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Communalism as discourse:  Exploring Power/Knowledge in 

Gujarat riots of 2002 
 

Siddharth Dhote 
 

Introduction 

This paper talks about communal violence in Gujarat during 2002. The paper argues for communalism 

to be conceptualized as a discourse and understand how knowledge regarding communal issues are 

produced. The research would deal with Hindu Communalism led by the Sangh Parivar in the case of 

Gujarat. The Sangh Parivar is led by Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), and its affiliated 

organizations include the Bhartiya Janta Party (BJP), Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), Bajrang Dal, and 

Rashtriyasevika Samiti. It has “sustained the ideological propaganda against minority communities 

remaining subservient to the Hindu Rashtra” (Puniyani 2003: 21). This paper uses Foucault’s 

power/knowledge framework to understand how Sangh Parivar, also called the Sangh, used Symbols, 

Ideologies, Institutions, and Identities during the riots in Gujarat. By using the four concepts the paper 

will seek answers to one, how the Sangh managed to mobilize people on lines of religion. Two, how 

the Sangh prevents other political movements, other than on lines of religion from becoming more 

dominant. It will enable to move beyond a causal understanding of the issue of communalism and 

communal violence. 

 

The paper begins by problematizing single causal explanations of communalism and arguing why 

studying communalism as a discourse would provide a more complete understanding. The Second 

section of the paper then provides the conceptual framework for the paper. The third section then 

provides a background of Hindu communalism in India and the Godhra riots. It is followed by the 

analysis of how symbols, ideologies, institutions, and identities were employed. The fifth section 

provides the conclusion.   

 

1 Research Problem 

The word communal refers to religious composition of Indian Society whereas Communalism refers to 

the ideology drawing upon a religious identity (Thapar 1989: 209). The religious identity is used for 

formulating communal ideology, demanding political allegiance and support to political actions geared 

towards the interests of a religious community (Thapar 1989: 209). History is used to justify the 

existence of the religious community and communal identity since an earlier past.  However, 

communal ideology produced by communalism can lead to violence, and violence can be used to 

spread the communal ideology (Chandra 1990: 38). If a communal ideology prevails for a long time, 

and enables a group to come to power, then it acquires a life of its own (Chandra 1990: 39). Making 

religion the central component of the problem of communalism leads to oversimplification. It 

overshadows the “applicability of other types of division in society” (Thapar 1989: 210). As a result, 

communal conflict is explained purely in cultural terms where two or more civilizations are clashing 

(Huntington 2000). It does not “connect the concept to other social systems of economy, politics, or 

power” (Scott 1986: 1063). Thus, for a more comprehensive understanding of communalism in India 

the social, economic, and political dimensions need to be incorporated (Chatterjee 2009).  

 

There are approaches that move beyond religion and incorporate the social, economic, and political 

dimensions of communalism in India. Engineer (2002: 5047) shows that communalism is not the 

outcome of religion but produced by the politics of the elite. It is the capacity of the elite to provide 

access to state resources that determines his/her ability and interest to mobilize people around 

communal issues. The elite will maintain communal issues if it enables them to hold on to power 

(Wilkinson 2004: 1579). However, it must be kept in mind that the elites and the nature of the power 

struggle around communal issues was different in pre and post-independent India. In the pre-

independence period communal issues were centred around the politics of the Muslim League, Hindu 
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Mahasabha, and British policy of divide and rule (Puniyani 2003:19). Both Hindu and Muslim 

Communalism were strong in this period and believed religion to be the basis of the state, which 

ultimately led to partition on India and Pakistan. In the post-independence period Hindu communalism 

was growing in a period characterized by global capitalism (Bhatt 2001).  The communal space in 

India was now being shaped at a time of global integration. Thus, incorporating global factors to 

understand the problem of communalism becomes important (Breman 2002; Mahadevia 2002).  

 

Global economic policies have an impact on the lives of community, as seen during Market 

liberalization of 1991 which led to reduced formal employment and increased urban poverty in India 

(Chatterjee 2009). As India’s economy was opened-up to foreign investment the public sector shrunk, 

public-sector companies were sold, and a hire and fire labour policy was imposed without any safety 

sets (Sarkar 2005: 63). Farmer subsidies were  reduced and big dam projects that displaced rural and 

tribal populations were sanctioned without considerations for rehabilitation (Sarkar 2005: 63). These 

changes produced a breeding ground for religious mobilization (Chatterjee 2009). The BJP used this 

opportunity to develop an emotional support amongst those who faced economic uncertainties because 

of global integration and developed fears and anxieties due to structural changes (Swank & Betz 2002: 

223). The BJP was able to capture people’s imagination by reframing RSS’s core ideology of 

swadeshi-that was uncomfortable with global integration-closer to neoliberal ideology, advocating 

economic rejuvenation by establishing Indian brands in the world market and making it a global power 

(Gopalkrishnan 2006: 2087). However, after coming to power in 1998 the BJP followed the same 

market liberalization policies. It also started re-articulating social mobility in areas where it could 

intervene. One of the areas for example was higher education, the National Democratic Alliance 

(NDA) privatized higher education and put onus of primary education on parents. It saw an expansion 

of VHP lead schools supported by the state (Gopalkrishnan 2006: 2087).  

 

BJP’s manipulation of the local politics at the time of global integration shows that sole focus on the 

global is also problematic as domestic political and economic consequences of globalization are 

shaped by local national structures. The reason BJP managed to take advantage of the situation was 

because of the fragility of the political structure in India that allowed politicization of religion (Kothari 

1998). The democratic system had become an instrument for retaining power. Apart from the 

democratic system, the Sangh managed to displace civil society spaces that provided solidarity 

(Breman 2003). Civil society is important because despite its independence from the state it plays a 

major role in politics by providing spaces for intercommunity engagement (Varshney 2002). Absence 

of such spaces can open avenues for communal ideology to make its place.  

 

We cannot provide a complete understanding of communalism if we focus solely on local political and 

power structures, or solely on structural changes undertaken for global integration. We need to move 

beyond the single origin or causality-based explanation of communalism in India mentioned above. It 

is for this reason the paper stresses that the problem of communalism should be understood as 

discourse. If we see communalism as a discourse we will be able to see how knowledge around 

communal issues and identities is “produced and maintained in circulation in society through different 

institutions and practices” (Foucault, as cited in Mills 2003: 79). It will help us develop an 

understanding that knowledge about communal issues works in interest of certain groups because “it is 

in discourse that power and knowledge are joined together” (Foucault, as cited in Howarth 2000: 78). 

Communalism would be conceptualized as “not divided between accepted discourse and excluded 

discourse, or dominant discourse and dominated one, but a multiplicity of discursive elements that can 

come into play at various stages” (Foucault, as cited in Howarth 2000: 78). The multiplicity of 

discursive elements gives communalism power to establish social relations as construction of 

discourses requires exercise of power and structuring of relations between social agents (Howarth 

2000: 9). Communalism tends to maintain status quo and does not allow for accommodating changes 

that would give more power to those deprived of resources and status, like lower castes and classes. It 

tends to prevent any radical movements (Thapar 1990: 5). Communalism thus becomes part of social 

relationships and ‘a constitutive element of social relationships involves four interrelated elements’ 

(Scott 1986: 1067) which are symbols, ideologies, institutions and identities. A focus on the four 

elements, and how they are used will help us understand communalism as an interconnected process 
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rooted in power relations. It will also answer the question How were Symbols, Ideologies, Institutions, 

and Identities employed by the Sangh Parivar in the 2002 Gujarat riots.   

 

This section has discussed that single-origin explanations of communalism and the problems 

associated with it gives an incomplete understanding, hence it should be seen as a discourse. The next 

section justifies why discourse is relevant, and explains the concepts of discourse, power, symbols, 

ideologies,, institutions and identities.  

 

2 Concepts 

This paper uses discourse analysis as it explains the relations and forces of power’ (Weedon 1999: 

115). It ‘provides new interpretations of social practices by situating meanings in broader historical 

and structural contexts’ (Howarth 2000: 12). It allows for interpreting socially produced meanings 

rather than looking for causal explanations. It will enable us to develop an understanding of how and 

why social agents identify themselves with systems of meaning (Howarth 2000: 128). Thus, Discourse 

Analysis would be useful to develop an understanding of how communalism as a discourse, in this 

case Hindu Communalism, can be an instrument of power for the elite.  It will throw light on what 

meanings around religion are preserved by the Sangh, how it mobilizes people around those meanings, 

and in what structural settings. Finally, it will tell us how it is able to keep other political forces in 

check.  

 

2.1 Discourse 

Foucault was not interested in accepted vs. rejected discourse, but the effects produced by a discourse. 

The focus was to develop a history of different modes by which human beings are made subjects 

(Howarth 2000: 79). Thus, Foucault conceptualized discourse as historically variable ways specifying 

knowledge and truth i.e. what is possible to speak at a given moment (Howarth 2000: 78). It attributed 

a strategic character to discourse i.e. an instrument of power, a point of resistance, and a starting point 

for an opposing strategy (Howarth 2000: 78). Discourse produces and transmits power, reinforces 

power, and sometimes undermines power. Power is a part of discourse (Ramazanoglu 2003: 19). 

Foucault’s conception of power analysed the position of human beings within power, truth, and 

practice (Howarth 2000: 79).    

 

2.2 Power and Knowledge  

Foucault sees power as productive rather than exerted from above. Power produces knowledge 

because ‘it is not possible for power to be exercised without knowledge and for knowledge not to 

engender power” (Foucault, as cited in Mills 2003: 70). Knowledge is important for struggles over 

power as by producing knowledge one is claiming power (Mills 2003: 70). Knowledge about 

disadvantaged people and groups play a major role in maintaining their disadvantaged position 

solidifying unequal relations in society (Mills 2003: 70). Discourses normalize insidious forms of 

power around which social relations are organized, ordered, and regulated (Howarth 2000: 74). Power 

is not centralized rather it is a dispersed range of unequal power relations in society (Scott 1986: 

1067). The set of rules and conceptual tools for what counts as factual changes (Mills 2003: 71). 

 

Hindu communalism is part of the social relationship between Hindus and minority communities, 

particularly Hindus and Muslims. As mentioned above social relationships can be studied through four 

components which are symbols, ideologies, institutions, and identities. Symbols Scott (1986: 1067) 

argues “evokes multiple representations, and one must look at what symbols are invoked, how and in 

what context”. Ideologies on the other hand “set forth the interpretations of the meaning of symbols 

that attempt to limit and contain their metaphoric possibilities. It represses alternative possibilities. 

The ideology that emerges dominant is stated as the only possible one” (Scott 1986: 1067-1068). 

History using a dominant ideology is produced or articulated as if it is socially accepted and 

unchallenged. Institutions on the other hand help us understand how a phenomenon-in this case 

communal ideology around Hindu and Muslim relations- is “constructed in our economy, and polity” 
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(Scott 1986: 1068). Identities constructed relate to a range of “activities, social organizations and 

historically specific cultural representations” (Scott 1986: 1068).  It is worth expanding on the four 

concepts. 

 

2.3 Symbols 

Symbols are the medium through which people communicate and share meanings. People use symbols 

to negotiate and struggle over shared meanings that shape the culture in which individuals live (Balkin 

1998: 102). Symbols also evoke emotional responses of self-pride, sense of oppression or hostility 

towards another group (DeZalia & Moeschberger 2014: 1). However, the interpretation of the symbol 

depends upon the context in which it is evoked or generated. In the case of conflicts symbols help 

explain perceptual, cultural, emotional, and identity driven aspects of a conflict (DeZalia & 

Moeschberger 2014: 2). They link us to the past, evoke a strong emotional response, maintain cultural 

narratives, and provide a filter for perception allowing individuals to relate to society (DeZalia & 

Moeschberger 2014: 2). By preserving the past within a culture symbols influence discourse in a 

society and connect people to the past, thus separating or connecting them to each other depending 

upon how they connect to the past (DeZalia & Moeschberger 2014: 3). Individuals can interpret new 

information in relation to their culture, as well as social and group identity. It can develop or alter us 

vs them, or in group out-group perspectives of individuals (DeZalia & Moeschberger 2014: 5).     

 

2.4 Ideology 

Ideology as per Hinich & Munger (1996: 11) is a set of propositions prescribing demands on human 

behaviour. It determines what is considered ethically good or bad distribution of resources and power. 

Often understood as “false distorted conscious beliefs held by individuals about the social world” 

(Elster, as cited in Balkin 1998: 101), Ideology is seen as an idea ignoring the fact that ideologies are 

shaped by material realities of the world (Thompson 1984; 1). Further research on ideology Thompson 

(1984: 2) argues focused on use of language to spread ideas through utterances, use of words, symbols 

etc. It draws attention to language that is used in everyday social life and the aspects of language 

suppressed or neglected. Language can shape socio-historical phenomenon that is deeply involved in 

human conflict.  

 

Ideology also has a neutral conception, wherein it is seen as a system of thought, beliefs or symbols in 

a social and political context. The critical conception of ideology on the other hand holds ideology 

responsible for maintaining unequal relations of power, persevering domination (Thompson 1984: 4). 

To understand the dynamics of power and domination and the relation between actors, institutions and 

social structure studies focusing on the critical conception of ideology should be undertaken in a 

particular context (Thompson 1984: 4). To study the role of ideology one should focus on the social 

historical conditions in which agents are acting, as well as the institutional features and historical 

context. After this the linguistic expressions used to explain the structure of society will help us 

understand operation of ideology. Finally, we should interpret how discourses serve and maintain 

relations of domination (Thompson 1984: 10-11).  

 

2.5 Institutions 

Institutions are social rules including both formal rules like laws, and informal rules like norms and 

customs. Since rules are made from ideas, institutions are also embodiments of ideas (Tang 2011: 3). 

The norms and beliefs are interrelated and centred on social needs and activities. Institutions can 

restrict or enable an individual to achieve his/her goals (Giddens, as cited in Tang 2011).  

 

Institutions today are part of social science disciplines, as can be seen through the emergence of 

economic, political, and social institutionalism (Scott 1995). Economic institutionalism challenged the 

idea of universal laws in economics, arguing that economic activities take place within a social context 

shaped by historical and cultural factors (Schmoller as cited in Scott 1995). In the realm of political 

institutionalism attention was more towards historical analysis of rise of regimes, and a descriptive 
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account of government structures, constitutions, laws, and rules (Scott 1995). It assumed political 

institutions as final products that will not evolve further. Soon attention shifted towards political 

behaviour and more attention was now paid to understand division of power and attitudes (Scott 

1995).  Institutionalism in sociology saw individuals and institutions as interdependent. Institutions are 

developed and preserved through interaction of individuals, and habits of mind and action (Cooley, as 

cited in Scott 1995).Thus, Individual’s orientation towards institutions matter as individuals 

incorporate their cultural understandings while reacting to institutions.  Institutional change is a 

process of selecting a few ideas out of many and solidifying them into institution. Struggles for power 

are often central to institutional change (Tang 2011: 1-2). 

 

2.6 Identities 

Seul (1999: 554) argue that people need secure sense of self, these needs include psychological 

security in an unpredictable world, sense of belongingness and self-esteem, to achieve these needs 

individuals, undertake efforts to create positive identity of themselves. In case individuals are not able 

to form secure identities for themselves it creates psychological discomfort, and might lead to 

personality break down, or even a threat to survival Bloom (as cited in Seul 1999: 554).  Seul (1999) 

recognizes two type of identity Individual and Group identity. Individual identity includes “one’s 

motives, values, emotions, feelings, goals and aspirations. As well   as group memberships, social 

influence and social interaction patterns, and roles” (Seul 1999: 554). Group Identities on the other 

hand reflect individuals “desire of positive evaluation in part through their participation in groups, 

groups generate collective purposes and goals, the achievement of these goals is important for 

maintenance of group identity and group’s survival” Seul (1999: 556). Both Individual and group 

identities are fluid, dynamic, and responsive to social context, thus they are subject to revision (Seul 

1999).Stryker (as cited in Stets 2006) argues that social structures influences one’s identity and ones 

behaviour, identity performances are dependent on how important the identity is in the hierarchy of 

identities in a structure. An important identity is likely to be invoked more. While studying identities, 

we need to keep in mind that “Identities emerge in strong relations as well as weak relations, in long 

term and short-term interactions, routine as well as novel settings” (Stets 2006).  

 

This section shows that discourse should not only be understood as something true or false, 

dominating or dominated, rather calls for studying the effects discourse produce. Since This paper uses 

Foucault’s conception of power and knowledge to see how the Sangh used Symbols, Ideologies, 

Institutions, and Identities it elaborates on what the four concepts mean Before moving into analysis of 

the four concepts it is worthwhile to look at the background of communalism in India, it will help the 

paper explain as to why certain symbols, ideologies and identities hold weight and why certain 

institutional mechanisms enable the Sangh to manipulate them for channelizing communal discourses.   

 

3 Background 

The introduction of the Census in 1872 by the British led to formation of mutually exclusive 

communities as per geographical and demographic features, strengthening the communal 

consciousness in India (Bhagat 2001: 4352).It allowed the British to sustain their colonial dominance 

by maintaining hostilities between Hindus and Muslims. A power struggle between Muslim and Hindu 

elite ensued over state’s economic resources and political power. The Muslim League demanded 

separate electorates for Muslims under the Morley-Minto reforms. In response the Hindu Mahasabha 

was formed in Punjab to safeguard Hindu interests (Raghavan 1983: 595). Both the Hindu Mahasabha 

and Muslim League were close to the Colonial government. However, the Sabha broke its coalition 

with the British to set its own agenda of forming a self-governing and united Hindu nation (Bhatt 

2001). The Sabha suspected a plot to carve out an Islamic territory in India by the Muslim League and 

the British. Also, the integration of tribal and peasant movement into anti-colonial politics and rise of 

women movements, trade union movements, and Non-Brahmin movements during the 1920’s had 

raised concern regarding the nation’s unity (Sarkar 2005). 
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The goal for creating the Hindu nation saw the assertion of what constitutes the Hindu identity. 

Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, who became the president of the Sabha during 1937 advocated the idea of 

Hindutva he developed to define Hindu Identity. Savarkar was aiming to define Hinduness as per 

collective and personal affiliations since he was aware of inner contradictions of various sects. 

Savarkar (as cited in Bhatt 2001: 94) outlined three preconditions for Hindu identity. First, citizenship 

by paternal descent in India. Second, descendant of Hindu parents leading to bond by common blood, 

and third common culture and civilization irrespective of caste. The conception of Hindutva was 

central to the Hindu Mahasabha and later on for the RSS which took up the communal space after the 

Hindu Mahasabha’s decline in the post-independence period.  

 

The RSS was set-up in 1925 by B.S. Moonje and K.B. Hedgewar. It came in response to Anti-

Brahmin movements that were developing alongside the anti-colonial movement of the 1920’s. The 

RSS focused on recruiting from the upper caste and affluent classes, drawing them away from the anti-

colonial movements while advocating for a moral leadership for Hindu society, based on Brahmanical 

values (Sarkar 2005). It expanded during 1937-40 in Delhi, Punjab, Bihar, and Tamil Nadu. A mass 

base was developed through relief and charity work, but mobilization was done through a communal 

ideology across RSS branches (Sarkar 2005).  The aim Prasad (2003: 175) argues was to develop first, 

a sense of pride amongst Hindus regarding their personal and public life. Second, leading the religious 

minorities to accept Hindu symbols of identity, as it would enhance national identity (Jaffrelot 2007: 

97). More importantly the RSS criticized the Indian National Congress(INC) for pushing a secular 

ideology, and labelled Muslims as a threat backed by the Islamic world, and a foreign body within 

Hindu society (Jaffrelot 2007: 97). The communal assertions of RSS turned to be a self-fulfilling 

prophecy as a result the partition and resulting violence between Hindus and Muslims. It allowed the 

RSS to recast the hostilities between Hindus and Muslims in terms of the past (Sarkar 2005). 

 

In the post-independence phase the RSS had to operate within a democratic system despite its critique 

of democracy. The RSS launched organizations like the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) and its 

political wing the Bhartiya Jan Sangh (BJS). The BJS entered into the political arena at the time of 

decline of the Hindu Mahasabha and rise of Nehru’s non-communal and secular orientation of making 

Indian Muslims feel part of the Indian society (Bhatt 2001). After the partition Muslim communalism 

was weakened, and the main aim was to contain Hindu Communalism aggression through secularism 

(Banerjee 1990: 39). However, Secularism in India did not call for a strict separation between state 

and religion. It made the state helpless in religious matters and compelled it to intervene, thus 

departing from neutrality (Bhargava 2010: 108). The lack of clear role of state allowed religious 

identity to become a dominant political category to be manipulated by political parties for strategic 

interests (Bose 2009:8). 

 

The political fortunes of the RSS changed in the 1970s. Dissatisfactions with the Indira Gandhi 

government regarding food and fuel prices saw protest movements being launched. In response the 

government imposed an Emergency. It lead the RSS to advocate for a third front comprising all non-

congress parties and portray itself as the main opposition to the government. Also its political wing the 

BJS came to the power in coalition with the Janta government which was short lived and saw Indira 

Gandhi come back to power. The BJS members after a dismal electoral performance disbanded and 

formed the BJP in 1980’s. The BJP even though harbouring Hindu Nationalist ideology of the BJS 

was different from it as the BJP distanced itself from the preoccupation with Hindi & Brahamanic bias 

limited to North India. The BJP attacked the INC on three fronts, by labelling it development strategy 

as against Indian culture, accusing it of subverting democracy through political corruption and 

distorting state secularism to appease minorities (Seshia 1998: 1039-1040). However, the BJP 

performed poor in the 1985 elections and lost out support of Hindu Nationalists to the INC. To outbid 

the INC it brought in the “religious dimension to recapture its traditional base of support i.e. Hindu 

Nationalists” (Seshia 1998: 1042).  As a result the BJP used the Ramjanbhoomi-Babri Mosque issue in 

the late 1980’s and early 1990’s. It fanned existing sectarian divide between Hindus and Muslims, and 

strengthened BJP’s Hindu Vote. It was also a response to the Mandal Commission Report that gave 

backward castes 52% reservations in government jobs. The Ramjanbhoomi issue was touched upon to 

appeal to Hindu votes and overcome reservation based caste divides. It allowed the BJP to reactivate 
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communal fault lines at the cost of inciting communal violence and religious extremism (Seshia 1998: 

1043). One such incident of communal violence took place in Gujarat during 2002.  

 

The 2002 riots also called the Godhra riots took place in the backdrop of the reinitiating of the 

Ramjanbhoomi movement by the VHP.   Communal passions were stoked by Ashok Singhal from the 

VHP who warned of ‘Hindu Backlash’ if the construction of the Ram Temple at Ayodhya was 

prevented (The Hindu 2002). Pravin Tagodia (as cited in Communalism Combat 2002) on the other 

hand compared the construction of the mosque by Babur to the 9/11 attacks, denoting both of them as 

symbols of Islamic Terrorism. The reinitiated movement saw a lot of volunteers travelling back and 

forth to Ayodhya from all over India including Gujarat. One of the trains returning to Gujarat i.e. the 

Sabarmati Express,  caught fire in one of its coach at the Godhra Railway station on 27 Feb 2002 

killing 59 passengers, most of whom were volunteers coming back from Ayodhya (Nanavati & Mehta 

2008:1). Though there are competing narratives regarding why the coach was set on fire, the chief 

minister of Gujarat Narendra Modi termed it as a pre-planned attack of terrorism (Times of India 

2002a). The Godhra incident led to violence throughout the state of Gujarat on 28 February 2002. 

Puniyani (2003: 282) argues that violence in Gujarat was a product of deeper communalization and 

support of the state.  

 

This deeper communalization took place in the late 1970’s and early 1980s even though the RSS had 

its base in Gujarat since the 1940s. It was in the aftermath of the emergency that the INC to regain its 

hold in Gujarat implemented the KHAM formula i.e Kshatriya, Harijan, Adivasi, and Muslim (Yagnik 

& Seth 2005). The INC was portraying itself as a pro-poor and pro-backward caste party, eliminating 

upper caste monopoly in Gujarat. The INC won in Gujarat due to its KHAM politics, and increased 

reservations for the backward caste, resulting in upper caste backlash. At this point the BJS had 

disbanded into the BJP, and the anti- reservation stand of the BJS was given up by the latter (Yagnik 

& Sheth 2005). As mentioned above the BJP used an aggressive conception of Hindutva in the form of 

the Ramjanbhoomi event to outbid the INC. This appeal to Hindutva as per Yagnik & Sheth (2005) 

provided a sense of security to the upper caste, ensuring their power and control. Whereas, for the mid 

and lower castes it appealed for overcoming caste or sect differences to ensure Hindu unity (Yagnik & 

Sheth 2005).   

 

BJP’s Ramjanbhoomi allowed it to garner huge support in elections at both national and assembly 

level. During 1995-1998 the BJP managed to make clean sweeps in municipal, district, block, and 

village level elections, allowing the Sangh to make inroads to local power structures. The Sangh was 

able to expand its influence in rural areas by capturing cooperative banks, credit societies, mill 

cooperatives, and agricultural-produce market committees (Yagnik & Sheth 2005). The inroad of the 

Sangh allowed it to control state resources and develop patronage networks. The Sangh was now in a 

position to decide who gets appointed in the police, the judiciary, or the position of the vice-chancellor 

in a university.  Despite a good electoral performance BJP, in its road to the 2004 national elections, 

was losing elections in Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, and Uttarakhand. Similar trends were visible in Gujarat 

as the BJP had lost a by-election to the INC in 2001 (Human Rights Watch 2003: 52). The only 

available to BJP was the polarization of Hindus and Muslims and consolidate Hindu vote (Engineer 

2002: 5053).     

   

4 Analysis 

In the aftermath of the Godhra incidents a local Gujarati newspaper called Sandesh came up with a 

headline that indicated abduction of Hindu women by a religious mob in Godhra (Fachandi 2012: 66). 

This evoked a sense of retaliation amongst Hindu men because it was seen as a challenge to their 

honour. As a result rapes of Muslim women became the central form of sexual violence in the riots 

that followed the Godhra incident (International Initiative of Justice 2003: 25). Religious communities 

see women as repository of their culture, identity, and honour making women “the symbol of violence 

as the shame and subjection of her community is represented in her (Jayawardena & Alwis 1996: 

xvii).  Rapes were seen as a way of dishonouring the other community (Sarkar 2002). Women’s bodies 

became spaces of violence because of the Sangh’s ideological stand on women roles, duties, and 
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obligations (Bhatt 2011: 138). The Sangh treated women as sacred like the sacred territory of India, 

arguing that women should show unconditional love and sacrifice just like the motherland which has 

endured at the hands of foreign invasion. Apart from denoting a sacred character women were seen as 

the goddess Durga, thus portraying women as resilient, pure, and ready to sacrifice (Bhatt 2011: 139). 

This emphasis on self-sacrifice by women was to tell women to endure patriarchy and become bold 

and aggressive when required. Apart from ideologically driven justification of violence, the Identity of 

a Muslim created by the Sangh played a major part in evoking Hindu men. Muslims were portrayed as 

threat to the purity of Hindu women as they are vile, seducers, and rapists. This identity of the Muslim 

is compounded by local branches of RSS through narratives of partition time rapes of Hindu women, 

and rape of Hindu queens by Muslim men (Sarkar 2002: 2875).  

 

Apart from symbolization of women to justify sexual violence, attacks and destruction of mosques 

was also justified by denoting mosques as a symbol of Hindu hurt and ancient rivalry between Hindus 

and Muslims. Mosques (particularly the Babri Mosques in Ayodhya) were a central component of the 

Ramjanbhoomi campaign, the BJP and the Sangh maintained the narrative that Muslim invaders in the 

past had constructed Mosques by destroying Hindu temples. Thus, enabling mosques to be seen as an 

insult to Hindus. Also, it gave the Hindu Muslim conflict a primordial character based on “place of 

birth, relations, religion, language, and social practices” (Brass 1991: 69). It helped the Sangh push 

forward the identity of Hindu as civilized, peaceful, tolerant, enlightened, and accommodating as 

opposed to a Muslim who was seen as barbaric, dirty, violent, and fanatic (Anand 2005: 207). 

 

The symbolism of women and mosques did not take place in vacuum and were developing during time 

period of structural change in the Indian economy. Open market Policies blend with local industrial 

restructuring  and urban renewal using space specific ethnocentrism to exclude and fragment the poor 

(Chatterjee 2009: 143). In Gujarat the new economic policy closed mills, like textile mills in 

Ahmedabad. This reduced formal employment, increased urban poverty, and closed spaces where 

workers from both Hindu and Muslim communities interacted (Chatterjee 2009: 144). These changes 

led to industrial decay, thus making a fertile territory for religious mobilization.  

 

Apart from the Industrial decay, electoral success in Gujarat allowed the BJP leaders to control and 

influence local organizations. The Sangh as per Varshney (2002: 223) managed to displace civil 

society spaces around which inter-communal civic life was organized in Gujarat. These included 

business associations, labour unions, cooperatives, professional unions, and social and educational 

agencies engaged in minority welfare. These bodies were put in place by Gandhi and to undertake 

mass level organization, and encourage civic contacts between Hindus and Muslims, thus fostering 

Hindu-Muslim unity (Varshney 2002: 223). These organizations provided solidarity and security as 

well as maintained the principle of non-violence, emphasizing dialogue and negotiation. 

 

Apart from displacing civil society the electoral success of the BJP during 1995 and 1998 allowed it to 

make inroads to local power structures. It led to formation of patronage networks amongst Politicians, 

goons, RSS, VHP, Bajrang Dal, and the police. These patronage networks link the interest of the rulers 

with the masses in ways that contribute to violence (Berenschot 2009: 415). Local political workers 

who aspire to make a political career require support of influential politicians. In return of such 

support help spread propaganda during normal times by organizing meeting and staging rallies. During 

riots distribute weapons, identify targets, and mobilize people in return for access to state resources 

and impunity in riots, thus sustaining communal tensions (Berenschot 2009: 415).   

 

Influence of politicians over judiciary and police was visible. Judicial magistrates were chosen by the 

Gujarat government, and had affiliation to the Sangh (International Initiative for Justice 2002: 39).  

The role of the police or its absence was also noticeable as their promotion depends upon having good 

relations with politicians (Berenschot 2009: 428). It prevents police officers from making any arrests 

or controlling the violence and at times colluding with perpetrators (PUDR 2002: 34). Personal 

political ideologies of officers and magistrates took preference over maintenance of law and order (IIJ 

2002: 40). Even if they arrested someone VHP gave financial and legal aid to its people, and 

pressurised the judiciary as well the witnesses to prevent sentencing of their people involved in rioting 
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(Berenschot 2009: 420). Faulty investigations and retracting of witnesses prevented the guilty from 

being charged.   

 

5 Conclusion 

This paper begins by highlighting the various ways communalism has been understood. It argues that 

communalism understood solely in terms of religion produces a simplistic cultural understanding of 

the problems communalism leads to. It then points to two alternative understandings of communalism. 

First, conceptualizes the problems of communalism as a result of politics of the elite and local political 

structures. Second conceptualizes problems of communalism emerging as a result of global 

restructuring. The problem with both these approaches is that they tend to ignore each other. Impact of 

global restructuring is influenced by local power structures, and local power structures tend to 

accommodate global principles. For example, the BJP accommodated neoliberal values to its 

conception of Swadeshi. To providing a more interconnected, rather than causal based explanation, for 

the problems of communalism, this paper conceptualizes communalism as discourse. Communalism 

as a discourse is used to understand how knowledge around communal issues are maintained and 

circulated through various institutions and practices to serve the interest of those in power. It tends to 

bring together the two alternative conceptions of communal problems, pointed above, together.  To 

undertake the research, focus is on the case of Gujarat and on Hindu Communalism. Foucault’s 

Power/Knowledge framework is used to understand how Symbols, Ideologies, Institutions, and 

Identities were used by the Sangh Parivar, to produce knowledge serving its interest in the Gujarat 

riots.   

 

Before moving to the analysis the paper provides a background of how Hindu communalism was 

shaped in the pre and post-independent period. It focuses on the growth of Hindu communalism in 

relation to secularism, politics of the INC, and the democratic structure that allowed the Sangh Parivar 

to manipulate it on the lines of religion under the Ramjanbhoomi campaign. The Ramjanbhoomi 

campaign provides an entry point for our case study of Gujarat, as well as how communalization of 

Gujarat took place. This background is necessary as it provides the basis for understanding the impact 

of symbols, ideologies, institutions, and identities that were employed in the riot.  

 

After giving a background on communalism in India and the riots in Gujarat the paper shows that the 

Sangh managed to justify sexual violence and destruction of mosques due to the way it symbolized 

women and mosques, as well as the identity it created of Muslims. It emphasised upon honour of 

Hindu women, and the need for Hindu men to protect that honour from the threat of Muslim men 

because of the characteristics the latter posed. In the case of mosques the symbolization signified 

Hindu hurt by drawing upon narratives of Mughal invaders destroying temples and constructing 

mosques in their place. This gave the conflict a primordial shape, justifying violence against Muslims 

in the name of avenging the past and constructing Muslim identity as alien to India. However, the 

analysis cautions us that such an emotional appeal to mobilize did not take place in vacuum and was in 

response to structural change in India. Market liberalization destroyed jobs in formal sectors and 

displaced civil society organizations, thus created a breeding ground in Gujarat for religious 

mobilization. This pitfalls of global integration and the acquisition of power by the BJP in Gujarat at 

the same time allowed its leaders to make local patronage networks with young party, workers, police, 

and judges. Young party workers help out during the violence by spreading propaganda and violence 

in return for a advancing in the party, whereas the police and judges have to maintain good relations 

with politicians to avoid transfers and be placed in lucrative positions. The control of BJP over the 

police and judiciary in Gujarat resulted in inaction by the police and faulty investigations, thus giving 

immunity to perpetrators if they were connected to the Sangh Parivar.      

 

This paper has shown that the Sangh Parivar used the communal discourse to safeguard its power 

position in Gujarat.  Knowledge about threat to Hindu Women, Mosques as a sign of hurt, and the 

threat of Muslims allowed the Sangh to formulate hostile Hindu Muslims social relations around such 

a knowledge. The symbolism of Hindu women and Mosques evoked passions of retaliation only 

because they were made comprehensible by the dominant ideology of Hindutva, which sees Muslims 
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as aliens or Invaders in Indian culture. However both the symbolism and ideological push by the 

Sangh could grow because of the structural changes that were taking place in India as a result of global 

integration. It led to loss of formal employment, lack of safety nets, and increasing poverty, thus 

providing a breeding ground for Symbolism and Ideology of the Sangh. The global integration of India 

clashed with the increase in caste based politics, like the KHAM politics of INC, and the Mandal 

Commission recommendations. These global and local changes saw a huge appeal of Hindutva 

amongst the upper castes and the BJP used this opportunity to mobilize people under the 

Ramjanbhoomi movement. These global and local changes become important in Gujarat because it 

allowed the BJP to make inroads into national and local structures through electoral victories. In 

Gujarat it allowed the BJP to control local power structures like police and judiciary and dismantle 

civil society spaces that provided inter-communal harmony. The control of the police and judiciary 

made sure that the perpetrators of violence supported by the BJP and the Sangh had full license to 

spread ideological propaganda and undertake violence. It prevented the police and judiciary from 

taking action against rioters supported by the Sangh, thus jeopardizing the justice delivery mechanisms 

and prevention mechanisms in Gujarat. 

 

The Sangh managed to create a dominant understanding of the Hindu-Muslim conflict. It gave it a 

primordial character, justifying that the conflict is a result of ancient rivalry started by Muslims 

invading India, the home of Hindus. By emphasizing this primordial understanding the Sangh 

manages to create a homogenous identity of Hindus, thus preventing identification of caste based 

distinctions amongst Hindus. It draws away attention from caste based inequalities and injustices that 

still exist within Hinduism and need to be addressed. Similarly, by creating narratives of threat to 

Hindu women and the desired role of Hindu women it prevents the space for women across different 

religions, class, and caste to mobilize on issues relevant to all women. The demeaning identity of 

Muslims created by the Sangh normalizes the identity of Muslims as threat or unaccommodating. 

These ideological and symbolic discourses were operationalized under the Ramjanbhoomi movement, 

at a time when global integration created havoc in society by destroying livelihoods of people. The 

Ramjanbhoomi movement not only distorted attention away from the ills of globalization but also 

appealed to the same people who lost out due to globalization, asking them to mobilize on lines of 

religion to safeguard their interests. The job was then finished by exploiting the local democratic 

structure, wherein electoral support was sought on lines of religion, resulting in electoral success of 

the BJP. After the electoral success, inroads were made in local power structures of Gujarat wherein 

the police and judiciary were filled with people close to the Sangh. It led to inaction by police and 

judiciary whenever the Sangh carried out its ideological propaganda or violence.  It was with the 

control and manipulation of local structures at a time of global integration that allowed the BJP to 

successfully employ its ideological propaganda, and prevent any other radical movement, other than 

on the lines of religion to make its place.     
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