
Amid rows of books in the Delhi office of politi-
cal psychologist Ashis Nandy is a painting
that's striking in its sordidness: the head of a
dead politician enveloped in a floppy garland,
surrounded by numerous tags displaying his
numerous identities. Ever the political dis-
senter, Nandy is back in news after the Ahmed-
abad-based National Council for Civil
Liberties filed a case against him for his article,
Blame the Middle Class, published in The
Times of India in January, analysing Gujarat
Chief Minister Narendra Modi's victory in the
Assembly elections. The charge against Nandy
is "promoting enmity between different groups
on grounds of religion, race, place of birth and
language". Some 178 academics and intellectu-
als have signed a statement to protest the case
against Nandy (http://www.sacw.net/FreeEx-
pAndFundos/defendNandyl6June08.html). In
an interview with TUSHA MITTAL, Nandy ex-
plains how modernity is devastating India.

How has your understanding of India
changed over the years?
Like every other Bengali from Calcutta, I had a
political edge to everything I did, but little em-
pathy for the world outside the cities. Theoreti-
cally, I might have been committed to the
people of India, but in practice they were an
abstract category. Things began to change dra-
matically when I came to the Centre for the
Study of Developing Societies. We studied pol-
itics empirically, and I realised its pervasive

'Modernisation leads to
genocides, enormous
degrees of violence and the
demolition of civilisations'

presence in Indian social life, how much of a
pace-setting agency it really is. A second major
change came with the Emergency. Neither my
political studies nor my understanding of In-
dian politics had prepared me for it. It was a
shock. Then, I began to look for new ways of
looking at Indian politics. My discovery of
Gandhi happened at that time. I had always
disliked Gandhi: his allegiances had looked pri-
mordial; his style a deviation from our idea of
cosmopolitanism; his politics anti-modern. But
I rediscovered Gandhi. I became more scepti-
cal of the Indian state, which was modelled on
the colonial state that had ruled us. I saw that
the categories that dominated Indian politics

had no openness to the experiences of a major-
ity of Indians. Often, as with terms like 'secu-
lar', they could not even be translated into
vernacular languages.
Would you say the secular project in
India has failed, that we have failed to
merge ground realities with our idea of
liberal secularism?
Absolutely! Secularism is a tool to achieve
certain goals of tolerance and amity. It has not
been able to touch the heart of most Indians,
who have found it flawed, an abstraction used
for political purposes only. I think we would
gain much more if we entered it through the
various cultural and religious traditions of
India to confront the forces fomenting com-
munal conflict. They are actually anti-Hindu
and anti-Islam. They will destroy these faiths
in the arrogant belief that they can defend
them. We don't defend faiths; faith defends
us. In fact, the people often called religious fa-
natics usually did not care about religion.

They were modernists who wanted a Euro-
pean-style nation state in India. They consid-
ered Gandhi primitive because he brought
into politics ideas such as fasting and nonvio-
lence. Gandhi was the counter-modernist
who said that modernism was an intrusion in
Indian culture and could only devastate India
culturally, economically and socially, [that] it
is intrinsically hostile to India's environment,
local knowledge systems and diversity. Ethnic
and religious conflict is a pathological expres-
sion of modernity, not of tradition. The way
modernisation is conceptualised leads to
genocides; an enormous degree of violence;
the demolition of civilisations.
Can you give an example?
I did a major study on sati, the first in con-
temporary times. I showed that sati epi-
demics primarily occurred when a
community was under attack. For example,
sati in late 18th and early 19th century was a
direct product of the colonial political econ-


