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Identity Politics 
in the Indian 
Context  

I
ndia, being a vast country and divided into 

different states, is diverse in terms of religion, 

caste, race and ethnicity. It is home to various 

ethnic and religious groups. Across the world, 

India is viewed as a captivating country where 

people of different religions live together in 

harmony. The Indian population is an astounding 

blend of various races and cultures. Besides the 

numerous castes, there are eight “major” religions, 

as well as 15-odd languages spoken in various 

dialects and with a considerable number of tribes 

and sects. This diversity of caste and religion is 

believed to be the dening characteristic of Indian 

society. 

But these distinctions have also played a crucial 

role in institutionalizing socio-political power. It 

has resulted in various kinds of segregations, 

subjections, suppressions and subversions. Almost 

all parties use identity politics to gain power. 

However, India's ruling party, which is denitely 

rightwing, is known for its reactionary communal 

platform. In that sense, it is different from 

ordinary conservative parties of the right. Classic 

rightwing parties openly advocate for the interests 

of the ruling classes and are defenders of the 

status quo. This stance differentiates them from 

other major parties that strive, in varying degrees, 

to build a broad coalition of support for the welfare 

state and other social democratic prescriptions. 

India's ruling party, which is 
denitely rightwing, is known for 
its reactionary communal platform. 
In that sense, it is different from 
ordinary conservative parties of the 
right.

By: Prerna Singh 
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Social Structuring 

In contrast to conservative rightwing parties, there 
is also the phenomenon of neo-rightwing parties 
which are marked by radicalism — i.e., they use 
mass politics and launch mass movements with a 
strong critique of the existing society which break 
the boundaries of the traditional right. The mass 
politics generated by such parties is primarily 
motivated by a reactionary-sectarian platform 
which targets an “enemy” — other ethnic or 
religious groups that are held responsible for all 
the problems of society. 

Diversity is natural. No two things in nature are 
equal in all respect. So do human beings. People 
vary in color, complexion, condition and capacity. 
However, these natural differences should not be 
the basis of the structure of any society. The kind 
of inequality derived from natural differences has 
been a major issue of contention in how to 
structure human society. Not surprisingly, the 
ideas of justice and equality have been at the 
center of debates regarding the proper structuring 
of society. 

Polarization 

The current polarization in India revolves around 
this fundamental question: Should India be a 
secular country or a Hindu nation, since roughly 
80 percent of the population are Hindus? 

The main opposition party, which was in power for 
nearly seven decades, claims to be secular and 
pluralist. However, recent divisions in the political 
leadership — coupled with India's economic 
transformation, changes in the media setting, as 
well as increased use of the internet and social 
media — has culminated in polarization. This 
became increasingly evident following the 
landslide electoral victories of the current ruling 
party in 2014 and 2019. 

The consequences of polarization have grown ever 
more alarming. Attacks on India's independent 
political institutions have increased; opposition 
parties have become extremely watchful in 
defending pluralism and secularism; and there is 
growing animosity towards minority groups. The 
majoritarianism and polarization in India is more 
damaging today than it has been in the past. 

Instances of lynching, violence and intolerance 
towards differences in opinion is seriously 
threatening liberal freedoms and India's pluralist 
democracy. And along with religious-based 
polarization, caste mobilization has also become an 
important factor in Indian politics. 

Attacks on India's independent 
political institutions have increased, 
and there is growing animosity
 towards minority groups.

There are politicians who want to divide people 
based on caste and religion. But it is important to 
point out that there are also people who have 
divided themselves in that manner, and they want 
those divisions to continue. Political parties only 
take advantage of the situation. The ruling party 
has tapped into the emotions of people and their 
inclination towards majoritarianism. They have 
designed their political strategy based on this 
approach.  

Identity Politics 

Identity politics is a political approach wherein 
people of a particular religion, race, class, gender, 
social background or other identifying factors, 
develop political agendas that are based upon 
these identities. 
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Given this situation, it is important to undertake 
caste-based surveys to better understand the 
concerns of the majority and articulate their 
demands. It would also help in candidate selection 
and in increasing the chances of winning. 

Women in Politics 

The question of diversity and identity politics will 
not be complete if gender is not discussed. 

Gender politics in India was not very prominent in 
the past. However, it is now gaining importance 
and is being used by political parties to woo female 
voters. India has had powerful female leaders, with 
some ascending to top political posts, such as 
President and Prime Minister. However, studies 
show that the political participation of women is 
still low. Traditionally, politics is seen as a male 
bastion, and women are discouraged from entering 
it on the pretext that it is not a 'feminine' 
profession. 

It's not just societal bias against women that poses 
an obstacle for female politicians. Previously, to 
encourage the participation of women, the 50 
percent reservation was introduced in local bodies. 
Unfortunately, most of the women who vied for 
these seats were relatives of politicians or from 
prominent political families. Unsurprisingly, most 
of them ended up being the rubberstamp of their 
male family members. 

A bill to reserve a third of all seats in the national 
and state legislatures for women has been stalled 
in the Indian parliament for almost three decades. 
Intellectuals argue that afrmative action is 
needed, not only to encourage women's 
participation in law-making, but to also improve 
female representation in politics. A woman may 
initially get elected because she comes from a 
political family. But gradually, she will have to 
expose herself in the eld and eventually, it will 
also encourage more women to enter this 
profession. 

However, we simply cannot conclude that more 
women in politics will automatically lead to better 
policies for women, but it is also important to 
ensure equal participation to have a more 
inclusive society. Reactionary and conservative 
political forces are using religious, caste and 
communal identities to advance their political 
agenda. Gender doesn't seem to be their priority or 
preference. However, the role of women is 
essential in politics and cannot be ignored by 
progressives. 

Women have suffered for ages. Therefore, there is 
an urgent need to raise their voice and ensure that 
they will have better representation in the country. 

Casteism and religious differences are more 
prominent in rural India. For that reason, they are 
part of the most important 'wants' of the rural 
majority. Urban India is not free from these, either. 
But the priority of most people in the cities is 
development. The catch here is the voting divide 
between rural and urban India. There can be 
many reasons for this divide, but the results are 
still the same. 

This rural-urban divide shows two sets of people 
with different wants, and the divide is growing. 
WhatsApp groups, for example, are ooded with 
forwarded messages that invoke hatred against a 
particular group or community. 
 

The role of women is essential in 
politics and cannot be ignored by 
progressives.
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