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Abstract:  

The overwhelming acceptance of neoliberal capitalist perspectives by the new Indian society, post 

globalization, has transformed itself and shifted away from the socialist vision of Nehru and other leaders of 

the earlier decades. Indian identity has been evolving, accommodating the altered social realities and in the 

new age of nationalistic fervour of a militant nature, the body of the citizen has emerged as the site where 

conflicting ideologies battle it out. Several forces are at play – economic, political, religious, cultural and of 

course the powers that define caste and class hierarchies as well. The shifting power centers in the new India 

demand from the bodies of its citizens a nationalistic fervour that often finds resistance and interestingly, 

voices of dissent find expression through bodily acts as well. This paper aims to trace this reshaping of national 

identity and the increasing methods of appropriations with regard to the corporeal selves of its citizens. 

Corporeality in this context includes the self-reflexive subject positions of the citizens as well as their 

embodied selves. 
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National Identity in the Indian Context 

Indian identity presents itself as a complex phenomenon in the present century, as multifarious 

discourses with conflicting ideological structures vie with one another, claiming ownership and 

dominion over the Indian self. The status of an emerging economy against the global trend of 

economic recession coupled with the fact that the world views India as its potential market 

complicates the discourse on Indian identity further. Indian identity against the backdrop of 

globalization is being redefined repeatedly, thereby challenging traditional positions and 

perspectives and asserting new selves structured around global images and identities. The world of 

telecommunication and media creates further complexities often confusing the virtual with the real. 

In this conundrum of identities shaped by the past, present and the future, the Indian sensibility 

remains puzzled, shaping itself to accommodate national and transnational identities and thereby 

creating spaces for conflict and confrontation. These discourses built around identities create 

subjectivities and the citizens of a nation, as social constructs, evolve out of these interactions 

between hegemonic ideologies that shape the nation. Since religious identity has remained a 

persistent influence in India, a study of religion within the broader framework of the nationalist 

narrative proves useful. The presence of several religions along with Hinduism with its 

polymorphous caste hierarchy infuse more dynamism into the identity politics that is perpetuated 

through cultural practices whereby the embodied selves of the citizens are brought to focus. My 

paper aims to throw light on the undercurrents of socio-political ideologies that shape and are in 

turn being shaped by the cultural matrix of India and its corporeal manifestations in the context of 

India national identity.  

For a clearer perspective on the national identity, one needs to probe deeper into the concept of 

nation. The ‘nation’ as a construct builds itself on discourses, spaces, and myths and is populated by 

people who belong to various subject positions. Its coherence is emphasized through various 

processes, a prominent one involving the bodies of the citizens. Along with mapping territories, the 

corporeal selves of the citizens are also negotiated by nationalist agencies of power. Identities are 

constructed by the agencies of nationalist structures and “people have to comply with that 
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conceptualization of identity in order to be recognized as political and juridical subjects” (Sokefeld 

534). Identity is “characterized by a certain degree of fixation, continuity and institutionalization” 

(Sokefeld 534). The national identity is a vital and influential one, despite the forces of globalization 

and transnationalism. It is constantly performed, and therefore the body of the citizen emerges as 

having immense symbolic value. It is to be emphasized “that identities, although posed by actors as 

singular, continuous, and bounded can be shown to be subject to the condition of plurality, 

intersectionality, and difference” (Sokefeld 538). In order to comprehend these elements that define 

national identities, a clearer perspective on nationalism is required: 

 

Nationalism is the term for a specifically modern phenomenon of cultural integration. This type of 

national consciousness is formed in social movements and emerged from modernization processes at 

a time when people are at once both mobilized and isolated as individuals. Nationalism is a form of 

collective consciousness which both presupposes a reflexive appropriation of cultural traditions that 

has been filtered through historiography and spreads only via the channels of modern mass 

communication. Both elements lend nationalism the artificial traits of something that is to a certain 

extent a construct, thus rendering it by definition, susceptible to manipulative misuse by political 

elites. (Habermas 22) 

 

Thus, nationalism as a construct functions as an act of identification, a signifying process involving 

acts of loyalty and pride. India, as a postcolonial nation with its pluralistic multicultural population, 

found it an uphill task to define its national identity. The caste hierarchies and the ethnic groups 

complicated it further and the process of constructing a national identity became a highly politicized 

one. India’s struggle for independence was not only the fight to reclaim the sovereignty of a nation 

or the territoriality of the homeland, but it was also about freeing the individuals occupying the 

territory from oppression and exploitation. Prior to independence, the body of the colonized was the 

site of violence, with the intention of annihilating a sense of self and the dignity of a free being. 

Gandhi’s emergence as an undisputed leader of the freedom struggle and the overshadowing of the 

Congress Party by this charismatic leader deserve mention in the context of any study on the politics 

of national identities. Through his corporeal self, Gandhi, as a leader, represented an India that had 

hence neither been represented nor seen in the capacity of a national leader. His attire and his body 

symbolized the Indian constantly combating his poverty and backwardness. It was the Indian farmer, 

fragile yet strong with the determination to fight against all odds. The immensely strong political 

weapon satyagraha (a non-violent form of protest), where fasting became a national spectacle, had 

a leader whose frailty captured the attention of the Western world. The charismatic figure of the 

leader drew the rural masses on to the stage set for freedom struggle, leading them towards victory 

and towards modernity. The Post-Independence political and cultural environment underwent 

radical transformation under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru. His vision rooted in the discourses 

of modernity and rational scientific spirit guided the nation’s growth. The shift was significantly 

towards a socialist perspective, but the underlying schisms in the nature of religious identities, 

ethnic identities and caste hierarchies remained unresolved. Subsequent decades saw the 

disillusionment subsequent to the euphoria of a newly independent nationhood. Like any other 

third-world nation, India underwent major transformations: politically, the process of democracy 

often turned into majoritarian populism; economically, a gradual shift from welfare State to 

capitalist State and, of course, culturally, where the shift was more complex and dynamic. While 

defining the national self, cultural practices thus emerge as integral and decisive. 

 

National Identity and Culture 

National identity and cultural practices play significant roles in defining a nation. From the 

repository of culture, ideological structures draw power and shape new identities: “Culture is a 

means of acting on or managing the social, accomplished by using cultural practices to shape and 

direct people’s conduct in order to refashion individual’s behaviour and to produce new forms of 
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individuality” (Grossberg 172). Culture, even when transnational communication systems redefine 

the concept of nationhood, acts as a significant power in shaping national selves: “Culture is linked 

to the destiny of the nation-state by virtue of its role as producer, protector and inculcator of an idea 

of national culture” (Readings 3). Nations sustain themselves by building cultural constructs along 

with their spatial identities: 

 

Culture produces, defines and is entrusted with national identity. It is a regulative idea that links the 

people (ethnos) or community (popular will) with the nation and even the State. The State, in fact, 

often builds its own identity and power by forging and strengthening the link between culture and 

nation. Thus, culture not only gives us unique insight into who we are – universally – as human beings, 

but also into our particularity – the history and tradition that have shaped our different identities. 

(Grossberg 186) 

 

Culture emerges as the converging point where the signification process happens, when the 

complexities of human existence find expressions in the spatial-temporal dimension. This attributes 

power to cultural processes. Ideology often appears as culture and takes on the garb of norms, 

values and life practices. Power functions through these cultural practices that mould the citizens. 

The corporeal nature of these practices that become internalized by the citizens deepens the impact 

of power structures that remain hegemonic in society. Cultural practices that define nationhood 

constantly interact with global cultures and diasporic cultures resulting in a strong, militant and 

violent reactive politics operating within the national framework attempting to reinforce traditional 

norms and values. Citizens’ bodies are, no doubt, ideal sites for such forceful reinforcements. The 

national identity is built around power that works as subject formation and according to Foucault, 

the body is the site for exercising power that is hegemonic and is the prerogative of the nation-state. 

Power “is the multiplicity of relations of force that are immanent to the domain wherein they are 

exercised, and that are constitutive of its organization; . . . whose general pattern or institutional 

crystallization is embodied in the mechanisms of the state, in the formulation of the law, in social 

hegemonies” (Foucault 121-2). The nation thereby enjoys hegemonic power over the bodies of its 

citizens through cultural patterns and practices which the citizens are expected to perform. 

 

Performing National Identity 

Nationalism as a process functions through the space of the citizen’s body and “the power 

relations of the nation-state and ideologies of nationhood entail particular national systems of 

corporeal production, systems that vary across time and space” (Radcliffe 216). Prior to 

globalization, the corporeal identity was flexible and heterogeneous with the presence of 

multifarious ethnic identities defying any uniformity in representing the Indian identity. Postmodern, 

post-globalization India depicts another scenario. The concept of ‘Indian identity’ was transformed 

radically, due to the active presence of telecommunication networks and the flow of information 

over the social media. The Indian diaspora, that cherishes an imagined homeland that is nurtured by 

nostalgia, envisioned an India which has its firm roots in the traditional heritage of the country that 

often identified itself with the Vedic religious past. Images of the Indian citizen are circulated far and 

wide reinforcing stereotypes that articulate the politics of cultural identity. The constant dialectic 

patterns of cultural flow between national and transnational discourses find representation in the 

body images telecasted through television. The body becomes “a site of social, political, cultural and 

geographical inscriptions, production or constitution” (Grosz 23).  

Since the 1990s, India has undergone a radical transformation with its policies of economic 

liberalization following the 1991 economic crisis. There was an explosion of products in the market 

which had hitherto been controlled and regulated, limiting the flow of capital and goods. A 

consumer culture was eagerly welcomed that thrived on a vulgar display of wealth in a country 

whose global poverty ranking was at the bottom end globally, ranking 100th out of 119 countries 
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according to data presented by the Global Hunger Index 2017.
1
 The saturation of television channels 

and cyberspaces introduced the consumer to a variety of entertainment possibilities and a consumer 

culture was established which was largely for the urban middle and upper-class communities. The 

lack of communication networks connecting rural India with these sources of information and 

entertainment resulted in the rapid marginalization of rural India and the diminishing visibility of the 

poor from the Indian social scenario.  

A celebration of transnationalist images that are products of neoliberal capitalism has begun 

heralding a journey towards frenzied consumerism. A heterogeneity which can be deemed 

superfluous is being propagated by the market-driven culture and it is being eagerly assimilated into 

the lives of the urban middle-class and the nouveau riche. Advertisements that communicate to 

these classes inundate the Indian television screens. These advertisements display bodies that are 

truly global, or to be precise, global by European standards, their figures, skin and clothes meant to 

be considered international. They hail the urban middle-class to cherish and to dream of such 

bodies. The advertisement for L’Oreal Paris Hair Care can be cited as an example.
2
 Three gorgeous 

Indian female actors appear on the screen looking identical in suave Western attire with skins 

glossed to perfection and hair shining with the help of advanced computer technology. Ethnicities 

are carefully eliminated. Successful confident women are slim and fair complexioned denoting an 

upper-class-caste identity. Slender figures are translated as healthy, vibrant and cheerful personae. 

Fairness creams like Fair and Lovely have uniquely Indian advertisements that perpetuate fair 

complexion as the desirable skin tone and equate it with success and confidence.
3
 Even body lotions 

and moisturisers like Parachute Coconut Milk exploit this fetish for fair skin as the ideal skin tone to 

sell their products.
4
 There is a glaring absence of native, ethnic identities except while employing 

stereotypical images in a few select advertisements. Tourism is one sector where State often 

employs these images to market their product, namely, the nation and its identity: “Identity politics 

is often co-opted by the State through the commodification of diversity itself” (Bernstein 64). Thus, 

the States within a multi-cultural nation like India have been selling the plurality defined in terms of 

clothes, customs, and of course the bodies of the citizens. Draping ethnic culture on transnational 

bodies, such advertisements visualise the nation as it is imagined to be. Ethnicity is foregrounded in 

the God’s Own Country tourism promotional videos by the State of Kerala. The bodies of the natives 

are strikingly ethnic, unlike the other advertisements. The State of Rajastan has similar promotional 

videos that highlight the cultural practices and attires of the State. Apart from these hyperreal 

spaces, cyberspace is another area where the body becomes a commodity for the world. Popular 

cultural icons are imitated in this process of body sculpting resulting in unrealistic prototyping for 

the Indian audience. 

 

National Identity and the Hindu Identity 

Though transnational images and identities have exerted a significant influence over Indian 

aesthetics and sensibility post-1990s, Indian national identity is shaped by forces other than the 

flows and networks of globalization. The ambiguity of Indian nationalism that grew out of colonial 

experiences and the postcolonial positions following independence has made identity discourses 

complex and varied. While the Eurocentric nature of nationalism called for an underlying unity, the 

multiplicity of ethnic, class and caste identities was marginalized and remained a source of 

discontent. Prior to Independence, cultural nationalism took on the advocacy of Hinduism with 

prominent Indians like Dayanand Saraswati and Bankim Chandra Chatterji 
5
 waxing eloquently on a 

                                                 
1
 See Global Hunger Index – Latest Global Hunger Index Results: Global, Regional and National Trends - 

http://www.globalhungerindex.org/results-2017/ 
2
 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iJnEx8proYg  

3
 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Aik4LKf8oM  

4
 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N0t7Rbw1CXU   

5
 Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, popularly known as Bankim Chandra Chatterji 
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nationalist identity that was primarily a Hindu one. “Hindu” and “Indian” were terms used 

synonymously by these writers and thinkers. Chatterji’s Anandamath (1882), an iconic novel, is 

imagined by the Hindu radical thinkers as a text that helps them envision a Hindu nationalist 

identity. Hindu nationalism remained at the margins with the growing popularization of the Indian 

National Congress as the voice of the populace. With Gandhi at the helm, an iconic leader of a 

spiritualistic charismatic kind, presenting himself as a deeply spiritualistic person, identifying himself 

with the Hindu spiritual values, the binary of the Hindu and non-Hindu citizen was further 

established into the psyche of the masses. National identity in contemporary India encounters a 

religious dimension with Hindu extremist groups rising in popularity and finding a voice amongst the 

urban middle-class. Thus, religious and ethnic identities often emerge prominent in the definitions of 

Indianness which translate themselves as the welcoming vermilion (thilak) on the forehead, and 

other rituals often associated with Hinduism. When Tim Cook, the Chief Operating Officer of Apple 

Inc. came to India, he visited temples and wore dhoti with all the paraphernalia associated with a 

temple visit. He was welcomed with the saffron shawl with Sanskrit verses draped around his 

shoulders (Roy, “Why Is Apple”).  

The corporeal selves of the citizens remain important sites in the conflicting identity positions 

with regards to a pluralistic country like India. Nudity thus has a symbolic value in the current 

scenario and the responses to public display of nakedness speak eloquently about the politics of the 

body. Nude monks are invited to address Legislative Assemblies and national leaders venerate them 

(Sandhu, “Jain Monk”). The spectacle of reverence and celebration of these events on television as 

well as on the social media brings to focus the manner in which naked bodies are paraded and 

humiliated as vendetta or as part of the cultural nationalist agenda. A report tabled at the Special 

Plenary Session Women and Violence in Gujarat, describes the increasing number of incidents where 

Muslim women’s bodies are targeted for violent attacks including parading naked, by right wing 

organizations (Renu Shah 3). Surveillance at the level of the State as well as community results in 

moral policing where the length of the attire becomes a punishable offence and punishments for 

moral offences are often in the form of public shaming of the body. 

The corporeality of national identity demands from its citizens certain expressions and ritualistic 

practices that enable the construct of nationhood to thrive amidst the polyphony of identities in a 

country like India. The heterogeneity of the Indian body and bodily practices challenges the 

homogenizing agenda of the majoritarian identity politics. Such attempts result in consolidating the 

binaries and in Othering in the public and private spheres of the Indian society. When nationalistic 

politics begin to tear up the civil society, the human body becomes the site of control: “Today the 

discourse, especially when dealing with minorities, margins and dissenters, creates an unstable idea 

of citizenship, reducing it to a test, a certification that a surveillance society carries out continuously. 

It is a topsy-turvy world where one is a suspect and citizen simultaneously” (Viswanathan, “Have You 

Passed”). When colonial acts of sedition become internalized by a society, the body becomes a 

crucial marker of identity, bodily gestures assume supreme importance as loyalty tests become the 

order of the day: “Citizenship, he claimed, is now one of identification, not belonging. It becomes an 

exercise of certificates and clearances. If one protests, the charge of treason is added” (Viswanathan 

“Have You Passed”). This exacerbates the complex identity politics and the inherent divisiveness 

present in the Indian society. Such bellicose nationalism leaves a deep impact on the citizens’ 

individual selves: “ . . . when citizenship reduces participation to the level of a loyal jingoistic 

spectator, the fan club and the vigilante crowd provide the index of citizenship. Society becomes an 

excessive search for scapegoats. Belief becomes behaviouristic and instead of citizenship, what we 

create is a society of mimic rationalists” (Viswanathan, “Have You Passed”). 

In acquiescence with the extreme right wing identity politics, neoliberal practices of a market 

economy remove the individual from the social spectrum and place him/her in an isolated, hyperreal 

space, bereft of any social commitment. Capitalism with its aggressiveness and competition lures the 

citizens towards its ideologies grounded on wealth creation. This shift in values has created a society 

that celebrates greed, gluttony, aggression and deceit and uses yardsticks of wealth to measure 
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success. This new community demands hostility and war rather than peace and comradeship and 

seems to validate mob violence against the body in the form of mass lynching, mob attacks and 

shaming especially of the subaltern bodies. National selves tend to ignore marginalized groups thus 

encouraging the politics of exclusion. “The politics of spectacle” (Turner 159) sanctions such violent 

acts which include stripping in public, thrashing and other violent acts in public. The body becomes 

the site to reinforce the hegemony of religion-based cultural identity. We find a shocking similarity in 

the nature of attacks by religious and political powers of right wing fundamentalism asserting itself 

as the voice of national identity. To cite an example in this context, from the year 2013 to 2015, in 

the city of Mangalore there have been 96 reported moral policing and assault cases (Pathak, “Hindu-

Muslim”). 

With identity politics assuming a radical dimension in the form of a religious national identity, 

Indian cultural practices saw a distinct shift in focus. This was foregrounded by the forces of 

globalization working simultaneously, which triggered off a scamper towards traditional cultural 

icons and symbols and ritualistic practices. Rigorous adherence to these practices and the presuming 

of the role of caretakers of cultural identity has resulted in mob attacks which focus on the Others: 

“At a local level, vigilante forces . . . police the body and guard against any threat of sexuality either 

in terms of dress or in terms of the creativity of art and cinema” (Viswanathan, “Paranoid”). It is the 

subaltern bodies that bear the brunt when nationalism turns aggressive and begins to work with an 

agenda for enforcing uniformity in a multi-religious, multi-cultural nation. Dalit bodies and non-

Hindu bodies are targeted and a national culture, with fear and insecurity ingrained in it, becomes 

embedded in the social system. According to the report offered by Human Rights Watch,
6
 in 2016, 

India witnessed violent acts of exclusion and dehumanization where Dalits and Muslims were 

targeted in the name of beef consumption and cow slaughtering. According to a report by Minority 

Rights Group International,
7
 anti-cow slaughter legislation adversely affected Dalits and Muslims, 

since they became targets of violent attacks often at the hands of Hindus instigated by rumours of 

beef consumption or livestock trading. Mobocracy in the form of punishment is meted out to social 

outcastes and dalit women are paraded naked. A spectacle of frenzied mobs and belligerent acts of 

violence delineates this brand of nationalism where governance is marked by acts of surveillance: 

“This process of the nation-state as a panopticon, an institution for policing thought, has to be seen 

today as a part of an electoral democratic phenomenon. Majoritarianism in India has combined with 

a jingoist nationalism to carry out two separate sets of policing operations, the State and the mob 

(Viswanathan, “Have You Passed”). It is politics of exclusion that defines these acts of violence 

carried out on the bodies of the citizens, who with their truncated identities remain excluded from 

the grand narratives of the Indian social system. 

While the citizens’ bodies are targeted for nationalist political purposes, these bodies also 

emerge as signifiers of resistance. Since nationalism is interwoven into the cultural discourse 

through the body with a heightened significance in the present times, protests involving bodily 

practices as symbols of resistance dominate the cultural and political sphere. In Kerala, a young 

woman Jaya P. S. painted her body black to protest against the State-sponsored atrocities against 

dalits. She roamed around the city, interacted with people, aroused their curiosity and created a 

space for discussion and debate, thereby creating awareness about the rampant acts of injustices 

against the dalit community in India (Padanna, “Why This Indian”). Another remarkable act of 

resistance was against moral policing and originated in Kerala. This agitation named Kiss of Love 

(2014) was a revolutionary act defying conservative traditions that prohibited public display of 

affection. Kiss of Love was an innovative form of protest where youngsters gathered in public spaces 

                                                 
6
 See: https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2018/country-chapters/india  

7
 See: http://minorityrights.org/publications/narrowing-space-violence-discrimination-indias-religious-

minorities/   
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and kissed each other. The protest spread to other parts of the country, primarily in towns and other 

urban areas (“How India Celebrated the Kiss of Love”).
8
 

 

Maleness and Identity 

The identity of the Indian male, as it has evolved over time, and the Hindu male body in 

particular, offers interesting insights into the relationship between the citizen’s body and nationalist 

sensibilities. Male bodies, being the hegemonic one in a patriarchally conditioned society like India, 

present themselves as ideal tools for evaluation in the context of any study on body politics. In a 

society that has been encountering a systematic religious radicalization, with right wing politics 

gaining greater visibility, Hindu male bodies are being trained to evolve as nationalist patriotic selves 

with their religious identity defining and designing their Indianness. The body, thus, becomes the 

space, the stage where tropes of nationalism are played out. Nationalist spaces are re-defined with a 

distinct patriarchal flavour, with the arrogant masculinity and chaste femininity prominently 

displayed. A simulacrum of nationalism which blends within itself patriotic fervour and glorification 

of martyrdom is part of the discourse. The body of the soldier thus becomes the trope, constructing 

the metaphor of the son, the protector of his land. Soldiering becomes the noble profession to be 

revered and celebrated and the body of the soldier disciplined and adorned with weapons, or a 

military vehicle emerges as the metaphor for patriotism and unquestionable loyalty to the nation. 

The soldier reminds the citizen of the territoriality of the nation which is to be considered sacred and 

integral to national pride. The arrogance of national identity emerges clearly through the images of 

the soldiers dead or alive. The dead soldier’s body as the symbol of martyrdom further consolidates 

the signification process in the context of nationalism: “Men are as much inscripted into nationalism 

as women in the productive effects of national power, although of course they have different tools 

at their disposal, given their fundamental metonymic agency” (Radcliffe 214). 

The Indian male body is an interesting trope with national and transnational identities shaping 

the contours of his physical self and Hindu religious bodies “make politicized use of ritual spaces and 

religious ritual practices as devices for mobilization” (Friedland 140). Hindu right wing groups lay 

claim to the Indian male body through rigorous training sessions ensuring a healthy, disciplined 

routine which is closely akin to the training at ‘akharas’. Akharas designate a place where young men 

assembled for bodybuilding, exercise and sports. It was ritualistic with a temple, dedicated to 

Hanuman. Members of an akhara were given training in physical prowess and gradually developed a 

strong collective attachment to it (Jeffrelot 35). This culture of rigorously trained Hindu male bodies 

indoctrinated in Hindutva ideologies, has flourished since then, as Rastriya Swayamsevak Sangh or 

the RSS. As Joseph Alter says, “In the sakhas of the RSS, as in the first political akharas or in the 

terrorist societies, participants trained in drill with the lathi and played team games such as Kabaddi” 

(567).  

Simultaneously growing with this religious ethnic identity of the Hindu male self is the process of 

homogenization that has begun with the trends of globalization, in the depiction of Indian 

masculinity, even though the reality has been glaringly diverse. Indian films with their international 

markets have favoured the European standards of body types with regards to male bodies: “The 

heteronormative and hypersexualized man, embodied by Indian male stars, is a commodity that 

India exports as both an economic imperative and an ideological one” (Balaji, “Indian Masculinity”). 

The commodification of the male body aids in this process of creating the ideal body type for the 

Indian man endorsed by the market as well as by the cultural nationalist agenda of the hegemonic 

groups: “Because the Web is a transnational platform, India's glorification of the new Indian man—

which is simply a glocalized Xerox of American/Eurocentric masculinity—is constantly being 

uploaded for global audiences” (Balaji, “Indian Masculinity”), thereby reinforcing a stereotype that 

the Indian male strives to achieve. 

                                                 
8
 See: https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/news/How-India-Celebrated-The-Kiss-Of-

Love/quickstirshow/45107512.cms  
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The dynamic interactions of the national culture with the global culture and with the diasporic 

cultures result in complex outcomes where on the one hand a globalizing trend becomes visible and 

on the other hand a militant, violent reactive politics operates to reinforce traditional norms and 

values. Expressions of this interaction become visible on the bodies of the citizens and women’s 

bodies emerge as strategic sites in the structures of nationalist politics. The contemporary Indian 

society, having made a radical shift in its ideological preferences, seeks to reinvent itself 

rediscovering myths and legends from the distant past, re-reading historical events and evolving new 

icons and role models to emulate. The forging of a new identity with a distinct religious flavour has 

also deepened the rifts and led to further polarization into distinct regional, political, religious and 

ethnic identities. Nationalism is transformed into “a theology and an official state ideology” 

(Viswanathan, “Paranoid”). Amidst this chaos, compounded by the forces of neoliberal capitalism, 

women’s bodies become the target and the weapon. Patriarchal forces collude with other social, 

political and cultural agents to tame the female body to suppression. Shaming and taming the 

female body, thereby marginalizing the female identity, emerges as a prominent agenda even in the 

age of postmodernity. 

As Friedland argues, 

 

Religious nationalism, unlike the capitalist market or the democratic state, has the organization of 

sexuality at its center. Religious nationalists give primacy to the family, not to democracy or the 

market, as the social space through which society should be conceived and composed. Familial 

discourse, with its particularistic and sexual logic of love and loyalty, is pervasive. (135) 

 

This explains the oppressive patriarchal, paternal perspectives adopted by the right wing 

supporters towards women. A regressive social dynamics is at work in the case of women, sexuality 

and the gender neutral community. As Parul Verma writes, “Women’s bodies thus became arenas of 

violent struggle. Women were humiliated, tortured, brutally raped, and murdered as part of the 

process that reflected the communal, national and religious conquest by the opponents. The rapes 

didn’t just lead to the violation of the body but it symbolised the political conquest” (“Normalization 

of Rape”). Women were raped in public as part of a nationalist agenda. They were sometimes burnt 

and killed after brutal torture, gang rape and often paraded naked. Utmost bestiality was displayed 

in these cases where the matter concerned was inter-religious relationships involving the woman or 

her close relatives. Women were attacked as part of moral policing where the source of contestation 

became the onslaught of values of individual freedom and sexual choices on the traditional cultural 

heritage claimed by conservatives as Indian morality: “The act of being a Nationalist or fighting for 

the Nation became a regressive act of in-acting of the fantasy of Eroticised dysfunctional 

Nationalism, on the bodies of the woman of the ‘other’ community” (Verma, “Normalization of 

Rape”). With religious nationalism thus foregrounded in the discourses on national identities, Indian 

identity politics demands deliberations that revolve around the altered political environment. 

 

Conclusion 

India is passing through a complex phase of identity politics which witnesses a blending of 

national and transnational selves. Globalization has resulted in a deluge of multinational 

corporations finding an ever-growing market in the Indian subcontinent and the presence of these 

along with the flow of information through a widely connected telecommunication network has 

consolidated the transnational image of the global Indian. This pull towards a new identity with 

remnants of the old Indian self finds an equally powerful opponent in the nationalistic traditionalistic 

forces of the rightwing organizations in India: “As a response to both postmodernisation and 

globalization, there will be a corresponding fundamentalization of culture and society by social 

groups who want to oppose post-modern consumerism” (Turner 155). Hinduism, unlike Semitic 

religions, cannot claim to be bound by the sacred writings of a particular text or by a particular god-

like figure, and therefore depends on ritualistic practices of a variegated kind. Hence bodily acts of a 
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religious nature gain primary importance. When religion becomes a tool to create a unified identity, 

surpassing all other linguistic, social, ethnic barriers, it becomes inevitable to forge histories of a 

pseudo-nationalistic kind that bind together religious and national identities. But the cultural space 

where it operates also finds consumerism as a powerful presence, and this intense dynamic power-

play between religious nationalism and transnationalism positions the Indian body as the perfect site 

to contest these forces. Interrogating into their nature as well as their strength to influence society 

opens up interesting perspectives on issues of patriarchal powers—powers that alienate and 

marginalize—and the impact of these forces on the average Indian population. Interestingly, the 

very forces of patriarchy and religious and ethnic diversity that prevented the formation of a 

homogenous Indian identity now act as the deterrent in creating uniformity under the leadership of 

Hindu extremist nationalism and help sustain the heterogeneity and multi-culturalist identity of the 

nation.  
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