Prologue

Naﬁoua“fy s 50 meﬂn'ug sentimenital too; it is

body and soul at the same time.
Ernest Renan, What Is a Nation?

HOW DOES ONE BECOME viscerally French, English, Indlan, and so on? What 1s 1t
that makes one feel lrrefragably so? What does it take for us to turn Into those
embodled, emotlonal natlonals, even as we see ourselves as “so many other
things” and much as we at times love to disown “our own natlon”? How does
thls Incarnation of the natlon occur In our souls, minds, and bodles? Con-
versely, If love of the natlon 1s spontaneous ahd Instant, “In your guts,” why
does It need to be constantly reproduced and sustalned?

The present entanglement of “the natlonal and the global” has brought re-
newed sallehce to these questlons. Movements of populatlons across hatlonal
borders have Increased in visibillty, and discourses about “the global” In vocal-
1ty. Yet nelther has shooed away the reallty and lived experlence of natlenhood.
Contrary to soime wishful thinking, the hatlon 1s here to stay So are the many
visceral expressions and manifestations of hatlonal belonglng. The 1ssue of clvic
entitlement, too, 1s as fraught as ever, 1nlight not only of recent migratlons but
also of the dialectical redefinitions of the so-called local and global These re-
flect In competing Imaginings within natlon-states the world over to the polnt
that different vislons of the natlon have seen the radicallzing of the “produc-
tlon ahd reproduction of majeoritles and minorltles.” at times leading to vielent
confrontation. In Indla, the confrontation has mainly occurred between Hindu
natlonallsts and members of the larger minority, that 1s, Muslims. Attempts
made by extreme Hindu tight-wing pelitical partles are almed at redefining
membership In the natlonal comimunlty along ethnic and religlous lines; this
entalls bullding an excluslvely Hindu ra) whence the members of Muslim and
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other hon-Hindu—as well as “Impropetly Hindu”—communitles would be ex-
cluded. These exclusivist endeavors have long been accompanied with repeated
outbreaks of viclence of varylng magnitude. They have also generated activist,
intellectual, and scholatly engagement.

Studylng communal violence was untll fifteen years ago largely the preserve
of polltical sclentlsts exploring natlonallsm and its varlous predicaments (Vin-
cent 1990: 26). Today, by contrast, these toplcs have become central for anthro-
pologlsts interested in the political. Apart from burge oning work on democracy,
much of the lterature in Indla so far has understandably concentrated on rlots
and thelr aftermath. Yet such a trend has largely missed out on the “before” of
violence, that 1s, the larger upstream processes potentlally feeding Into aggres-
stve polltical projects. These are nurtured over many years, even decades. In
the “making and continuation of contempotaty pelitical arrahgements,” they
have largely contributed to the “production and reproduction of majoritles and
minoritles,” which historlan Gyanendra Pandey (2006: 1) has called “routine
violence” What feeds Into excluslvist political projects indeed does hot spring
ex nihilo; rather, It Is constantly reproduced and takes shape in the many folds
of everyday life. Senses of belonging, these most see mingly natural and cbvlous
plllars of identlty, are hot manifested only In forms of extreme viclence. Espe-
clally in thnes of political stability, senses of belonging are “naturallzed” 1n the
banality of quotldian processes.

This book therefore shifts the focus away from registered sites of extraordi-
nary communal vielence onto ones of daily production of “banal natlonallsm.™
The phrase refers to the experlence of natlonalism belng so integral to people’
lives that It goes uhnhotlced most of the time. Yet, as we shall see, the banal
natlonallsm thus constructed in the routine of everyday life Is an ever Incom-
plete one: it 1s constantly in the making. The very Impossibility of completion,
though unnhoticed as it may be In the folds of dally life, also makes this process
a source of anxlety The same obtalns of many other “banal” natlonallsms, and
the formulatlon appropriately denotes the formation of patriotlc sentlments
1n all kinds of natlons, whether “established” or younger ones.? Similatly, the
distinction between “natlonal” and “natlonalist” 1s a tenuous one, more a mat-
ter of perspectlve than of objectlve sclence. What 15 deemed “natlonal only” in
the sense of a Justifiable and legitimate expresslon or manifestation of Interest
1n the natlon, versus what 1s condemned as “natlonalist” In the sense of sup-
posedly lrratlonal passlons of natlonhood, 1s often really the same, depending
oh the ohlooker’s perspective. Such notlonal relativity ihforms much of this
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book, and I will use the terms “national” and “natlonalist” almost interchange-
ably Documenting the making of banal natlonalism, then, entalls scrutinlzing
the dally, apparently benign productlon and reproductlon of processes of local,
reglonal, ahd hatlonal identlty formation, or rather, 1dentlfication.

Some brief clarlficatlon 1s In order. I find the notlon of “identification.”
as an anhalytlcal tool, more preclse and heurlstlc than that of “Identity” It 1s
uhderstood that identltles are neither individual nor purely collective but
rather provide means for Individuals to internalize belonging and for the
comumunlty to Instate or prescribe subjectivitles (Ballbar 2003). Yet the prob-
lem with the term and its usages s that in mmany analyses, “Identities” tend to
get “congealed” and “essentlallzed” In fixed space and time. In contrast, the
term “ldentification” lays stress on the processual agency of soclal actors, It
thus leaves the way open for Indetermlnacy and the hecessarily fragmentary
character of all projects of self-formatlon, be they Individual or collectlve.
Furthermore, this Is so even If and when the act of soclal actor(s) identifylng
1s consubstantlal to the psycheologlcal orientation of the self In regard to the
object of ldentification, with a resulting feellng of close emotlonal assocla-
tlon; or even when the process Is deemed largely unconsclous and denotes
the modeling by an individual or a group of thoughts, feelings, and actlons
after those attrlbuted to an object are Incorporated as a mental image. These
definltlons are nelther mutually excluslve nor contradictory, and we shall see
how a psychoanalytic approach may in part lluminate aspects of natlonal
and reglonal identificatlons (Chapter 3), both ata collective and an Individual
level (see Obeyesekere 1981, 1990 for an exemplification of how these two lev-
els articulate 1n a psychoanalytic anthropelogy; Borheman 2004 for a psycho-
analytlc Interpretation of the end of political regimes). To a significant extent,
this book Is precisely concerned with the agency within the Internallzatlon of
soclalizatlon. Of interest here 1s what both becomes and begets an “uncon-
sclous” process (Hall1gg6; Segal19g6). However much solldly grounded, 1den-
tification remalns fleeting and changing; it is better understood as a resource,
leaving space for competing modes of actlon and appropriation. Where the
term “Identitles” appears, then, 1t will be to partlcularly emphasize the fixed-
ness resulting from ldentification processes—a fixedness often resonant with
specific political projects that make this crystallization central to discoutses
and practlces of representatlon for a glven soclal group. But prior to ldentlty
and Its attendant politlcal repertolre awalting deployment in myriad forms,
there Is “Identification”
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Increasingly in the world of natlon-states today, local, reglonal, and natlonal
processes of Identificatlon are in part relayed by state Institutlons penetrating
everyday life. Most potent among them 1s formal education, seenas both a pre-
requlsite for the stability of the state and a powerful means of hatlonal integra-
tlon.? Consequently, the soclalization of children has become more Intricately
embedded 1n a multiplicity of culturally defined norms and rules from an early
age (Kutmar 2001). This also occurs ih the westerh reglonal state of Mahatashtra,
where [ conducted fleldwork in primary schools and kindergartens in the local-
1ty of Kolhapur in the late 19905 and early 20005, An analysls of soclallzatlon can
therefore no longer confine itself to a study of Initlation rituals or everyday pro-
cesses occutting at the levels of family, caste, community, village, nelghborhood,
and so on, all traditlonal cbjects of anthropological inquiry. For an overwhelm-
Ing majotlty of utban and rural Maharashtrlans today, patterns of authorlty and
models of behavior are Jolntly produced by family members (whether parents
or other elders) and teachers. The family, apart from mass medla, may still be
the primary source of Influence about politics. Yet 1n a reglonal state where the
literacy rate averages 75 percent, the first stages of schooling In particular play
a cruclal part in providing exposure to political life and symbols of natlonallty
and hatlonhood, as they do in other natlon-states (Connell 1g75).

Formal education has become a major arena of dispute on the subcontinent
In recent years. In India, In particular, 1ts prominence in the fierce debates pltting
partlsans of Hindu natlenallst (Hinndutva) forces agalnst secularists has gener-
ated anxletles among members of the mincritles, soclal actlvists, intellectuals,
and scholars allke, After a Hindutva-led coalitlon came Into power In the 1990s,
the population felt the menace of an accrued Hindwzation of the core institu-
tlons of Indlan soclety. At stake was the potentlal unraveling of the natlon-state’s
secular constitutional principles. Much public attentlon focused on the rewrlt-
Ing of history and the redesighing of secondary schoel curticulum (Menon and
Rajalakshml 1998, Muralidharan and Pande 1998; Salunat 2002; Sahmat and
Sabrang com 2002, Deb 2003; Hablb, Jalswal, and Mukherjee 2003, Mohammad-
Arif 2005). These are definitely cruclal indicatlons of the ideological cholces
made by Hindu right-wing forces with respect to the production of future gen-
eratlons of Indlan (or Hindu?) citlzens.* The emphasls placed on secondary
and higher education (in keeping with a predispeosition dating back to celental
tlmes) has nevertheless preempted a clear understanding of the very process of
contemporary natlon bullding. It also ralses questlons about the relatlonship
of schoollng to hatlon bullding and underlylng theorles of learning, suggesting
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that children of a younger age are allen—or, at best, Irtelevant—to pelitical pro-
cesses, Including those of patrlotism and hatlenalism. By contrast, [ alm to dem-
ohstrate in this book that cruclalto the production of local, reglonal, or natlonal
attachments are the educatlonal processes taklng place from a much eatller age,
right from the beginning of soclallzatlon and as early as kindergarten.

Kindergartens and primary schools are unexpectedly frultful sites for ex-
ploring the culturally gendered production of the pelitical in modern natlon-
states. These spaces medlate home and natlon, playing a constltutlve role In the
daily lives of children who move back and forth between them. Schocling does
not only entall modellng of disciplined bodles and “nermalized” soclal and pe-
litlcal persons (Foucault 1979, 1981); Just as Important 1s soclal actors’ embodled
cultural and soclal (re)production of reglonal and natlonal senses of belonging
and 1dentlfications. Central to my demenstration Is a notlon that these feed on,
and Into, lived experlences of sensory and emotlonal bonding developed in the
everyday Intlmacy of home and famlly.

The heart of my project therefore articulates a political anthropology of the
senseswith one of embodied passlons and emotlons. Ratherthanwork along the
Geertzlan lnes of a dichotomy between civil and primordial tles that would run
the risk of further naturalizing an arbitrary distinction between “North/West”
socletles and thelr “less fortunate South/East” counterparts, I contend that fo-
cusing on the emotional and embodied productlon of the political provides a
mote radlcal approach Ih any glven context. Such a framework furnishes a way
out of binary models as well as intellectual and the oretlcal blases.® It also allows
ohe to reglster more complex realitles so far left largely unexplored. In this
book, [ show how processes of identlty formatlon are embodled dally and draw
upon cultural repertolres of emotlonality Emotlonality Is produced through,
and feeds into, political, cultural, soclal, econcmlie, and gender negotlations of
natlonhood and citizenshlp central to the everyday productlon of rights and
entitlements. In these everyday processes of subject, self-, and natlonal forma-
tlon, both the state and its representatives, and ordinary cltlzens—Including
children—play a cruclal part. Just as impertant, these processes acqulre mean-
Ing as embodied experiences involving sensory (re)configurations.

Whereas the notlon of “sense of belonglng” has become commoenplace
In discusslons of natlonal sentiments, the emoticnal and sehsory dimension
Invoked by such a phrase has recelved scant attentlon® Here, by taking the
“senses” serlously, I seek tollluminate the ways 1n which emctlons and passions,
as soclally and culturally produced, form an Integral part of forming the senses
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of natlohal belonging Documenting the emotlohal sensery and embodied pro-
ductlon enterlng in the dally manufacturing of natlonhood and cltizenship im-
plles querylng How do the senses come Into play? How are they harnessed in
the everyday project of natlon bullding at the most banal and quotidian level
of experlence? How are they actlvely produced, reshaped, and relmterpreted
by soclal actors? To address these questions requires a phenomenologlcal ap-
proach, which is developed in this book, particulatly in Chapters 2 and 3.

A phenomenologlcal approach does not preclude a comparatlve project. On
the contrary, 1t calls for one that would jointly pay attention to the complexities
of vernacular realltles, not only to rghtfully “decenter” Europe (Chakrabarty
200z2) butalso to lluninate both the continge it nature and the concomitant pro-
cesses of soclal and politlcal formatlons in different parts of the world, whether
1n the so-called West or In Indla, In thelr explorations of the ritual, cultural, and
linguistic 1dloms of “other” socletles, anthropologlsts have long demonstrated
the necesslty to heed local semantlc and vernacular notlons. With regard to the
study of the political modernity-related topics of hatlonallsm, clvil soclety, and
cltizenship, however, such an ldiomatic concern has remalned consplcuously
absent. The reascn may be that reflection on, and exploratlon of, these toplcs
has traditionally been the preserve of political philosophy and political sclence,
whose theoretlcal Instruments are grounded in a Buropean tradition clalming
unlversality. Nevertheless, even critlcal perspectives in relatlon to the founda-
tlonal perlod of the Enlightenment have largely neglected vernacular languages
1n thelr reflectlon on the modalitles of Ewropean-coriginated political concepts
and notlons 1n hon-European contexts (for notable exceptlons, see Kavira) 1992;
Burghart 1996; Rajagopal 2001).

Arguably, the neglect of vernacular categorles has precluded an under-
standing of both thelr attendant soclal and cultural semantlc repertolres and
local negotiations. Yet thelr unravellng remains Indispensable for a thorough
comprehenslon of the cultwral entallments of political processes, forms, and
models, especlally of the natlon-state. The fact that the modern natlon-state 1s
a “forelgn transplant” in Indla, for Instahce, should hot moheopelize the terms
of debate. What requires scrutiny are the historical configurations and the mo-
dalltles of the development of speclfic, 1dlosyncratle, local forms (Gupta 199s;
Fuller and Benel 2001, Hahsen and Stepputat 2001; Kaviral and Khilnani 2001).
Pursulng a quest of essentlal, lrretrlevably “emic” differences does not lead one
very far” To dismiss non-European pelitical forms as purely nonviable under
the pretense that they do hot conform to either European onhes or the original
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model, or worse stll], that they are assoclated with repertolres of a kind different
from those deemed extant 1n the West 1s both unproductive and unfalr, As I ar-
gued elsewhere (Benel 2005a), comparing Indlan empirical facts with European
theory has precluded heutlstic understanding of both the Indlan context ahd
the analogles and similaritles that might be drawn between the Euro-American
and Indlan cases, especlally regarding the lssue of secularlsm. The work of Peter
van der Veer, for Instance (1994, 2001; vah der Veer and Lehmann 1g99g), has
highlighted movements back and forth of the concomitant processes of soclal
and polltical formatlons in the West and in Indla. Thus, arresting parallels and
embedded developments of seculatity, religlous reform, and idloms of moral-
Ity acqulre visibility in both locations. This, in turn, luminates the measure of
contingency in Burope’s or Indla’s “unlque” trajectorles. It also relnscribes thelr
respectlve unlquehess 1h a web of parallels, cross-borrowlngs, and similaritles
as part of a worldwide humanity Such a comparative endeavor, although not
occupylng center stage, also anlmates the soul of this book

Before Inviting the reader to putsue further, I wish to share two Incldents
as a caveat. The first was related to me by one of my colleagues 1n Britaln upon
his return from a lecture tour of US. universitles In 2003, Just at the tlme of
the US.-led invasion of Irag. Some students, malhly Amerlcan and Indlan,
comimetited to him on the mistrust of all things patriotic and natlonallst they
percelved In my wrltings. Of course, the different genealogles and realltles
of natlonallsm In Western Europe, the Unlted States, and Indla probably ac-
counted In part for thelr comments, Yet these comments arrested me, because,
perhaps somewhat natvely, I had wntil then asswmed that being critical of pa-
trlotlsm and natlenallsm was any anthropeloglst’s job. Don't most of our lives
spent as academlcs revolve around deconstructing naturalized “things,” be they
cominon sense, feellngs, narratives, practices, orall of these together? The sec-
onhd incldent occutred a few menths later, 1n July of that same yeat. [ had been
Invited to glve a lecture at the “Gender Seminar Serles” of a well-known Indlan
unlverslty’s department of soclology I had chosen to present the premise of
what 1s now Chapter 3 In this book The students were mostly female, Includ-
Ing only three or four males, one of whom I had met earller in the corrldor.
Hearlng that I was visiting from an academlc Institution located in Britaln, he
qulpped: “So you have come funded by the VHP or some other such Hindutva
organizatlon?” I was rather puzzled and unsure of the questlon’s implications
with respect to NRI funding and the general climate of communal violence in
Gujarat and elsewhere in India at the time. I did hot yet know this student was
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Muslim My attempts at reassurlng him of my benlgn funding soutces hardly
did anything to dispel the doubtful look cn his face. I then gave the talk, fol-
lowed by a discusslon. After a few noncommlittal questlons came this particular
student’s turh, He launched Into an accusatory dlatrlbe of pro-Hindutva sym-
pathles. Apparently, what had Irked him was my focusing on Hindutva-related
practices—and exemplifylng a gesture during presentatlon—occurring during
the natlonalist ritual marking the beglnning of school days in ordinary Marathi
schoels (Chapter 1), Followlng some clarification on my part, the exchange
contitiued after the seminar, the student telling me of his and his parents’ secu-
larist invelvement. To this day, [ have remalned thankful for his sharing with
me, however briefly, hls experlence of growing up in Bombay/Mumbal 1n the
highly volatile 19905 and eatly 20005,

What these two Incldents lustrate 1s the acute sensitivity of the subjects I
address in this book That I, an outsider, could be understood to heold such ex-
treme and antlthetical positlons on hatlonallsm ultimately confirms the highly
cohtentlous and visceral natute of everyday processes of nation building, I have
attempted to doas much justice as possible to the complexity of soclal, cultural,
and political life In this part of Indla. May it provide the reader with enough to
cultlvate sehsltivity toward these delicate Issues. This, at any rate, 1s what I see
as the wider purpose of an anthropologlical contribution.



