identity, undermining the secular nature of the constitution (Jaffrelot, 2017:54, 60). 

 

3.4.2 Operational indicators: tools to build a Hindu Rashtra 

In order to measure “efforts to build an ethnic democracy”, precise indicators that suggest the 

creation of a Hindu Rashtra need to be specified within the limited scope of the study. This is 

done in two ways: firstly, by creating indicators that are connected to the concept of ethnic 

democracy, so that the indicators are in line with the theoretical definition and are relevant to 

autocratisation on a general level. Secondly, these indicators will need to have a clear 

connection to Hindutva, as it is the ideology that facilitates the construction of a Hindu 

Rashtra. To align the indicators that with Smooha’s criteria to the greatest extent possible the 

following operationalised indicators will be used: 

 

● Saffronisation of education: School policy has been used by the BJP in order to 

rewrite history and ”saffronise” the school curriculum to exaggerate Hindu influence 

in the shaping of India at the cost of other important cultural remnants, for example by 

altering textbooks by forcing a Hindu narrative. It is a clear-cut way to mould the 

narrative of the Hindu state and enforce the common culture. As will be evident in the 

findings, this indicator resonates especially well with the first of Smooha’s criterions: 

“the dominant nationalist discourse recognizes an ethnic group as forming the core 

nation in the state”. It also connects to the third and fourth criterions, since moulding 

the historical narrative includes implying whom the inheritors are (3) and mobilising 

students to the core ethnic nation (4). 

● Pakistan border policy: This is a useful indicator due to the territorial importance for 

Hindutva. Pakistan and Jammu & Kashmir are both part of the great and undivided 
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India, and by looking at the two governments’ approaches degrees of irredentism
6
 can 

be compared. This is not restricted to only policy, but rhetorical emphasis and 

advocating the need for such policy. Regarding Smooha’s criteria, this connects to 

owning what is considered the homeland of the ethnic core (3), and can grant 

incomplete individual and collective rights to non-core groups (5). 

●  Discrimination against religious minorities: This indicator can be scrutinised both 

qualitatively and quantitatively by identifying political areas where the BJP is 

discriminating based on religious grounds as well as compare quantitative variables. 

The V-Dem (quantitative) variables that will be used are “Freedom of religion”. 

“Religious organisation Repression” and “Religious organisation consultation”. The 

problem with this indicator is that it is not clear which religion is being repressed 

while using the V-Dem data. But since the BJP has been in power both terms, one 

could cautiously assume that the government would be harsher toward other 

minorities which are openly criticised. This indicator connects to Smooha’s fifth, 

seventh and eighth criteria as discrimination against minorities in India arises from the 

idea that they impose some type of threat to India (7), which can lead to in imposed 

control on minorities (8) and infringements on individual and collective rights (5). 

 

Regarding the matching of theoretical definition and the operational indicators, the validity is 

satisfactory. Due to the centrality of Hindutva for the Hindu nationalist ideology, the 

theoretical definition of Hindu Rashtra is in line with that fundamental concept. Secondly, 

deriving indicators and justifying them using that same central concept greatly avoids the 

issue of measuring the wrong variables. Another way to strengthen the validity is to use a 

variety of indicators, in order to avoid placing all eggs in one basket (Esaiasson et al., 2017). 

This allows for a more substantial analysis where the different indicators can be compared 

and evaluated in relation to the other. Using three different indicators, dealing with three 

different aspects of Hindutva, I allow for this fruitful variation in the analysis.  

3.4 Material 

The largest possible variation of sources will be used to deal with validity and reliability 

issues. Both primary and secondary sources will be used. The primary sources are 

government documents, political resolutions and V-Dem data. The secondary sources consist 

of major works done by expert researchers on India and Hindu nationalism: Christophe 

Jaffrelot, Amrita Basu and Lars Tore Flåten. In addition to these comprehensive works, there 

                                                
6
 Policy of advocating the restoration to a country of any territory formerly belonging to it” (Oxford 

Dictionaries) 
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is a great quantity of articles published that analyse specific actions by the BJP and the 

overall democratic conjunctures, as well as regular reporting. When analysing the material, I 

will look for concrete actions as well as rhetorical framings that connects to the selected 

indicators. 

There are a few validity issues that needs to be addressed, namely the secondary 

source bias and methodological differences. When formulating my findings based on 

previous research in this field, I’m restricted to the author bias of researchers who produced 

the material. Another problem connected to secondary sources is how individual researchers 

choose to measure the relevant phenomena. This problem can be caused, for example, by 

disagreements on the underlying concepts of a phenomenon. It’s difficult to avoid these 

issues entirely as the scope of this study makes it troublesome to do my own field research. A 

way to avoid this problem is to triangulate the information, in other words to use varied 

sources, which I will do to the greatest extent possible. 

4. Analysis 

This chapter will analyse the indicators between the two terms. It will be divided in three 

subchapters under which each indicator is explored. The analysis will separate the two terms 

for better structure and to make it easier to distinguish specific characteristics. 

4.1 Saffronisation of education 

Populist movements tend to capitalise on the inherent tensions of liberal democracy - the 

pursuit of a balanced synergy between majority rule and minority rights by regularly 

appealing to the principle of popular sovereignty in order to criticise institutions that protect 

rights integral to the liberal democracy (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017:80f). One of these 

important institutions that have been targeted by the BJP is education, with the goal to 

redefine India in accordance with Hindutva and the Hindu cultural legacy (Flåten, 

2017b:377).  

4.1.1 Vajpayee, 1998-2004 

After the BJP’s victory, with a vote share of 23.75 percent, and the subsequent formation of 

the National Democratic Alliance
7
 (NDA), India started seeing some changes to their school 

policy. The responsibility for education in India falls under the Ministry of Human Resource 

Development (MHRD), which was one of the ministries where the BJP held both the junior 

and senior minister posts. The senior post was occupied by Murli Manohar Joshi. Joshi’s 

                                                
7
 Coalition of centre-right/right-wing parties, with the BJP at its head, winning 23,75 pecent. 
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reforms were deviating from the vision of the NDA election manifesto in 1999 and he sought 

to “Indianise, Nationalise and Spiritualise” the Indian education (Frontline 1998; Flåten, 

2017a; Traub, 2018:41). For example, he proposed to include Vedas and Upanishads (Hindu 

holy texts) in the curriculum, introduce compulsory Sanskrit between fourth and tenth grade, 

and facilitate the expansion of Vidhya Bharati schools (the educational chain of the Rashtriya 

Swayamsevak Sangh
8
, abbreviated RSS) (Basu, 2015; Flåten, 2017a). These schools 

increased from 13,000 to 19,741 between 1998 and 2002 (The Hindu, 2002; Flåten, 2017a). 

He also had ambitions to integrate frameworks from the Vidhya Bharati schools into the 

public education system which was not particularly well received (Muralidharan & Pande, 

1998; Flåten, 2017b). Joshi eventually had to take a slower approach due to push-back from 

less radical partners of the NDA regarding the RSS influence over public schools (Flåten, 

2017b). Due to the pushback Joshi turned to other measures, for example reorganising of the 

National Council for Educational Research and Training (NCERT) (Flåten, 2017a:9). 

The NCERT defines guidelines for the development of curricula as well as forming 

the official textbooks within different subjects. Like Joshi, the appointed director of the 

NCERT 1998, J.S. Rajput, was also a key actor in pushing educational reform. Early on, the 

new NCERT leadership announced that they were to publish a new journal: The Journal of 

Value Education. In 2000, the NCERT reworked the National Curriculum Framework for 

School Education
9
 (NCF) to lay down guidelines for the renewal of the educational policy, 

with a focus on the subject of history (Flåten, 2017a:9). In the document, they argue that the 

education system is heavily biased toward Western secularism which is incompatible with 

Indian tradition, but was forced upon India by the British colonisers and has been enforced by 

more left leaning political forces. The Western educational system is claimed to have 

destroyed the Indian educational system that was, supposedly, advanced and free from 

religious and caste discrimination. It has also alienated Indian traditions of knowledge that 

consisted of deep spiritual wisdom with strong ties to the Indian culture and value system, 

since it did not fit the model of the British educational system: “Thus indigenous educational 

system suffered a setback, and the new system alienated Indian education from the wisdom, 

the beliefs and the value systems of the people who were uprooted from their tradition.” 

(NCF, 2000:4).  

“It [the curriculum] must inculcate and maintain a sense of pride in being an Indian, a 

thorough understanding of the growth of Indian civilization and contributions of India to 

world civilization in thoughts, actions and deeds. The remnants of the alien legacy of the pre-

independence period have to be checked completely. It has to be a totally indigenous 

curriculum.” (J. S. Rajput, 1999, as cited in Flåten, 2017a:9). It is clear that history was the 

                                                
8
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9
 Will be referred to as the National Curriculum Framework (NCF).  
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main target for the educational reforms during this period, and that there was a need to restore 

the greatness of the Hindu legacy. With that in mind, it isn’t particularly surprising that the 

NCERT published a new set of history textbooks in 2002 (Basu, 2015:41; Traub, 2018:41; 

Flåten, 2017a:1).  

The textbooks that were published by the NCERT were: Ancient India, Medieval 

India, Contemporary India and India and the World. As the title of the books imply, the first 

two books are only concerned with India’s history. Contemporary India dealt with history in 

the 20th century among other subjects, and India and the World was created in three different 

editions that emphasised the historical periods in the aforementioned books. There are some 

main themes that are worth highlighting in these books. The main distinction is between 

India’s vast heterogeneity and the BJP as party for the upper castes. These two perspectives 

can be classified as a relationship between cultural similarity and cultural diversity. Cultural 

similarity is the theme that is most salient in Ancient India and Medieval India, which are 

both characterised as narrativising through cultural similarities (Flåten, 2017a:192). The 

cultural diversity perspective and its implications are instead notable themes throughout India 

and the World and Contemporary India. Unlike the narrative of common culture, these books 

instead emphasise the difference-aspect of India, commonly referring to Islam as an 

intolerant and aggressive religion while the hierarchical aspects of Hinduism, expressed 

largely by the caste system, remains relatively undiscussed (Flåten, 2017a:193). However, 

inequalities that emerged from the caste system were mentioned in a few cases, but the bearer 

of responsibility for the continuity of those structures was not discussed (Flåten, 2017a:193). 

Another example is the main plot of Contemporary India, which created a distinct 

dichotomy between actors that were crucial for the independence movement and actors that 

were obstructing it. The facilitators of independence being revolutionaries with a sense of 

cultural awakening, the scapegoats being The Muslim League and communists, and the 

inhibitors being the Indian National Congress (INC)
10

 who were considered British loyalists 

(Flåten, 2017a:193). These efforts contextualise certain aspects of history while 

simultaneously de-contextualising others in favour of the Hindu-centric narrative. The 

textbooks introduced in 2002 were all removed after their defeat in 2004. The year after that, 

the NCERT created a new National Curriculum Framework which is still active today.  

 

4.1.2 Modi, 2014-2019 

Although there have not been any major central-level reforms like that of 1999 and 2002, the 

Modi-regime implemented several changes to the education system. For example, there have 

been textbooks introduced in the state-run schools of Rajasthan, Gujarat and Maharashtra (all 
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under BJP-rule on the state level except for Rajasthan in which the INC now governs as of 

December 2018). The textbooks introduced on the state-level were similar the textbooks of 

2002. In Rajasthan, the independence movement was depicted as a battle led by Hindu 

revolutionaries (like in Contemporary India from 2002), the Mughal empire reduced to a 

turbulent time in history where its leaders were heavily criticised and the early Hindu era
11

 

portrayed as a golden age where conditions for women were progressive and democratic 

principles were applied by some rulers (Traub, 2018:41f). Again, the books spoke silently on 

the issues of the caste system. Similar to the main themes of the textbooks published in 2002, 

the state-level textbooks are contextualised and de-contextualised respectively depending on 

what part of history is under scrutiny and what perspective is favoured by the authors. A 

striking example of this is to be found in the Rajasthan books, where opposing ideology of 

leaders in the independence movement were neutralised by completely removing Jawaharlal 

Nehru
12

 from the equation and instead placing all focus on Vinayak Savarkar, the father of 

Hindutva, as the sole great revolutionary. He did contribute philosophically to the Hindu 

nationalist movement, but his contributions to the independence movement are questionable 

as he encouraged cooperation with the British war effort after Gandhi’s call for a civil 

disobedience campaign during World War II (Traub, 2018:42f). Removing contrasts between 

the activists exaggerates the Hindu-centric view.  

In Gujarat, 2014, nine new textbooks were introduced in 42,000 elementary schools. 

Eight of them were written by Dina Nath Batra, former head of the education wing with the 

RSS and creator of the “Shiksha Bachao Andolan Samiti” (borrowed translation from 

Vanaik, 2017: “Committee and Movement to Save Teaching”) which is a Hindutva-

organisation devoted to changing the Indian education and removing anti-Hindu sentiments 

(Vanaik, 2017:360). Batra is an ideological hardliner that sent long recommendations to the 

NCERT together with excerpts from textbooks that he wants to have removed. In this 

recommendation, words in English, Urdu and Arabic are to be removed, together with 

positive references to Mughals and a Muslim death toll estimation (“nearly 2000”) of the 

Gujarat riots in 2002
13

 (Bhardwaj, 2017). 

 Similar to the previous BJP-regime, the Modi-regime has appointed known Hindu 

nationalists to key positions institutional positions (Traub, 2018:41; Flåten, 2017b:392). An 

example of this was the appointing of Yellapragada Sudershan Rao as director for the Indian 

Council of Historical Research (ICHR). Rao has connections to the RSS, but being appointed 

to the ICHR isn’t a direct act toward influencing education (Flåten, 2017b:392). What it does 

show is a continued interest in critically examining history, which he has been involved in at 
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12

 INC independence activist and India’s first Prime Minister who had affiliations with Mahatma Gandhi. 
13

 Violent clash between Hindus and Muslims, official estimate is 1180 deaths and unofficial estimate is 2000 deaths. The 

majority of the killed were Muslims. 
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several occasions (Mohanty, 2014). In addition to Rao, at least three more Modi-affiliated 

individuals was given positions of influence at the University of Hyderabad, Jawaharlal 

Nehru University, Film and Television Institute of India and Maulana Azad Urdu National 

University (this particular individual have been described as “the Muslim who bats for 

Modi”) (Rajalakshmi, 2017:1). 

The BJP announced that they were launching a program committee to create a New 

Education Policy in 2015, where one of the leaders was J.S. Rajput (the old director of the 

NCERT, mentioned in the previous subchapter). The NEP has yet to see the light of day as it 

still is in drafting stages. Only small excerpts of the document have been released (Flåten, 

2017b:393). A document was released in 2016, named “Some Inputs for Draft National 

Education Policy 2016” by the Ministry of Human Resource Development (HRD, 2016). 

According to The Wire, there were some patterns of plagiarism in the document as well as 

cultural bias since it was translated into Sanskrit (Thapliyal & Chahil, 2016). In the political 

resolution of 2017, it is mentioned very briefly only to be overshadowed by another point: 

“To enable the youth to be part of nation building, the government has not only started a 

comprehensive dialogue on a new education policy but also is exploring new avenues & 

opportunities for self-employment.” (The BJP, 2017). The situation surrounding the Modi 

government's NEP is vague. Achin Vanaik, former professor at the University of Delhi, 

suspects that this is a way for the BJP to discreetly include controversial parts in the 

document. After consultation with selected state governments and before the document is 

scrutinised by the public, “it might be quietly finalized and pronounced as policy” (Vanaik, 

2017:360f). This is of course speculation, but the lack of transparency is noteworthy. 

4.2 Pakistan border policy 

The territorial aspects of Hindutva have been relevant for Hindu nationalists since partition, 

which created Pakistan, East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) and India. In order to restore 

Akhand Bharat, “the Great and Undivided India” in its pure sense, Pakistan and Bangladesh 

would have to become Indian Territory again. The main point of contention lies in the 

borderlands between Pakistan and India, particularly in the state of J&K which both India and 

Pakistan lay claim to.  

4.2.1 Vajpayee, 1998-2004 

Even though Vajpayee has been depicted as a moderate in Hindu nationalistic terms, his first 

major course of action as Prime Minister was nuclear testing. There wasn’t only one motive 

behind this action. First, it was a sign of ‘assertiveness’ - displaying strength and commitment 

after a weak previous government that had left the public confidence low. It was a comeback 
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for India as a whole, but also for him personally since he had had trouble patching together a 

stable coalition (Nag, 2015:110). The second motive behind this action was the perceived 

security issues - namely the notion of Pakistan as a serious security threat for India. This idea 

was enforced due to their history in J&K, the claim that Pakistan is behind attacks in India 

and influencing Indian Muslims (Datta, 1999:583). The BJP’s argument for their nuclear 

mobilisation had a more pragmatic approach - that the status as a nuclear force evens the 

scales between them and Pakistan (Datta, 1999:584). 

In response to India’s nuclear display, Pakistan responded with its own nuclear testing. 

When both India and Pakistan had reached a power balance through their nuclear status, 

Vajpayee made attempts to establish more peaceful relations with Pakistan by crossing the 

border and meeting with Pakistan’s Prime Minister at the time, Nawaz Sharif. The meeting 

led to the Lahore declaration in which both countries promised peaceful resolutions of their 

disputes, particularly J&K, and a transparency surrounding their military activity (Nag, 

2015:111).  

 Shortly after these agreements, Pakistani military attacked and occupied Indian 

controlled areas of the Kargil Heights in J&K which resulted in the Kargil War between 3 of 

May and 26 of July 1999. The war was short-lived, and the Indian side reclaimed its territory 

with the help of U.S. President Bill Clinton, who urged Sharif to withdraw the Pakistani 

army, which they did without any further pushback from the Indian side (Nag, 2015:114).  

 On December 24 1999, a plane leaving from Kathmandu to New Delhi was hijacked 

by what turned out to be a group of Pakistani nationals. The negotiations ended with three 

high profile terrorists being released from Indian jails - one of which ended up planning the 

terrorist attack in Mumbai 2008 (Nag, 2015:115f). Vajpayee got a lot of pushback from this 

due to the passive handling of the situation. The inaction from the Indian government in 

conjunction with a lack of cooperation from the Pakistanis played a role in the critique of 

Vajpayee (Nag, 2015:116). In December 2001, the BJP released a resolution on terrorism 

following the 9/11 attacks in New York. The following are citations from the document:  

 

“The world has at last woken up to the reality of terrorism. India has suffered 

from this phenomenon for more than a decade. Thousands of people have died in 

the state of Jammu and Kashmir as a result of the periodic acts of terrorism 

planned and manipulated from across the border. Solid evidence of the 

involvement of agencies operating from or at the behest of Pakistan were 

presented to a number of countries but there was a marked reluctance to take joint 

action against terrorism. The Inter Services Intelligence of Pakistan is known to 

have been behind the series of bombing cases all over India during the last several 

years.” (BJP, 2001 par. 2). 
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“[...]As the Prime Minister said in his letter to the US President after the October 

1 attack on the J&K assembly building, Pakistan must understand that there is a 

limit to the patience of the people of India.” (BJP, 2001 par. 4). 

 

“The Prime Minister has very appropriately cautioned the people against 

identifying terrorism with Islam, even though many individuals and organisations 

have spoken of committing the acts of terrorism in the name of Islam.” (BJP, par. 

6).  

4.2.2 Modi, 2014-2019 

In July of 2016, a young militant leader figure named Burhan Wani was killed in J&K by 

Indian security forces which led to large and demonstrations and clashes between civilians 

and security forces (OHCHR, 2018). There were many reports of excess violence by the 

Indian security forces. In the UN Human Rights report on Kashmir from June 2018, the 

estimated death toll of civilians by Special Forces was 145 between July 2016 and March 

2017 (ibid). The weapons employed by the security forces were pellet-guns, which are more 

dangerous than they sound. The official estimate of people who died from pellet-guns 

between July 2016 and August 2017 is 17, while 6,221 were injured. Reports show how 

security forces aimed at the faces of demonstrators, partially or fully blinding them (ibid). 

The deeds by the security forces can go unpunished due to the Armed Forces Special Powers 

Act (AFSPA), which gives security forces protection from prosecution, unless the Indian 

government gives its permission. There has been no prosecution of security forces during the 

28 years that the law has been in force (ibid). 

On February 14th 2019, one of the deadliest attacks on security forces in three 

decades was carried out by a suicide bomber, killing 40 officers (Slater, 2019). Modi’s 

response came quickly when surgical airstrikes were ordered attacking the training grounds 

of the terrorist organisation that claimed responsibility for the suicide attack. Even though it 

is unclear whether or not the strike had any serious impact, it is the first attack by airborne 

forces inside Pakistan since 1971 (Slater, 2019). This is a clear escalation that shows Modi’s 

willingness to retaliate, which have gained wide support due to the frustration of Pakistan’s 

inaction toward the groups that carries out attacks. 

 The late Arun Jaitley, India’s Minister of Finance at the time - frequently published 

articles for the BJP primarily on the BJP’s stance on economics and law. The following 

citation is from an article on why J&K and terrorism would continue as political issues of 

high importance in the 2019 election. 
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“Terror supported from across the border can’t be fought either with velvet gloves 

or a policy of appeasement [...]. The soft measures have not worked. The current 

leadership of the Opposition parties has hardly a roadmap except to tread on the 

path to disaster. 

This challenge can obviously be resolved with a fresh approach which is 

uncompromising on terror, uncompromising in its determination to enforce the 

rule of law and committed to total integration. A strong Government and a leader 

with clarity alone is capable of resolving the Kashmir issue. This will necessarily 

require reversal of the historical blunders of the past.  

The issue of Jammu and Kashmir and terror continues to remain the biggest 

challenge before India. It relates to our sovereignty, integrity and security.” 

(Jaitley, 2019, par. 12,13,14). 

On August 5 2019, the Modi government abrogated article 370 of the constitution, 

which effectively gave the state of J&K its own constitution, and reduced its status to 

two union territories
14

: J&K and Ladakh (Majid & Singh, 2019:1). J&K’s unique status 

gave them autonomy over all matters except foreign affairs, defence and 

communication (ibid). It fulfils the BJP’s long-standing campaign promise of unifying 

India by removing J&K’s special status. It was argued that removing article 370 would 

internalise the matter of J&K and put an end to the India-Pakistan dispute of J&K 

(Ahmed, 2019:1). Critics, on the other hand, say that there is no reason to believe that 

the revocation will end the conflict and instead expect tensions to rise, and that it was 

unconstitutional since it did not consider the Kashmiri citizens whom largely wanted 

independence (ibid). Following the abrogation, Indian authorities imposed a 

communication blackout in J&K, detained regional politicians, ordered a strict curfew 

and deployed thousands of security forces (Yasir, 2019; Ahmed, 2019:2). The 

communications block was partially lifted in October 2019 which allowed for phone 

calls, but the internet remained restricted (Yasir, 2019). Even though internet 

restrictions have been partially alleviated, the people of Kashmir are to this day living 

with limited internet access (Schultz & Yasir, 2020). Diplomats and foreign journalists 

are also blocked from entering the Muslim-dominant areas of J&K (ibid). 
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4.3 Discrimination against religious minorities 

This chapter takes an interest in religious persecution of discriminated minorities by two 

different BJP governments. The discrimination is unlikely to be directed at Hindus since they 

represent the true Indian identity according to Hindutva. It is instead directed toward 

followers of Semitic religions, mainly Muslims but also Christians and Jews that doesn’t 

necessarily live according to Hindutva. The religious minorities of India are protected by the 

secular nature of the constitution. The Constitution of India protects the rights of religious 

minorities by placing all religions in India on a equal footing before the law (2019). Like I 

mentioned earlier in the paper, in 1995 the Supreme Court ruled Hindutva to be a “way of 

life”, as opposed to a religious belief which makes it easier to impose religion in 

policymaking. 

4.3.1 Vajpayee, 1998-2004 

In the BJP manifesto of 1998, religious nationalism is referred to as cultural nationalism with 

the purpose of unifying the majority around a notion of cohesion and a common identity 

(Bhatta, 1999:581). Even though Vajpayee and the BJP were considered to be relatively 

moderate in their Hindu nationalism, they still acted discriminatory. An example of this was 

concerning Bangladeshi migrants. The Hindu migrants crossing the border into India were 

categorised as refugees fleeing religious persecution, and should therefore be granted 

immediate citizenship. The Muslim migrants on the other hand, were identified as 

“infiltrators” who constituted a threat to Indian security. The Ministry of Home Affairs even 

released a plan to facilitate this categorisation by issuing identity cards, with certain priority 

on the areas bordering to Bangladesh (Basu, 2014:39). 

One of the most vicious results of this tension is the Gujarat riots in March 2002, 

which is commonly referred to as India’s first pogrom, resulting in officially estimated 1180 

deaths (unofficial numbers counted 2000 deaths) (Basu, 2014:163f). During this time, current 

leader of the BJP, Narendra Modi, was leading the BJP in the state of Gujarat. It is naturally 

difficult to determine the cause of such an event, but it commonly traces back to the 

Ayodhya-dispute which resulted in the demolition of the Babri Mosque. In February 2002, 

prior to the Gujarat riots, a train filled with Hindu pilgrims on their way from Ayodhya 

caught on fire killing 59 people. Assuming that this was a planned terrorist attack carried out 

by Muslims, the riots in Gujarat followed (Basu, 2014:166). Even though there was no 

evidence that the Godhra train burning was a planned attack, a minister named Gordhan 

Zadafia claimed that the BJP had gotten “privileged intelligence information”, saying that the 

Pakistani Inter-Service Intelligence (ISI) was the attack orchestrators (Basu, 2014:170). The 
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violence wasn’t contained in Gujarat but spread to 37 cities, across socioeconomic classes 

and rural-urban divides (Basu, 2014:168).  

In the wake of the violence, Modi commented: “every action has an equal and 

opposite reaction” (as cited in Basu, 2014:166). The role of the BJP in this violent episode 

isn’t entirely clear. According to Basu, the violence in Gujarat worked in favor of the BJP in 

the state elections. Modi tried to use this momentum by pushing for early elections, which 

didn’t work. Nonetheless, the BJP won the state assembly elections in December of 2002 

with 50 percent of the votes, a 5 percentage increase from 2002 (Basu, 2014:166). In 2012, 

Maya Kodnani, former Minister of State for Women and Child Development in Gujarat, was 

sentenced to 38 years in prison for her involvement in the Gujarat violence (Anderson & 

Jaffrelot, 2018:478). She was later cleared of charges due to inconsistencies in witness 

statements (Dutta, 2018). Vajpayee as the leader of the BJP was relatively passive during and 

after the Gujarat violence. However, there are some rhetorical aspects that can be pointed out 

in the BJP’s political resolution in 2002 following this deadly period. The title of the 

resolution is “Resolution on Godhra and its aftermath”. The resolution begins with the 

following paragraph: 

 

“The state of Gujarat has passed through extremely challenging moments in its 

recent history. Last year the massive earthquake disrupted the economic progress 

of the state. Massive rehabilitation work was undertaken and some was still in 

progress when the social harmony in the state was disrupted by the deplorable and 

ghastly burning of Ram Sevaks in the Sabarmati Express on the 27th February 

2002. Innocent and unarmed people, mostly women and children, were roasted 

alive in what appears to be a premeditated attack intended to disrupt the peace and 

harmony in the state.” (BJP, 2002, par. 1) 

 

It begins by mentioning the negative aspects of an earthquake in terms of disrupting economic 

progress, and proceeds by painting a vivid picture of the train fire case. Although, in the 

resolution, the BJP does not claim to know what happened for certain, they go on to describe 

the motives of the alleged attack.  

 

“What happened in the aftermath of Godhra was equally reprehensible. 

Uncontrollable mobs took law into their own hands. The victims either on account 

of burning or stabbing were the innocent persons. The Prime Minister Shri Atal 

Behari Vajpayee correctly said, fire cannot be doused by fire.” (BJP, 2002, par. 

2). 
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In the second paragraph, the “aftermath” is also considered reprehensible. What is particularly 

interesting in this paragraph is the fact that the violent Hindu nationalists avenging an alleged 

“attack” are referred to as “uncontrollable mobs” who “took law into their own hands.” The 

Prime Minister is also paraphrased, taking a less aggressive stance on the matter than Modi 

did. 

4.3.2 Modi, 2014-2019 

A line of policy that has been advocated consistently is the cow protection campaign, as cows 

have a sacred status in Hinduism. Almost all states of India have partly, and in some cases 

fully, banned the slaughter of cows (Jaffrelot, 2017:54,56). Maharashtra passed legislation in 

2015, making it illegal to sell or possess beef. This offence will at minimum result in a fine, 

and in the worst case scenario the offender will be sent to five years in jail. Since many 

Muslims are butchers, the law has affected them disproportionately. The cow protection 

campaign gained so much momentum that an independent movement called “Gau Raksha 

Dal” (Cow Protection Organisation) was created. Even before the beef bans, Cow Protectors 

(Gau Raksha’s) have been dealing with the issue themselves, finding beef merchants and 

burning their goods. After the law was implemented, the states of Maharashtra and Haryana 

created a new official posting, “Honorary Animal Welfare Officer”, of which all applicants 

were from Gau Raksha Dal (Jaffrelot, 2017:56).  

This movement also fostered violence. In 2015, a mob attacked the home of a 50-

year-old Muslim man and his 22-year-old son for allegedly storing beef in their refrigerator. 

The mob went in to their home and beat them with bricks and sticks, dragging the father to 

the street and beating him to death. The son survived with severe injuries. This lynching was 

the start of a violent wave by Gau Raksha’s attacking people on the suspicion of slaughtering 

cows or keeping beef (Shroff, 2018). In Jharkhand, two Muslims were lynched for 

transporting buffalos to a market, and two women who were accused of eating beef were 

gang raped (Jaffrelot, 2017:56). In August 2016 Modi finally made a statement regarding the 

Gau Raksha’s, claiming that they aren’t true cow protectors (Jaffrelot, 2017:57). The 

following year, Modi’s central government banned the sale of cows for slaughter in markets 

though the 1960 Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act (Jaffrelot, 2017:57). 

 On November 20, 2019, Home Minister Amit Shah proposed a nationwide National 

Register of Citizens (NRC). The NRC has previously been operating in the state of Assam, as 

a tool to combat the high levels of illegal immigration from Bangladesh and Pakistan which 

made people fear that the Assamese culture would become diluted (Deka, 2019). The goal of 

the nationwide NRC would be the same - to detect all illegal immigrants in the country. The 

register was updated on August 31, 2019 and found that 1.9 out of the 329 million who 

applied to be registered in the NRC was ineligible for citizenship, out of which 50 percent 
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were Hindus; according to unofficial sources (ibid). The Finance Minister of Assam, Himanta 

Biswa Sarma, held a press conference after the results saying that the updated NRC will be 

rejected since it “included many who should not have been and excluded many who are 

genuine Indian citizens" (As cited in Deka, 2019). In the events of a nationwide NRC, the 

Supreme Court-monitored NRC-update from August 2019 would be scrapped (ibid). The 

NRC process is administratively heavy and causes problems for Indians without proper 

documentation. The older strata of the population are especially exposed, since they were 

born when home births were more common. To this day, 38 percent of Indian children under 

the age of 5 do not have a birth certificate (Changoiwala, 2020). 

On December 11 2019, the upper house of the Indian parliament passed the 

controversial Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA). The law grants Indian citizenship for 

refugees coming from Afghanistan, Pakistan and Bangladesh and belongs to the minority 

groups of Hindus, Buddhists, Christians, Jains, Parsis or Sikhs who entered India before 31 

December 2014 (Ganguly, 2019). The law specifically excludes Muslims and only mentions 

three countries in particular. The BJP’s argued that India has had historic migration from 

these three countries and that their state religion has led to persecution of minorities. They 

also argued that Pakistan and Bangladesh are part of the Akhand Bharat (complete and 

undivided India), but no particular reason was given for the inclusion of Afghanistan. It is 

unclear as to why other neighbouring countries with persecuted minorities are excluded - 

mainly Sri Lanka and Myanmar. The linguistic minority Tamil Eelams in Sri Lanka have 

faced persecution historically, as well as the Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar (PRS, 2019). 

Further, there are persecuted minorities in both Pakistan and Bangladesh that are excluded 

from this bill - Ahmadis, a Muslim minority sect in Pakistan who are not considered to be 

real Muslims, and atheists in Bangladesh (Ganguly, 2019; PRS, 2019). The exclusion of 

Muslims from the bill has been receiving critique for violating the secular nature of the 

constitution since it is discriminating based on religion. The government claims that Muslims 

are excluded because they are not minorities in the included countries (Ganguly, 2019). 
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4.3.3 V-Dem variables 

 

Figure 1, Source: V-Dem 

 

In the graph we see three different variables: ‘freedom of religion’, ‘religious organisation 

consultation’ and ‘religious organisation repression’. V-Dem defines them accordingly: 

● Freedom of religion: “This indicator specifies the extent to which individuals and 

groups have the right to choose a religion, change their religion, and practice that 

religion in private or in public as well as to proselytize peacefully without being 

subject to restrictions by public authorities.” (0 = not respected, 4 = fully respected). 

● Religious organisation consultation: “Are major religious organizations routinely 

consulted by policymakers on policies relevant to their members?” (0 = no, 2 = yes, 

recognised as stakeholders). This variable could indicate to what extent the BJP are 

recognising their parent organisation (the paramilitary Hindu nationalist RSS) as 

stakeholders. 

● Religious organisation repression: “Does the government attempt to repress 

religious organizations?” (0 = severely, 4 = no, free to organise) (V-Dem, 2019). 

 

According to V-Dem, not much happened during Vajpayee’s time in power. Freedom of 

religion stabilised in 1998 after a year of decline, but increased in the end of his term. 

Religious organisation consultation increased during the last year, while religious 

organisation repression remained unchanged. 
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 During Modi’s term, freedom of religion and religious organisation repression has 

been on a steady decline. Religious organisation consultation has been more volatile. It 

increased in comparison to the years before (not to much higher levels compared to 

Vajpayee) but decreased sharply after 2017.  

 

The table below presents key characteristics for each regime: 

 Saffronisation of education Pakistan border policy Discrimination against religious 

minorities 

Vajpayee, 

1998-2004 

- Reformist (reorganising 

NCERT, reworking NCF). 

 

- Central level. 

 

- Targeting history. 

 

- Appointing Hindu 

nationalists to key political 

positions. 

- Nuclear testing (unclear motivation). 

 

- Sought peace agreements with 

Pakistan. 

 

- Retook Kargil Heights, no pursuit. 

 

- Passive response to hijacking. 

 

- Anti-Pakistan rhetoric. 

- Not reformist. 

 

- Passive response to directed violence at 

Muslims in Gujarat. 

 

- Dispossessed Muslim refugees. 

Modi, 

2014-2019 

- Seeking reform, New 

Education Policy (NEP). 

 

- State level. 

 

- Targeting history. 

 

- Appointing Hindu 

nationalists to universities. 

- Reformist (abrogation of article 370). 

 

- Aggressive toward separatists, police 

brutality. 

 

- Military response (on sovereign soil) 

to terror attack. 

 

- Anti-Pakistan rhetoric. 

- Reformist (passed the CAA). 

 

- Proposing nationwide Citizen Law 

reform. 

 

- Passive response to violence related to 

cow protection. 

 

- Dispossessed Muslim refugees. 

Table 1. General characteristics of the legislatures in regard to the indicators. 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

This chapter will discuss the findings for each indicator between the two terms and finally 

present conclusions. 

5.1 Discussion 

5.1.1 Saffronisation of education 

During both terms, there is a pattern of what the target was - India’s history and defining 

characteristics of the Indian identity. The new textbooks contextualised and de-contextualised 

certain events depending on the topic, accentuating and consolidating the image of Hindu 

nationalists as the liberators from the British colonial rule. Education was consistently used 
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during both terms as a tool to form the dominant discourse and placing Hindus as the core 

group of the Indian nation, determining the true inheritors of the state and mobilising the core 

ethnic group (Smooha’s first, third and fourth criteria).  

There were however some differences in regard to political reform and reorganisation. 

During Vajpayee, more changes were implemented on a central level. The hard-line 

ideologue M.H. Joshi as head of the MHRD pushed reform despite raised voices within the 

coalition. He managed to reorganise the NCERT, placing J.S. Rajput as director of the 

council. The NCERT in turn published The Journal of Value Education, reworked the 

National Curriculum Framework for School Education and implemented new textbooks. 

Even though the changes to the textbooks were similar, the changes during Modi’s regime 

were on state level, and do not result in the same spread across different Indian regions. The 

vagueness around the ‘New Education Policy’ could imply that the Modi regime does not 

prioritise educational reform the same way that Vajpayee’s regime did. Especially since the 

Modi-regime has displayed a great deal of assertiveness and reformist tendencies in other 

areas. A different explanation could be that Vajpayee’s regime was more actively influencing 

education simply because there was more to be done on a national level, and that Vajpayee 

himself was a stronger critic of Western secularism and its influence on India. I would also 

argue that appointing ideologues to ministerial institutions (e.g. Joshi during Vajpayee) has a 

wider impact than appointing ideologues to a few universities, simply because it affects a 

greater number of people. 

5.1.2 Pakistan border policy 

Vajpayee made what initially seemed to be successful attempts for establishing better 

relations between the nations, which I would argue is not a sign of a regime who attempts to 

re-establish the complete and undivided India. Unfortunately, Pakistani military went rogue 

and occupied Indian Territory in J&K which resulted in the Kargil war. Vajpayee didn’t 

retaliate or pursue. Neither were there any assertive actions taken in response to the plane 

hijacking. This stands in sharp contrast to Modi who has been assertive and responded to 

attacks with action. Vajpayee’s regime did rhetorically take a stand against Pakistan, but 

mostly in a reactive manner, and not more than one could expect from a nationalist 

government who has been in conflict for a long time.  

Compared to Vajpayee, the Modi government has taken a more aggressive stance - 

resulting in the killing hundreds and injuring thousands of protesters, and responded to a 

terrorist attack with a military airstrike on Pakistani sovereign soil. These assertive and 

aggressive measures are in line with Arun Jaitley’s article on the BJP approach to to terrorism 

and the J&K conflict. The most structurally significant move, abrogating article 370 of the 

constitution, is a result of an assertive and reformist government with a majority in both the 
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lower and upper houses
15

 of parliament. It is clearly ideologically motivated - “reclaiming” 

the northernmost state and geographically unifying India under the central government, 

disregarding the majority of Kashmiris opinions with no clear reason as to why this is going 

to resolve the conflict and make the Kashmiris lives better. It directly imposes central 

government control over Kashmiris (Smooha’s eighth criterion). The contrast between the 

actions of the government and the Kashmiri opinion relates well to Smooha’s third criterion 

(owning and ruling of the state by the core ethnic nation). Further, one could argue that it is 

unconstitutional and thereby ignores the rights of the Muslim dominated Kashmiris which 

fulfils Smooha’s fifth criterion.  

5.1.3 Discrimination against religious minorities 

The Supreme Court ruling Hindutva to be a ‘way of life” facilitates potential for Hindu 

majoritarianism, since it effectively circumvents the secular constitution. Even though he was 

an idealist, there were a few concrete actions that can be considered substantial. First, the 

discrimination toward Muslim migrants coming from Bangladesh as being direct security 

threats, while Hindus were identified as refugees fleeing persecution. This directly connects 

to Smooha’s seventh criterion (non-core groups perceived as a threat). Secondly, there was 

the Gujarat pogrom where the majority of the victims were Muslims, based on an alleged 

attack against Hindu pilgrims. Involvement by the BJP wasn’t entirely ruled out either. 

Finally, there was the BJP’s official response to the Gujarat violence. The Gujarat riots were 

referred to as the aftermath of the Godhra “attack”. It’s a curious choice of wording - 

describing the train fire as an attack and calling the riots an aftermath - since no one at the 

time knew what really happened on that train, while thousands (particularly Muslims) were 

killed in the Gujarat riots because of directed anger and violence. The more rhetorical and 

less concrete approach from the Vajpayee government correlates with the stable trends from 

the V-Dem variables. The rise in religious organisation consultation between 2003 and 2004 

could potentially be a tactical inclusion of Hindu organisations before the election. 

Unfortunately, the results neither confirm nor deny this. 

The most violent episodes during Modi’s term came from the cow protection laws, 

which not only dispossessed Muslim butchers, but also caused violent attacks by activists on 

no grounds of evidence. One could expect that the vigilantes would face repercussions from 

government, more than simply being called out as not being true cow protectors (as per 

Modi’s statement). The inaction toward vigilantes resembles the inaction toward the rioters in 

Gujarat 2002 and the excessively violent security forces in J&K.  

 Calling for a nationwide NRC combined with the passing of the Citizenship 

Amendment Act (CAA) is certainly curious - especially looking at the timeline and the hasty 
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 With support from their coalition members and other parties voting in line with the BJP (Deka, 2020). 
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implementation of the CAA. Almost immediately after the Assamese rejection of the updated 

NRC and Amit Shah’s proposal to take it nationwide, the BJP passed the CAA. It is difficult 

to see how these are not interlinked. The CAA denies citizenship for Muslim refugees and 

does not provide them with the legal cover that others enjoy. The NRC puts Indian-born 

Muslims at risk of losing their citizenship if they are unable to provide documentation 

proving that they are citizens (this can become a problem in a country with 1.3 billion people 

and with 38 percent of children under 5 without a birth certificate). On the other hand, if you 

are a Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Sikh, Jain or Parsi without documentation, there is now the 

CAA to fall back on. The CAA works as a safety mechanism protecting the people belonging 

to the mentioned religious groups, which is good news for the excluded Hindus in Assam. It 

is difficult not to call this discriminatory. Also, if the purpose of the CAA is to grant 

citizenship for persecuted minorities, the exclusion of Sri Lanka and Myanmar is indeed 

strange; since both Sri Lanka and Myanmar are majority Buddhist and neither of the 

persecuted minorities are Buddhists. The introduction of the CAA in combination with the 

NRC, I would argue, does not grant non-core groups complete individual and collective 

rights since they are not covered by the same laws as others. It thereby resonates with 

Smooha fifth criterion.  

The table below clarifies the direction of the BJP’s efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra. 

For illustrative purposes, reforms are divided into soft reforms (attracting negotiations, 

preparatory stages), medium reforms (reorganisation, guidelines) and hard reforms 

(implementing laws, changing the constitution). 

 Saffronisation of 

education 

Pakistan border 

policy 

Discrimination against 

religious minorities 

Criteria of ethnic 

democracy 
16 

Vajpayee, 

1998-2004 
- Medium reform 

(reorganising NCERT, 

reworking NCF). 

 

- Central level changes. 

- Seeking peace. 

 

- Passive against 

Pakistan. 

- Discriminatory rhetoric. 

 

- Passive on Gujarat 2002. 

1, 3, 4, 7. 

Modi, 

2014-2019 
- Soft reform (NEP). 

 

- State level changes. 

- Hard reform, 

(abrogating article 

370). 

 

- Militant. 

- Hard reform (passing 

the CAA). 

 

- Passive on cow related 

violence. 

1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8. 

Table 2: Illustrating the direction of the efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra. 
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 1) The dominant nationalist discourse recognises an ethnic group as forming the core nation in the state; 2) 

the state separates membership in the single core ethnic nation from citizenship; 3) the state is owned and ruled 

by the core ethnic nation; 4) the state mobilizes the core ethnic nation; 5) non-core groups are accorded 

incomplete individual and collective rights; 6) the state allows non-core groups to conduct parliamentary and 

extraparliamentary struggles for change; 7) the state perceives noncore groups as a threat; and 8) the state 

imposes some control on non-core groups. 



 

29 

5.2 Conclusions and further research 

The overarching purpose of this study was to increase understanding for how autocratic 

forces behave when they gain political power with electoral support, and the tools that are 

used in an autocratisation process. The study focuses on India, identifying the direction of the 

BJP’s attempts to build a Hindu Rashtra between two of their legislatures, connecting it to 

gradual and legally concealed autocratisation trends in power. It does not give an exhaustive 

account of the autocratisation process in India, but it begins to draw out the changes that have 

occurred under the BJP-regimes in the past decades. Based on contesting views on the 

median-voter theorem in India, two hypotheses were derived:  

1. There will be no significant difference in efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra between 

Vajpayee’s and Modi’s legislatures, and if there is, we could expect a decline. 

2. Efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra has increased, thus the median-voter theorem does 

not find support. 

The results of this study show that efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra have increased between 

2014 and 2019, thus confirming the alternative hypothesis. The Vajpayee-regime showed 

more commitment to educational reform and expressed Hindutva rhetorically for all 

indicators, remained passive during the violent episode in Gujarat, discriminated against 

Bangladeshi Muslim immigrants and tested nuclear weapons. On the other hand, the regime 

sought peace agreements with Pakistan, refrained from pursuing the Pakistani military after 

they occupied Indian territories and did not retaliate after the plane hijacking in 1999 - all of 

which goes against enforcing the Hindutva ideology. During the Modi-regime, political 

power was used to a greater extent in order to build a Hindu Rashtra (more reformist, 

assertive and aggressive). Even though the Modi-regime did less in the field of education, 

they passed a comprehensive Citizenship law that discriminates against Muslims and revoked 

article 370 of the constitution, effectively removing J&K’s autonomy in disregard of the 

Kashmiris. In addition to the hard reforms, they attacked Pakistani sovereign soil, deployed 

large amounts of security forces attacking protestors, and silenced the entire state after the 

abrogation of article 370. According to these findings, the BJP has been more actively 

building a Hindu Rashtra between 2014-2019 than 1998-2004. Looking at Smooha’s 

criterions that were used to theoretically operationalise Hindu Rashtra, this is reinforced 

further. While the Vajpayee-regime fulfilled four out of eight (looking at my indicators), the 

Modi-regime fulfilled six criterions. The democratic decline in India, decreasing freedom of 

religion, increasing religious organisation repression and increasing religious organisation 

consultation are co-varying with the increasing efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra.  

 In terms of theory, the Modi-regime was able to make efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra 

despite being burdened by governance and the secular constitution. The results are in line 
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with Amrita Basu’s and Christophe Jaffrelot’s observations of the BJP and Hindu nationalist 

organisations in India. Basu found that the BJP has been most militant in times and places 

where they have been most unified. Looking at the BJP during the two terms, they were the 

most militant and reformist when they were indeed the most unified - during Modi’s term 

with over 50 percent of the votes compared to Vajpayee’s 23.75 percent. The results of this 

study therefore confirm Basu’s theory on a central level as well. Jaffrelot’s study found that 

the ideological core remained constant between periods while political strategies fluctuated in 

radicality. The rhetorical consistencies between Vajpayee’s and Modi’s terms suggest that the 

core ideology did indeed remain largely unaffected while the political strategies differed. An 

explanation could potentially be that, in line with Basu’s theory, the highly unified BJP in 

combination with a global increase in autocratic trends created an environment where 

expressions of Hindutva can thrive in the corridors of power. Varshney’s prediction that the 

BJP would de-radicalise in power did not match the outcome of Modi’s term. Neither the 

constitutional nor the Hindu consolidation-restraints seem to have been able to stop the BJP’s 

efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra. 

 The conclusion says something on India's democracy in general. India’s democratic 

institutions recuperated after The Emergency between 1975 and 1977, while this slump 

seems to be deeply rooted. It is, perhaps, connected to the global autocratisation trends and a 

strong nationalistic sentiment that consolidates Hindus across caste- and socioeconomic 

divides. Although this study does not give us answers why, it does describe aspects of the 

recent democratic decline in India and shows what tools are used in the process. This adds to 

the literature on autocratisation generally by showing how ethnic and religious heritage can 

be used to undermine democratic institutions, gradually eroding democratic principles. 

 Interesting topics for further research would be to investigate how the changes to the 

education policy twenty years ago facilitated the more aggressive reforms that have been 

implemented during the recent years. One could also dig deeper in the relationship between 

building a Hindu Rashtra and autocratisation, with the aim to explain and determine causal 

mechanisms. Finally, building off of this study and Smooha’s framework for an ethnic 

democracy, it would be interesting to compare cross-national cases (e.g. Israel and India) - 

are the BJP’s efforts to build a Hindu Rashtra similar to other ethnic states? 
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